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Dedication

 

All my characters are special and unique in their own way, and I fall a little in love with each hero.  But when Samuel "The Ghost" Carpenter popped up in the New Orleans Connection Series, there was just something about him that screamed for me to tell his story.  He was first introduced in Relentless Pursuit, then showed up again in Ultimate Betrayal.  Fans have asked over and over when Carpenter was getting his book.  Well, here you go.  I hope I've done justice in telling Samuel's story.  

As always, special thanks to my sister, Mary.  She's my best friend, and keeps me writing new stories all the time.  I use her as a sounding board for plots and ideas, and she never fails to help me.  She's truly the best sister in the world.  

Thanks have to go to Tanya Newbern and Kimberly Dawn, two of my beta readers who tirelessly read through my horrible first drafts, and call me on the stuff that doesn't work and are my biggest cheering section when the good stuff makes sense.  

And this book definitely wouldn't be as polished without my fantastic editor, Allison B. Collins.  I am truly thankful that she's agreed to work with me, making my stories so much better with all her hard work.  Lady, you totally ROCK!


Chapter One

Brownsville Texas

Samuel Carpenter held the night vision goggles up to his eyes, watching intently.  He waited, every muscle in his body tensely coiled, ready to spring at a moment's notice.  He'd waited for this night for what seemed like years, and his DEA team, along with the feds, planned to shut down one of the biggest drug operations in South Texas.  

Every fifteen minutes another car slowly wended its way along the broken asphalt alleyway with its rutted potholes and grooves.  Scraggly weeds poked through the cracks beyond the falling down chain link fence, until the roadway merged onto the newly paved parking lot of the public storage facility.  A secondary gate in the rear of the lot led to rows of locked units, accessible only with a key card.   Perfect for the operation he was orchestrating tonight.  

This gateway wasn't for everyday renters' use.  When the property changed hands eight months earlier, customer access became limited to front-of-building units only.  The back gate remained locked to the general public.  Carpenter bit back a grin.  No, this entrance was for V.I.P. clientele only, and tonight he had plans to greet them in a manner they wouldn't soon forget.  

Street view was obscured from the rarely-used back alley by the last row of smaller rental units, sporting a pristine coat of white paint.  Those units sat empty, though each gave the appearance of being in use.  Shiny padlocks or combination locks graced the hasps of each.  They were only for show, because his team had opened every unit, replacing the locks without anybody being the wiser.  

The DEA had finally caught a break when a low-level snitch ratted out the owner, who had a nasty habit of turning off CCTV cameras whenever enough money changed hands to make it worth his while.  The slimy weasel had no idea his business was about to be seized by the DEA and ATF.  

Plastic wrapped bundles of marijuana hit the concrete floor with a distinctive thud.  Enough packing tape covered them that nothing spilled free, a good thing considering the potential flood of cash each one represented.  

Carpenter's whole body tensed.  Tonight was the night.  The intel they'd received was spot on.  Even without the night vision goggles, he could make out the four small rental trucks parked by the north wall of storage lockers, their engines idling.  The lift gates stood wide open while men loaded the plastic wrapped packages of marijuana into specially designed niches embedded within the walls of each truck.  

These weren't run-of-the-mill trucks. They'd been purchased and custom redesigned with special, neatly hidden side panels, where the drugs easily slid out of sight, virtually invisible to the naked eye.  Unless you knew where to look.  

The logo of a national rental truck chain was displayed on each one, making it indistinguishable from any other moving van on the city streets.  Well, other than the fact each one of these truck contained millions of dollars' worth of drugs and illegal weapons.  

Carpenter motioned for his partner to monitor the truck on the far right.  Enrique Chavez's crew was making fast work of unloading each car as it pulled in.  Within minutes the hubcaps and undercarriages were stripped of illegal contraband.  Trunks were disassembled, the deep wheel wells that normally held spare tires overflowed with illegal automatic weapons.

Tonight's operation was a joint bust for the DEA and ATF.  They'd surveilled Chavez's operation in the border town of Brownsville for the last several months, scoping out his routes and local business connections.  

The man seemed untouchable.  Every time they set up an op, he'd shut down his crew and close shop, only to reopen in another area where the grass was always greener and people greedier.  

This was the closest they'd come to putting a major dent in his cartel in…forever.  Tonight they'd take down one of his major footholds and put a solid crimp in his business.  It would take him months if not years to recover from the blow, not only to his organization but to his reputation in the cartel.  Carpenter wouldn't be surprised to find out Chavez had been made an example of by his bosses—but that would have to wait until they busted his operation wide open. 

The only thing that would make things perfect was if Chavez himself was present and they could arrest his sorry ass.  Carpenter was convinced with a haul this big, the slimy weasel would show up in person, but so far only his second-in-command, Luis Avila, was here calling the shots.

Webster signaled he was in place.  The rest of their team stood by, waiting for his go command.  Hand raised, he paused as another set of headlights pulled up in front of the open storage unit's door.  The high beams of the huge black SUV outlined the men scurrying about in a well-organized, controlled chaos.  Two of the four trucks were nearly full, the others at least two-thirds, the drugs tucked away in the hidden panels, and the weapons crated and secured in specially designed wooden boxes.

Carpenter's heartbeat raced when Enrique Chavez stepped from the passenger side of the SUV, and his breath hitched in his chest.  Adrenaline roared through his bloodstream, so potent he felt almost lightheaded.  

Son of a bitch.  He's here!  He didn't dare look at Webster, his partner with the DEA for the last eighteen months.  Webster was the actual team leader for this operation, though he wanted Carpenter to get the credit for bringing in Chavez.  

He'd felt a moment of kinship with his boss he hadn't felt before.  It was unheard of for Webster to relinquish any aspect of an op to a subordinate.  When he'd joined the DEA five years earlier, he'd worked his way through the ranks, doing the grunt work right alongside fellow agents.  He'd earned the nickname The Ghost from his teammates, because he could get in and out of places nobody else could access.  He was a chameleon, comfortably blending in with ease among both the lowlife dealers or the rich and famous.  Whatever it took to get the job done.  

Chavez sauntered through the oversized unit, pausing long enough to watch a P.O.S. Ford with rusted side panels and a busted headlight get stripped down to its rims, his lips curving up like the Cheshire cat.  Standing at just over five foot six, he was a cocky little rooster.  A bully with a mean streak who'd smile at you while putting a bullet between your eyes or a knife in your gut.  He ruled his little territory through fear and intimidation, his iron fist quick to strike at any minor infraction.  Rumors abounded he'd sold his own little sister into prostitution at twelve to finance his first big score.  

At least ten men bustled about, boxing up the weapons and stacking the drugs, their movements quick and efficient, though to the naked eye it seemed chaotic.  With Chavez and whoever had driven him, that made a total of twelve.   He had Webster, his DEA team of three, two additional ATF agents and himself.  Seven armed DEA and ATF agents against a dozen armed men.  Seemed like fair enough odds.  

With a wave of his hand, he gave the signal.

“Drug Enforcement Administration.  You're all under arrest.”  

“ATF, lay down your weapons.”  That shout came from behind him. 

Pandemonium erupted.  Carpenter's team flooded into the warehouse, guns drawn, intent on taking down everybody involved in the operation.  The cornered men scattered like rats caught in the beam of a flashlight, darting for any hidey hole they might slip through, darting behind crates and vans, trying to escape into the darkest corners.  His team proceeded into the confined space exactly like they'd practiced, each man covering their assigned area, which left him free to pursue his target.  Carpenter heard the shots fired behind him, but his sole focus was Chavez.  Slapping the cuffs on the smarmy bastard would be his privilege.  

Grunts of pain echoed as more shots were fired.  His men were doing their jobs, which left him free to—

He froze when he felt cold steel press against the back of his skull.  Ah, hell no.  An eerie quiet settled over him and he raised his hands, his SIG Sauer held up by one finger.  A black gloved hand reached around him to snatch it, then Chavez strutted forward, puffing on a fat cigar.  

“You're screwed, my friend.”  The heavily accented American words sounded strange coming from the cocky little bastard.  “How does it feel to be betrayed by your own man?”  

What?  Nobody on his team would… 

The black gloved hand who'd confiscated his weapon.  His team wore all black.  Chavez's men didn't need gloves.  With a sense of the inevitable, he slowly turned and stared at Richard Webster, Glock steady as it pointed at his head.

“Why?”  Does it matter?  His best friend had turned on him, and he'd rather Webster shoved a knife between his ribs than realize the son of a bitch betrayed him.  Taking a deep breath, he looked around, spotted the five black-clothed bodies of his team lying on the concrete floor.   Dead?

“Why not?”  Webster replied, holstering his weapon.  He didn't need it now.  Chavez's men had a dead bead on him and a front row seat to this fiasco.  At least six of Chavez's men held pistols trained on him.  Kevlar vest or not, he wouldn't survive that many gunshots. Hell, one bullet to the brain would do the trick.

“You never do anything without a reason, Webster.  It's not in your nature.  You're a plotter, a planner.  This is too well-orchestrated to be spur of the moment.  So, what, you're in Chavez's pocket?”  

Webster threw his head back and laughed like it was the funniest thing he'd ever heard.  “You're such an idiot.  I'm not in Chavez's pocket.  He works for me.  Who the hell do you think fed him the info every time he was about to get busted?  Me.  Damn, you really are clueless.”

At Webster's nod, two sets of hands grabbed him from behind and he struggled against their hold.  With a smirk, Webster caught his hands and stripped off the black gloves he wore, then shoved a different SIG Sauer into his hand.  

“What the hell are you doing?” Carpenter asked, although he had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach he already had the answer.  

“The SIG in your hand is the weapon used to take out your entire team.  Nope, don't even try, the clip is empty, so you can't shoot me.”  Webster chuckled and it took every ounce of discipline to keep from trying to kick his teeth down his throat.  He jerked against his captors' hold, but they didn't budge an inch.  

“It's been truly pathetic watching you with your goodie-goodie Boy Scout mentality, thinking you could make a dent in trafficking in South Texas.  Stupid fool.  Nobody will ever stop it, not when there are so many people practically lining up to buy.  Pot, cocaine, meth, heroin.  That's where the real money is.  It's all about supply and demand, Sammy.  Junkies demand and we,” he waved between himself and Chavez, “supply.”  

Webster held out his hand and Chavez handed over what looked like a sandwich baggie containing an uncapped hypodermic inside.  Peeling away the plastic, Webster held up the syringe, its barrel filled with an unknown golden-hued liquid.  Handling it with care, his black gloved fingers depressed the plunger, and a drop of liquid pearled at the tip.  

“Best stuff money can buy, Sammy.  It's too bad, really.  If you'd been a little more flexible, we could have worked together.  Kept the DEA in the dark and made a bloody fortune.  A couple of years and we could've been living like kings in the South Pacific.”  

Webster gestured toward him, and one of the goons shoved Carpenter's sleeve up past the elbow.  

“No!”  He couldn't stop the single word from spewing forth.  No matter how hard he struggled, he couldn't budge.  Immobilized, Webster yanked his arm forward, and plunged the needle into his vein.  One quick press on the plunger, and it was over.  

The SIG fell from his limp hand onto the cold concrete beneath his feet.  A strange warmth flooded his body and he knew whatever Webster'd shot him up with was invading every cell.  Whether a fast-acting poison or heroin, it didn't matter.  He'd be dead within minutes anyway, because Webster was too smart to leave him alive.  

“It's too bad you took out your whole team, Sammy.  This crap really fries your brain, and it looks like you've sampled too much of the product you're supposed to be stopping.  Just one more thing to take care of and then I'll let you rest.”

Webster placed the syringe into Carpenter's hand and made sure his thumb print was on the end of the plunger.  Prints to prove I injected myself.  The man was nothing if not smart, and knew how to cover his bases.  Then Webster reached down and picked up the SIG Sauer he'd forced Carpenter to hold minutes earlier.  He slid out the magazine and put it into a pocket, and pulled out another one, identical to the first he'd pocketed.  He forced the clip into Carpenter's hand, and wrapped his fingers around the outside.

“Have to make sure your prints show up nice and tidy on all parts of the weapon, don't we?”  With his vision growing fuzzy, Carpenter watched as his former partner slid the clip into the gun and chambered a round.  

“Sammy, I'm gonna need you to pull the trigger.  You have to have gunshot residue on your hands for the cops to believe you took out your teammates.  That's right, slide your finger onto the trigger.  Good boy.”  

Carpenter tried to raise his hand and point the gun at Webster, but there wasn't enough strength in his arm.  It felt like it was attached to his shoulder by rubber-bands and dangled uselessly at his side.   

Webster tutted.  “Here let me help you.”  He stepped behind Carpenter and brought his arm up, shoulder high.  “There we go, Sammy.  Are you ready?”  

“Nuh…”

“Sure you are.  You do this one little thing, and then you can lie down and take a nice long nap, 'kay?”  

Inside his head, Carpenter heard himself screaming.  The echoes rang inside his brain, but only garbled nonsense emerged from his lips.  Webster's hand wrapped around his, finger pressed against his index finger.  

In a move faster than he could anticipate, Webster swung the gun straight at Chavez's laughing face, and squeezed Carpenter's finger onto the trigger.  The gun jerked in his hand.  He felt the recoil, watched the bloom of red spread across Chavez's chest where he'd been struck.  Droplets of blood splattered through the air.  The impact knocked him backward, off his feet, and Chavez's head hit the concrete with a sickening thud.  Sightless eyes stared upward, empty and devoid of any sign of life.

The SIG slid from his hand onto the ground at the same time his knees buckled.  He slid in an inglorious heap onto his knees, head lolling on his shoulders.  Blinking, he struggled to bring his surroundings into focus.  A dark shape shifted and wavered in front of him.

“Well, Sammy, I'd say it's been fun, but you've been a real pain in my ass from day one.  All the big boys at the DEA are going to be so disappointed their rising star turned out to be just another junkie, looking for his next fix.”

“You're gonna…rot in…hell.”  His tongue felt huge and thick within his mouth.  He could feel his lips moving, and wondered if anything he'd said even made sense.

“I'm sure I will, Sammy, but you'll be there long before me.  Have a good life—what's left of it.”  With that, Webster's shadowy figure made a motion with his hand, and he felt a burning pain in his thigh, felt something warm spill across his skin as the bullet slammed into him.    

His eyes didn't seem to be working right.  He couldn't focus, and all he made out were blurry, shadowy blobs moving away.  One of them was Webster, escaping with the rest of Chavez's crew, and there wasn't a damn thing he could do. 

“You'll pay…I swear…you're gonna pay…”

The slamming of car doors was the last sound Carpenter heard before surrendering to the blackness.  


 


Chapter Two

Three years later, Dallas, Texas

 For a war room, it lacked a little panache.  The window above the back corner booth of the Coffee & Crullers shop was rimmed with dust and grime and a greasy layer of heaven only knew what else.  The dark maroon plastic bench sported two pieces of duct tape placed in an overlapping X shape in a vain attempt to hold in the stuffing where it had split open.  The L-shaped bench seat held four men squashed into the tightly confined space.  Carpenter pulled up a wooden chair with a padded green seat, turned it around so he straddled it, his elbows resting along its slatted back.  

 His gaze missed nothing, glancing around the table, eyeballing each man.  These were his handpicked, select employees, integral to accomplishing his mission without alerting either the media or the feds.  If the alphabet squads descended, everything would go to hell in a hand-basket before he ever got within a mile of Richard Webster.

 Thinking about his ex-partner had him unconsciously clenching his fists.  The moment he noted it, he casually unfurled them, hoping the others hadn't spotted the nervous gesture.  This was his op, though many higher ups in the government probably considered it a personal vendetta, but he'd be damned if anybody would stop him from bringing down the turncoat bastard who'd been responsible for his disgrace and summary dismissal from the DEA.  Only a team of hotshot and extremely high-priced attorneys had kept him from doing life in prison.  Money did have its privileges.  

 “Boss, this gonna take long?  I need to get back to the data I'm running on the Russian job.”  Stefan Carlisle had one of the finest brains in the Western Hemisphere, and his nimble fingers could dance their way across anybody's internet connection with the skill of a sharpshooter zeroing in on the bull's eye.  

 “Pipe down, geek-boy,” Nate Blackwell retorted, smacking Stefan on the back of his head.  “He'll brief us when he's ready.”  

 “Sheesh, gimme a break.  I've got three different caseloads running simultaneously back at HQ, and I'm damn close on the Sokolov case.”

 “Push Sokolov to the back burner, Carlisle, we've got bigger fish to fry.”  He pulled out a folder and laid it precisely on the tabletop before him.  Inside was the key, the integral puzzle piece to finally catching Richard Webster.  After months of dead-ends and a multitude of blind alleys, one itty-bitty blip on the World Wide Web had brought his nemesis to the surface.

 “Richard Alexander Webster.”  

 Groans rose from a couple of the men seated at the table.  They'd heard the man's name until they were blue in the face.  Knew exactly how much time and effort, not to mention money, Carpenter spent tracking the former DEA agent.  The man was a traitor who'd betrayed the United States government, absconded with millions of dollars in cash, marijuana, and a fortune in illegal weapons.  Somehow, he'd managed to disappear without a trace.  

 “We have a lead.”  Carpenter pulled open the folder and slid a glossy eight and a half by eleven inch photo into the middle of the table.  Carlisle let loose a wolf whistle at the woman smiling up from the picture.  

 She was gorgeous.  Not in the fashionable sense of stick-figured professional models or Hollywood starlets.  Instead she looked like every man's fantasy woman.  Dressed in business attire, the dark charcoal gray suit did nothing to overtly emphasize her silhouette, but her pencil skirt highlighted and displayed curvy hips, the material pulled tight across her ass as she bent over a file cabinet.  She was partially turned toward the camera, as if she'd been caught off guard by whoever was taking the photo, but her smile mesmerized with its openness and honesty. A deep purple colored blouse beneath the jacket emphasized breasts that would be the envy of any pin-up model.

 It was hard to tell from the picture what color her eyes were, but Carpenter instinctively knew they'd be green.  

 “Who is she?”  Wilson “Gunner” Everett, Carpenter's security and weapons specialist asked, reaching for the picture.  Carpenter barely resisted snatching it off the table, away from the mens' lustful gazes.  This was business.  Hell, he'd never even met the woman.  He had no right to feel possessive.  Everything was about to change, though, as this case, this woman, pointed them straight at Richard Webster.  

 “Her name is Andrea Kirkland.  She's an executive assistant for Lawrence Mitchell of Mitchell International.”

 “What's her connection to Webster?  She's obviously involved or you wouldn't bring her into the equation.”  Trust Jean-Luc to get right to the heart of the matter.  The Cajun former Navy SEAL was his best friend.   His blood brother.  They'd taken an oath while still in school to always have each other's backs.  Carpenter had gone to school with all four of the Boudreau brothers, or as the New Orleans' locals called them, Gator's Boys.  He'd lost touch with most of the folks back home over the years when he'd been undercover.  Everyone except Jean-Luc.   

 It had been a natural fit to put the ex-SEAL in charge of his private security company when he'd founded it three years ago.  Jean-Luc was an independent S.O.B. who didn't deal with authority well, but he didn't have a problem running things for Carpenter—well not much anyway.  Put two strong alpha personalities together, they'd bump heads from time to time.  It came with the territory.  Fortunately, Jean-Luc understood Carpenter would let him have free reign, but he always had the final word.  As long as nobody tried to overstep their boundaries, things ran smoothly.   

 The men on the team understood the hierarchy, and rarely pushed the boundaries.   He could only think of one time, but once was enough when faced with a fire-breathing Cajun dragon.  

 Carpenter had no problem leaving the day-to-day operations in Jean-Luc's capable hands.  Everything except this case.  This one was personal.  Dealing with Richard Webster elevated things to a whole different level.    

 “Two weeks ago, Ms. Andrea Kirkland initiated a transfer of funds to an account held by Richard Webster.  Different name of course, not an alias we'd seen before, and buried beneath so many dummy corporations it was nearly impossible to track, but boy genius over there,” he gestured to Carlisle, “nailed it down.”

 “Are we thinking Ms. Kirkland is working with Webster?”  Nate asked before popping a bite of doughnut into his mouth.  Carpenter shook his head.  Damn, the man was a bottomless pit.  He had no idea how the man put away so much food, but still kept his body trained like a lethal weapon.  

 “That's the sixty-four thousand dollar question.  She's the executive assistant to Mitchell.  There's no record of him knowing Webster, though.”

 “I've heard of him,” Jean-Luc's deep voice rumbled, his Cajun accent coloring his words.  He rarely spoke in these meetings, preferring to listen and observe, gain all the evidence, information, and facts, to make the job efficient and executable with the minimal amount of fuss or interference by outside entities.  Especially those with alphabet names.  Jean-Luc had a real problem with authority figures.

That didn't mean he didn't keep his thumb on the heartbeat of industry.  He might look and act the droll Southern boy from deep in the Louisiana bayou, but there was a vicious fire breathing dragon underneath the spit and polish portrayal.  One who would swoop in and decimate his enemy while rescuing the damsel in distress without a single scale out of place.  That picture pretty much described Jean-Luc to a T.

 “We haven't been able to determine what her connection is to Webster.  The bank transfer was done through Mitchell's corporate account, identified as funds to a service provider or vendor.  Since it was such a small amount, less than ten grand, it skated right beneath the limits of reporting.”  

 “Come on, boss, you really think this pretty little gal is in cahoots with Webster?”  Gunner ran his finger along the edge of the photograph, like he could memorize it by touch.  

 Carpenter clamped down on the heat rising in his chest.  Teeth clenched until his jaw ached, he forced himself to calm.  “I have no idea exactly what the connection is between Ms. Kirkland and Richard Webster.  It's your job to figure that out.”  

 “What's the plan, boss?”  Nate leaned against the corner, his demeanor casual and nonchalant, but Carpenter knew better.  Blackwell was constantly alert and on guard.  With one glance he could tell you exactly where every person was in the coffee shop, how many people were inside the building, what they wore, and who carried weapons.  

Gunner had been Carpenter's first choice when thinking about this operation.  He'd planned to have him go in and get to know Ms. Kirkland, but after seeing his reaction to her photo, he nixed that idea.  The possibility of Gunner falling sway to her pretty face?  Not a chance he was willing to take. 

 “Mitchell International is holding a charity event in two days.”  Carpenter threw out the information in an offhand manner, knowing his men would follow his lead without having to bang them over the head with intel.  

 Carlisle's fingers flew across his ever-present tablet.  “Benefit for children's cancer research,” Carlisle muttered around a mouthful of cinnamon roll.  He wiped his hands on a napkin before picking up his six inch computer tablet and typing in a couple of things.  “Black tie affair.  Wow, a thousand bucks a ticket.”  

 “You've got two days.  Find me everything there is to know about Ms. Andrea Kirkland, Carlisle.”

 “Already on it, boss.”  

 “Gunner, you and Nate check out the site of the event.  Find out who's working it.  Security, wait staff, we need to know everything from the ground up.”  Carpenter turned to Jean-Luc.  “Get me tickets for this shindig.”

 “How many?”  Jean-Luc's deep brown gaze held his.  He, more than anybody else, knew the hell Richard Webster'd put Carpenter through, appreciated his need for vengeance.  There was no doubt whatsoever where his loyalties lay.

 “One.  The rest of you will be working behind the scenes.”

 Several heads popped up at that.  “Wait, we're going to work some fancy party at the Kimbell Museum?  Security's gonna be a bitch there.”

 “That's why I've given you two days, Gunner.  Are you saying you're not up to the job?”  Carpenter knew his taunt hit home when Gunner slammed his lips shut on the retort he'd been about to spew.  The man was a worrywart, always wanting extra time.  He was also a perfectionist, which made him precisely the right person for the job.  

 “It'll be done.”  

 “Great.  Everybody knows their jobs.  I'm off.  Keep me posted if there are any changes.”  Climbing to his feet, Carpenter walked out without a backward glance, knowing his team of experts would be ready for the big day.

 He slid into the driver's seat of his Italian sports car, sleek and black, and built for speed.  The urge to drive compelled him forward, and with a bit of maneuvering, he eased onto Central Expressway.  Pressing his foot onto the accelerator, he opened her up to seventy within seconds, listening to the engine's hum, like a momma crooning to her toddler.  Traffic was light at ten o'clock in the morning, so he added a little more pressure on the pedal, feeling the ferocity beneath his fingertips on the steering wheel.  His baby wanted to run, chase the wind, but that would have to wait until he got her back on the race track.  Then he'd open her up full throttle and let her soar.  Built for speed, she hugged the curves like a lover, but right now he had a job to focus on.  

 For the first time in three years, he had a glimmer of hope.  An ember of flame, which if he fanned it right, would burst forth into a firestorm he'd be able to follow straight to his sworn enemy.  He'd just have to make damn sure nobody else got hurt when the fire's blaze raged its hottest.  Nobody else would lose their lives on his watch…except maybe Richard Webster.


 


Chapter Three

 Andrea set the cup of coffee down hard enough some of the hot liquid splashed onto the desk.  Yanking a tissue out of the box on top of the printer, she scowled and wiped up the spill.  Damn her boss.  One day before the big gala event at the Kimbell Art Museum, with a hundred and fifty guests due with open checkbooks, and he'd bailed.  Why?  To be with his latest flavor of the month, that's why.  Although at the rate they rotated through his bed, she was more like the flavor of the week. 

 “You can handle it, Andrea.  Everything will run smooth as clockwork.”  She mimicked his obsequious tone, his I-know-you-can-handle-it-attitude pissing her off.  “Who does he think I am, Houdini?  I can't handle this alone.”  

She tossed the damp tissue into the trash.  The stack of RSVP's on her desk formed their own little mountain, though she knew most of them were affirmatives.  Nobody turned down an invitation to a Mitchell International party.  At least nobody who moved within the Metroplex's hoi polloi.   All the movers and the shakers would be in attendance.

 She flung herself into her chair and eased off one of her four-inch heels, wiggling her toes when the shoe dropped to the floor.  Ah, blessed relief.  If Mr. Mitchell wasn't showing up today, she'd damn well be comfortable while she worked.  The royal blue pumps slid beneath the edge of her desk, close enough she could slide them back on but far enough to be out of sight if somebody came in.  

 “Morning, Andrea.  We still on for lunch?”  Andrea's head popped up at the voice, and she smiled.  Her best friend, Tami, leaned her head around the doorway, a cheeky grin curving her lips.  Short dark brown curls haloed her face with a wide blonde streak strategically placed for maximum effect right across the swoosh of bangs.  She was cute in that girl-next-door way with a pert upturned nose and chocolate brown eyes.  They'd known each other since coming to work at Mitchell International, having started the same week, though in different departments.

 “Sorry, Tami, I'm going to have to bail.  Mitchell's pulled another disappearing act and left me holding the bag for the party tomorrow night.”

 “Holy crap!  You've got to be kidding.”  Tami glanced back over her shoulder before easing into Andrea's office and closing the door.  “Which twinkie is it this month?  Tiffanee, Sheree?”  

 Andrea rolled her eyes.  “No, they are both so last month.  It's Beverlee.”

 “Beverlee?  Oh, the tall blonde with the big fake ta-tas?”

 Andrea chuckled.  “Yep, that's the one.”

 Tami laughed.  “Seriously, anything I can help with?”  She pointed to the stacks of mail and papers piled on Andrea's desk.

 “Thanks, but I've got it covered.  Everything is pretty much handled already.  I need to make the final calls to the security manager, and the caterer, but otherwise, I think we're good.  I'm just dreading finding somebody to schmooze with the clients, and beg for the money.”

 “Well, these rich folks can afford it.  I mean a thousand bucks a ticket, plus donations?  I doubt I'll ever see that kind of disposable income in my lifetime.”  Tami shrugged, but Andrea knew money was a tough issue with her best friend.  She struggled from month to month, trying to make ends meet, supporting herself and her eight-year-old daughter on her salary.  Her ex-husband flew the coop right after Tami got hired with Mitchell Industries and this job was her lifeline.

 Inspiration struck Andrea.  “Think you could get a sitter for tomorrow night?  You can come and help me out with the whole shebang.”

 “Really, Andrea?  Oh, wow…wait, I can't.  I don't have anything to wear to something that fancy.”  Her face fell, but Andrea wasn't taking no for an answer.  

 “Yes you do, or you will.  We'll pick up something after work today, company expense.  You'll be officially working, so it's part of your uniform, so to speak.”  The expression on Tami's face made the offer completely worthwhile.  Plus it really would be helping her out too.  These big corporate events tended to be total snooze-fests, and at least she'd have somebody to talk to if Tami was there.  

 “Let me call and see if the sitter can take her for the evening.”  Tami hugged her, some of her infectious excitement spilled over.  Maybe this party wouldn't be so bad after all.  

 “Go, get the sitter lined up, and we'll find you something fabulous to wear.  Now I've got to get back to work or we'll be serving cocktail weenies and cheese cubes from Kroger's.”

 With a bouncy step and a quick wave, Tami raced toward her own office and Andrea yanked forward the stack of RSVPs, doing a final check against her master list.  Over eighty percent of those invited responded they were coming.  Pretty good turnout, all things considered.  

 She managed to deal with one crisis after another, and the morning flew by.  The rumbling in her stomach was the only indicator several hours had passed.  With a glance at the clock, she noted it was way past lunch time.  If she hurried, she had just enough time to run across the street and grab a sandwich and bring it back to her desk.  Which she needed to do so she could take Tami shopping, and get her all togged out.  

 Purse in hand, she rode the elevator down to the ground floor and walked out into the sunshine.  Early fall in North Texas was warm enough not to need long sleeves or a sweater, so her skirt and blouse were just fine.  She'd left the jacket upstairs, hanging over the back of her chair.  

 There were several small restaurants situated across from the tall commercial building that housed Mitchell's offices.  They took up most of the upper half of the building as their corporate headquarters, using North Texas as a hub for the international import and export portion of their portfolio.  Mitchell had its fingers in many different financial pies.  Keeping them all straight was part of her job description.

 Knowing she should have a salad, the thought of nibbling on rabbit food when she needed all her energy sucked.  To hell with it.  She opted instead for a burger and fries.  Yummy but not so good for my hips and thighs.  What the hell, she'd burn it all off before the end of the day.  

 With her food in one hand, and her soda in the other, she headed back toward her office, happily contemplating Tami's makeover for the museum event.  Her friend deserved a special treat, and Andrea planned to make sure it was a night she'd remember.

 So focused on everything she needed to get done that afternoon, she didn't pay attention to where she was walking.  When she glanced up, a black car was headed straight at her, and there was no place to run.


 


Chapter Four

 The noise was deafening.  A cacophony of voices bombarded her brain at once.  Horns honked.  Footsteps scurried around her.  What happened?  

 It was a massive undertaking but she managed to wedge her eyes open, only to stare up into a pair of the prettiest gray eyes she'd ever seen looking down at her.  They belonged to an angel.  He was a total stranger, and whoever he was, he was stunning.  Tousled blond hair, fashionably cut to fall in waves to make it look effortless.  She knew it probably cost a bloody fortune.  After all, she scheduled her boss's haircuts and paid the bills for 'em.  

 “You okay, darlin'?  I swear you stepped off that curb right in front of me so quick I didn't have time to stop.”  The sexy drawl of the big blond had her lips curving up in what she hoped was a seductive smile.  Flirting with the pretty cowboy seemed like a great idea.  

 “I called nine one one.”  A female voice off to her right said, though they sounded farther away than her rescuer.  The siren's wail in the distance penetrated the air, and Andrea shook her head, trying to clear it. 

 “I clipped you with my bumper.  Barely touched you, but you need to be checked out.  Are you hurting anywhere?”

 There it was again, the long slow drawl of her sexy cowpoke.  Everybody else faded into the background, except for her hero.

 “I'm fine.  Can you help me up?”  She extended her hands, and he grabbed them but made no move to help her to her feet.  

 “No, darlin', you stay right there until the medics check you out.  They're pulling up right now.”  Sure enough, the EMTs were in front of her within seconds, shining lights in her eyes and poking and prodding her arms and legs.

 “Guys, I'm fine.  Get me off the ground.”  

 “Take it easy, ma'am.”  The female EMT helped her to stand, and Andrea swayed for a second before she got her legs fully beneath her.  “You should have that bump on your head looked at.  We'll take you over to…” 

 “No, really, I'm fine.  The car barely touched me.  I'll just go back to my office.”  

 “I have to advise you to be checked by a physician, miss.”  

 “Really, I promise you there's nothing wrong with me.” 

 The murmurs of the crowd faded as they moved back, realizing the excitement was over.  Andrea smoothed her skirt, noting a small tear in the seam right at the thigh.  Dang it, she'd barely worn it, and now it needed mending.  

 “Let me walk you back to your office then.  At least I can make sure you get back there in one piece, since I'm the party at fault.”

 Party?  Party!  She needed to get back to finalize the benefit for tomorrow night.   The tall cowboy with the pretty manners tucked her arm into his elbow and started them across the street.  By this time, the majority of the crowd had dispersed, going back to their jobs and their lives now the chaos of the accident had passed.  

 They strolled into the lobby, and Andrea directed them to the elevator which they rode in silence to her floor at the top of the building.  It wasn't until she'd stepped up to her office door she realized in all the commotion she'd dropped her purse.

 “I have to go back, my keys are in my purse and it got…”

 She barely got the words out when he lifted his left hand and waggled it, her purse looking tiny in his much larger hand.  She exhaled a sigh of relief, the momentary panic fleeing.  The crisis of having to deal with the credit card companies, and getting a new driver's license averted, she unlocked the office door.

 “Thank you again…um…”  

 “It's Carpenter.  Samuel Carpenter.”  His sexy drawl was more pronounced with his softly spoken words.  She wasn't sure why she'd pegged him as a cowboy, nothing in the way he dressed gave the impression he worked around cattle.  Just the opposite.  She remembered the black Italian sports car in detail, having met it up close and personal.  He was dressed impeccably in a hunter green dress shirt and dark gray trousers.  Those shoes though—black Ferragamo's—brand new on the market.  She recognized them because Mitchell had groused for a solid hour about how much they'd cost when he'd bought them not two weeks' previously.  Definitely no cowboy boots for this stud.  Plus there wasn't a Stetson in sight.  

 “Mr. Carpenter.  I appreciate the special delivery back to my office.”  She fumbled for words, not sure what the correct response was to the man who'd nearly run you down with his car.  Thanks for not killing me seems a little too over the top.

 “It's the least I could do since I'm the one who caused your problems in the first place.”  He towered over her, and she wasn't tiny to begin with, being five feet six in her stocking feet, and with her four-inch heels on, she rocked five foot ten easy.  Yet he still had a good four or five inches on her, somehow making her feel dainty and feminine.  

 “Are you sure you're okay?  I can get my doctor to check you out.” 

 “Really, I'm fine.” 

 A slow sexy grin spread across his face, his gray eyes twinkling.  “I've gotta agree, darlin', you are indeed fine.”

 Excitement fizzed through her like an uncorked bottle of champagne.  Andrea felt the flare of heat wash across her cheeks at the compliment.  She felt like bouncing up and down, grinning like a loon.  Wow, he liked her.  She knew she was attractive enough.  Not drop dead gorgeous, but she had enough oomph to attract the opposite sex.  But Samuel Carpenter was looking at her like he wanted to devour her inch by inch and savor every bite.  A tiny shiver of excitement tickled along her spine.  

 “Thank you.  I really do have to get back to work, Mr. Carpenter.  I've got a ton of things to finish before tomorrow.”

 “What's going on tomorrow?”  He asked the question like he was really interested, so she told him about the fund raiser her company was sponsoring.

 “That's right, I got an invitation.  I sent in a donation, though I wasn't planning to attend—until now.  You wouldn't mind if I showed up, would you, darlin?”  

 “Um, of course not.  I'll make sure you're added to the guest list as attending.”  Reaching forward, she snatched up the clipboard with the RSVP list.  It gave her something to focus on besides his flirting.  At least, she thought he was flirting—it had been a while since she'd been on the receiving end.  Maybe she was getting her signals crossed and he was really just a concerned citizen helping out somebody who'd been in an accident.

 Or worse, maybe he wanted to make sure she was flattered enough not to sue him for hitting her with his fancy sports car.  Not that she planned to, but the thought had her rethinking everything about the entire situation.  Her mood dimmed and she straightened her spine, refusing to let him see anything except the consummate professional.

 “Yes, your name is on the list, Mr. Carpenter.  I'll have it changed to accepting.  Thank you again for walking me to the office, but as you can tell I have a thousand things to get done before tomorrow.”  She was proud of the fact her voice didn't quiver, gave away nothing of the hurt.  Besides, why should she let it get to her?  He was a total stranger, albeit a gorgeous one, but a stranger nonetheless.  

 She could feel his stare, his gaze boring into her, but stood her ground.  He needed to leave before she did something foolish, like fling herself into his arms.  Naw, forget it, she had more willpower than that.  

 “Well, if you're sure you're okay.  Here's my contact information.  If you start having any symptoms at all, get it taken care of and have the doctor bill me.”  With quick efficiency, he pulled a business card out of his wallet and started to hand it to her, but before she could take it he stopped, picked up a pen off her desk and jotted something on the reverse side.  

 “My personal number is on the back.  If you need anything, any time, call me.”  He smiled but there was an edge to it now, the spark from earlier missing.  It was better this way, she told herself.  She didn't have time to get involved with anybody, especially someone like Samuel Carpenter.  His name had finally clicked and she knew where she'd heard it before.  He was one of the big guns in Dallas Fort-Worth.  Ran an exclusive security firm for big shots and celebrities, if she remembered right.  The circles he moved in didn't exist for nobodies from a small backwater hole in the wall like her.

 “Thank you, Mr. Carpenter.  See you tomorrow night.”  

 With a final glance, he left, and Andrea drew in a deep breath.  There was something intense about him, more than meets the eye.  The attraction she'd felt was instantaneous but she'd gone down that path before—never again.  


 


Chapter Five

 Carpenter pulled the sports car into the multicar garage, and killed the engine, then climbed out.  He glanced down at the bumper, rubbed his hand against it.  There wasn't any damage.  Not that he cared, cars were easily replaced with a newer and better model.  Beautiful women like Andrea Kirkland weren't nearly as interchangeable.  He'd been careful to only tap her, not enough to do any serious damage, but enough to delay her while Gunner got the bugs set up in her office and on her computer.

 Sometimes he hated his job, but somebody had to be the bad guy.  Might as well be him.  Richard Webster was a blight on society, but the FBI, DEA, and CIA hadn't been able to touch a hair on his head since he'd pulled his vanishing act.  Carpenter still bore the scars from that little debacle, both physical and emotional.  

 Opening the door, he hit the light switch and disabled the alarm system, rearming the code to allow him access to his home.  Top of the line security, Carlisle had developed and implemented fail safes throughout his property, so high tech even the United States government didn't have access to this kind of technology.  

 He'd learned his lesson a long time ago—money equals power—and he had a lot of both.  It all came down to how you used it.  He'd played by the rules, done his job, and nearly paid the ultimate price.  Webster's deceit and treachery and his own gullibility still galled him.  It fueled the fire which kept him trailing after the bastard when everybody else had pushed his case to the back burner.  

 Stalking through the house, he didn't bother turning on any other lights, the single one from the kitchen illuminated things enough.   First thing he did was kick off his shoes, striding across the cool hardwoods in his stocking feet.  He hated the damn things anyway.  Playing the sophisticated gentleman, the moneyed elite, galled him.  While he enjoyed the finer things money provided, he wasn't gonna lie, he'd have been just as happy working with horses and cattle all day.  That was real, tangible.  At the end of the day you might smell like the manure pile, but at least it was honest.  

 He couldn't get Andrea's face out of his mind.  He'd been right about her eyes.  They were green.  Not hard like an emerald, more like a warm piece of jade, smooth and translucent, without the biting edge of the harder stone.  Light sandy brown hair she'd had pulled back from her face with some kind of clip at her nape, it had tumbled loose during the accident, and fell in a shimmer of gold around her shoulders when the sunlight glinted on it.  

 She wasn't the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen.  He'd dated dozens of women, each one stunning in their own right, but something about this little one fascinated him.  The thought she might be in cahoots with Webster had him ready to punch something—preferably Webster's cocky smirk.  The one he'd been wearing while Carpenter lay bleeding on the ground at his feet.  

 He slipped his phone from his pocket and hit a series of numbers.  “Gunner, how'd it go?”

 “Piece of cake, boss.  She's got a nice set up there.  Laptop's less than a year old.  She keeps everything on it and all the files are encrypted.  I duped the entire hard drive and gave it to geek-boy.  He'll let you know what he finds.”

 “Good.  What about the boss's space?”

 “Man's a pig,” Gunner chuckled.  “Desk is full of porno mags and a box of condoms, not even extra large.  Think he's doing the assistant?”

 Carpenter's jaw tightened at the comment.  Yeah, he definitely needed something to punch tonight.  Maybe he'd head downstairs and take it out on the heavy bag.  

 “I doubt it.  She didn't seem the type to be sleeping with the boss, but check it out anyway.  What else have you discovered about Ms. Kirkland?”  He bit the words out, knowing he needed to keep emotional distance but it was damned hard already.

 “Well, you know the basics.  Age twenty-eight.  Single, engaged…”

 “Stop.  She's engaged?”  He hadn't spotted a ring.

 “Past tense.  She was engaged to a cop.  Couple of weeks before the big day, he got capped in a drug deal gone bad.  Moved to North Texas and stayed with a cousin while she found work.”

 “Okay, so far that tracks.  Still haven't figured out how she's connected with Webster, other than the bank transfer.”  

 Gunner sighed.  “I don't have any answers for that either.  Carlisle's working every database he can wiggle his little computer fingers into.  If there's a connection, he'll find it.”

 “What about Mitchell?  How is he connected with Webster?”  Carpenter rubbed a hand across his face.  Damn, he was tired.  Sleep had been elusive the past few weeks, ever since he'd gotten back from Key West.  Helping out Carlo Marucci made the sleepless nights worthwhile, especially finding those two missing boys and returning them to their family.  Marucci had no way of knowing the nightmares that case might trigger.  Didn't matter anyway, it was just another case, and one better off buried and forgotten.  

 “Other than being a stupid jackass, we haven't found anything.  He's a real piece of work though.  Married four times, recently divorced from wife number four.  Good thing the bastard's loaded, because he needs it for all the alimony payments.”

 “Mitchell Industries brings in a ton of money, but have Carlisle double check the numbers.  If he's going through his assets as fast as he can spend it, he'd be ripe for somebody like Webster, easily corruptible.”

 “Already on it.  Nate's checking into not only Mitchell, but the current flavor of the week.”  Gunner chuckled.  “You should see this one.  She makes Barbie look flat-chested.  I didn't know one body could handle that much silicone.” 

 Carpenter laughed.  Yeah, he was familiar with the type.  Sounded just like his second, or was it third, stepmother?  He'd lost count after number five.  

 “Check with Jean-Luc if anything arises.  Oh, and have Stephanie dig out the invitation I got to the Kimbell museum event for tomorrow night.  I will be attending after all.”  Though he hated all the society crap, seeing Andrea again might obliterate some of the tedium that always accompanied it.  He didn't give a rat's ass who was there with whom, or getting his name into the paper.  Hell, if he sneezed some tabloid journalist would report he was dying of consumption.  Keeping a closer eye on the lovely Ms. Kirkland should make for an interesting evening.

 “I'll call her now, boss.  We'll update you if anything pops.  In the meantime, get some rest.”  Gunner's voice trailed off, before he added, “That was some mighty fine driving today.  If I hadn't seen it with my own eyes, I'd have totally bought it was an accident.  Slick as a pin.”

 “I do have some skills.”  Carpenter said before hanging up and heading for the basement level.  There was an entire set up for gym equipment that ran the entire length of the house, with higher than average ceilings to accommodate the equipment.  It was unusual to have a basement in Texas, but you can have anything if you're willing to shell out big bucks.  For a hefty donation to the building commission, they'd made an exception.  

 He stripped off his shirt, and peeled off the socks, not bothering to change out of the dress slacks he wore.  Sliding on the fingerless padded gloves, he threw a right cross at the heavy bag, followed by a left hook.  Blow after blow landed, the force of each radiating up his arms.  Pain—but the good kind of pain followed by the adrenaline spike which kept him raining hit after hit until he finally dropped his arms in exhaustion.  Bent over, his breath soughed in and out of his lungs, and he gasped from the exertion.  His entire body was coated with a film of sweat, trails of it running down his shoulders and chest.  His hair lay in matted wet clumps, plastered against his scalp.

 It wasn't still enough.  He straightened and walked to the weight bench, checked the amount on the bar.  Heavy, but not enough to worry about, he'd pressed a hell of a lot more.  Up and down the bar went, muscles straining against the massive metal disks.  His arms struggled to lift it one more time, letting it slide down against his chest, only to do it again.  And again.

 With one final lift, he rocked the bar into its steel holder, and leaned back against the padded bench.  He closed his eyes and meditated on the sensations roaring through him.  His heartbeat raced, forcing the blood through his veins.  Lungs burned with every breath, and with deliberateness and forced concentration, he slowed each breath to his will, holding each inhale a few seconds longer than the previous before exhaling.  

 Standing, he strode toward the custom shower he'd had built when he'd designed the house.  Bigger than three standard size shower stalls, the multiple heads and sprays pounded his body from every direction, easing away the aches from the workout.  He leaned against the glass tiles, letting the water sluice across his skin, and felt nothing.  

 Going through the motions, he dried off and wrapped a towel around his hips.  Mounting the stairs, he prayed he'd worked his body hard enough so he could finally sleep, at least for a few hours.  If he was really lucky, maybe he'd dream about pretty little Andrea Kirkland.


 


Chapter Six

 The museum glowed with light, accentuating not just the artwork but also the artfully dressed guests mingling, eager to be showcased in all their finery,  Tasteful classical music wafted throughout, the string quartet in the corner performing the music which had been chosen with care and deliberation to highlight and enhance the mood.  The guest list contained enough hoity-toity names to impress even the most dedicated hostesses in the nation.  Mitchell Industries had thrown together an event to rival some of the biggest Dallas-Fort Worth offered annually, and of course the great man himself was a no-show.  

 Andrea mingled amidst the guests, eyes constantly checking to make sure nothing was overlooked.  Wait staff dressed in crisp white shirts and black pants threaded their way among the elite, passing out hors d'oeuvres and champagne.  There was an open bar, staffed with both a male and female bartender, and drinks were flowing like water.  

 She tapped the Bluetooth discreetly hidden beneath her hair and spoke quietly to security, who assured her there had been no problems.

 Good.  Everything was working exactly to Mr. Mitchell's specifications.  Though there wouldn't be a sit-down dinner, not with this many people, there was a full buffet stocked with just about anything the guests might desire.  In addition, the catering staff had a chef behind-the-scenes who could whip something up in a heartbeat if it wasn't readily available.  

 She found herself looking around for him.  Though he'd said he'd come, she had her doubts.  Why would he?  He'd already made his donation.  There really wasn't a reason for him to be here.  Yet some little part of her hoped he'd show.  She'd taken extra care with her appearance tonight, adding a touch of perfume at the last minute.  She told herself she'd done it as part of her routine, but she wasn't fooling anybody.  The extra care with her make-up, her hair, had all been for Samuel Carpenter.  

 There was a fluttering inside, like butterflies, a soft hint, barely there, and she pressed her hand against her stomach.  Some sixth sense had her straighten.  There he was, standing in the entrance.  The black tuxedo fit him like he'd been born wearing one.  Who knows, maybe he had.  She'd checked him out after he'd left yesterday, and found out he was richer than Midas.  He'd inherited money from his grandmother's family, hundreds of millions of dollars, speculated to possibly be in the billions.  

 His gaze met hers, his gray eyes lit with a fire she could see across the room. As she watched, he lifted two champagne flutes from a nearby tray, and prowled across the space separating them, headed straight for her.  Her heartbeat sped up, a rapid-fire thump, thump, thump, and her mouth went dry.  

 “Good evening, Mr. Carpenter.”  There, that was simple enough, direct and impersonal.

 His lips quirked, the right side tugging up and he handed her one of the glasses.  “Good evening to you, Ms. Kirkland.”  He tipped his glass toward her before taking a drink.  She raised hers in return but barely sipped, needing to keep a clear head.  There were already bubbles dancing through her blood just standing this close to him. 

 “Looks like your party is a success.”  

 “Yes.  We've raised a lot of money for childrens cancer research.”  This was a charity Andrea could put her support behind.  Not a pet project, because she didn't have the funds or standing for something on this scale, but cancer research was near and dear to her heart just the same.  She'd known too many people who'd suffered from the debilitating illnesses cancer wrought to stand by and do nothing.  So she gave selflessly of her time and efforts and money when she had anything extra.

 “How are you feeling?” he asked, his gaze raking over her.  “No repercussions from the accident, I hope?”  

 “Honestly, I'm fine.  I think my pride was damaged worse than anything physical.   One small bruise on my thigh, that's the extent of my injuries.  I don't hurt at all.”  

 “Good.  I'd hate to think I caused such a lovely lady any discomfort.”  His soft drawl eased across her skin like a warm caress.  There was something about him which seemed familiar and safe.  There are people you instinctually trust, and Samuel Carpenter was one of those people.  

 She paused, listening to the voice chattering through her Bluetooth before turning to him.  “If you'll excuse me, I need to take care of a minor problem.  Please, enjoy your evening.”  

# # # # #

 Carpenter watched her walk away, a sweet little sway to her hips, natural and real, not the fake extra wiggle women thought men wanted to see.  The gold sequined dress fit her to perfection, making her look like a golden goddess from head to toe, and it showcased her long legs.  Her light brown hair gleamed with blonde highlights under the filtered glow in the room.  She'd worn it down, probably to disguise the communication device, but it was lovely, with just a hint of a curl at the ends.  

 He fingered the small disk in his pocket, contemplating exactly how he'd be able to plant the tracker on her without her knowledge.  A party like this would be the perfect opportunity for Webster to get in touch with his contact face-to-face.  Throughout the room he spotted several of his men.  Stefan Carlisle was outside, he knew, set up in the van with his barrage of equipment capturing every inch of the grand room.  

 Jean-Luc walked by with a tray of drinks, and he paused long enough for Carpenter to replace his empty glass with a new one, and caught Jean-Luc's whispered “all clear.”  

 Nate stood by one of the entrances, leaning against a pillar like a bored playboy, blending in with the other guests with ease.  Carpenter had sprung for a second ticket, needing another set of eyes with access to the guests.  Someone who could move freely about the room, and unlike the wait staff, could chat up the patrons without suspicion.  Nate just happened to draw the long straw.  Carpenter grinned when he saw Nate's hand tugging at his tie.  

Diamonds and other jewels sparkled at the ears and throats of the women, a smorgasbord of wealth, enough to attract the savviest of burglars, though security was so tight, only an idiot with a death wish would try anything with this crowd.

 Jean-Luc strolled past again, flashing the corner of a piece of paper beneath the edge of his tray, this one filled with canapes.  Carpenter reached for a stuffed mushroom, capturing both it and the folded paper.  

 Opening it, he found a brief dossier on Andrea's friend, Tami.  They'd checked her out since she and Andrea left work together the day before.  She'd been working for Mitchell Industries as long as Andrea, started the same week.  Ms. Godwin worked in Human Resources, was divorced with one child, a daughter, age eight.  Didn't look like she would be a contact for Webster, but he'd have Nate keep an eye on her just in case.  

 Andrea stood a few feet away, talking to Howard Schmidt, who'd made his fortune in natural gas and oil production.  Filthy rich, and Carpenter chuckled silently at the pun, he'd been known to dabble on the fringes of legalities with his drilling operations.  He didn't trust the man, but again, Schmidt didn't seem like the kind who'd be associating with Richard Webster.

 Where the hell was he anyway?  He knew the man well enough to know he'd never left the country, or if he had in the beginning he'd have found a way to come back.  There was nothing more that Webster loved than his creature comforts, and with the wealth he'd accumulated from his last dirty DEA deal, he'd have been set for life.  At least once he sold the marijuana and guns he'd snatched along with the three million dollars in cash.

 Stop it.  Think about that later.  Right now you've got a job to do, and that involves planting a tracker on the lovely Ms. Kirkland.  No easy feat, considering every time he got within two feet of her, she seemed to become enveloped into a crowd of party-goers, who swept her further into the room and away from him.  

 “Damn it.”

 “Something wrong, boss?”  Nate's tuxedo-clad frame eased up beside him, eyes still scanning the crowd.  

 “Woman's darned elusive.  I can't get close enough to plant the bug.”  He watched her smile up at a dark-haired man he didn't recognize, though she treated him like an old friend, touching his arm.  He wanted to tear it off and beat him over the head with the bloody stump.    This possessive feeling was alien, like nothing he'd ever felt, and he didn't like it.  Not one damned bit.

 “Want me to try?  I think I can get it on her.”  Nate's offer didn't help ease down the tension he felt watching Andrea smile at the stranger.  What was wrong with him?  He was Mr. Cool-As-Ice.  Emotions never entered the picture when he was on the job.  

 “No.  Keep watching and listening.  I'll get it done.”  Carpenter started toward Andrea, determined to catch his quarry this time.  She'd avoided him long enough.  

 He stalked her, trailing behind her, close enough for her to notice him but far enough away she could still mingle with the guests.  The clicking of silverware against glass caught his attention and drew it to the front of the room, where Bartholomew Simmons stood before a microphone, his big barrel chest and pot belly barely contained within his dark suit.  Apparently, he'd opted out of the tuxedo, favoring instead a black Armani with a blue and white striped tie.  

 “Ladies and gentleman, if I may have your attention please.”  The crowd quieted, facing the ex-mayor of Dallas, though they shifted on their feet.  Bored socialites ready to party until the wee hours, they probably didn't like having their drinking interrupted to talk about something like cancer, especially juvenile cancer.  It took the edge off their feel-good-about-myself buzz.

 “We'd like to extend our deepest appreciation to Lawrence Mitchell and Mitchell Industries for sponsoring this amazing party tonight.”  A smattering of applause followed his words.  “Lawrence was called away unexpectedly, but his lovely assistant, Ms. Andrea Kirkland, has graciously agreed to say a few words on his behalf.  Andrea.”  

 She walked over to the microphone, her bearing straight and perfect.  In that moment, she owned the crowd.  The overhead lights sparkled, showing off her beautiful jade green eyes when she smiled and looked out over the assembled mass.  Only the tight grip on the piece of paper belied her nerves.  Most people probably hadn't noticed, but he did.  

 “On behalf of Mitchell Industries, thank you so much for your generous support.  Research for childrens cancer is near and dear to us, and with your generosity and helpful donations, a cure may be right around the corner.”  Another smattering of applause greeted her words.  Yeah, it's great news as long as you don't have to get your own hands dirty.  Throw some money at a problem and make it go away and feel better about yourself, all at the same time.

 “Mr. Mitchell asked that I extend his thanks.  Enjoy the party, everyone.”  

 She quickly exited, walking over to stand beside her friend, Tami.  They talked animatedly for several seconds, then Andrea scanned the room, nodded once, and snuck out the side door.  Hmm, now where's my pretty little mouse fleeing?  

 He nodded to Jean-Luc before he followed, sure between Nate and Jean-Luc they'd keep Andrea's friend occupied while he found out where she'd disappeared to.  He found her, leaning against the back of a limo, one shoe in her hand, the other hand rubbing at her heel.

 “While those heels look fabulous on you, I bet by now your feet are killing you.”  She jerked around at the sound of his voice, then leaned back and slid the shoe onto her foot.  

 “Most times they're fine, but I've been on my feet for hours getting things set up.  It's been a long day.”  She sounded tired, though she did her best to hide it.  

 “Sorry I didn't get to meet your boss and thank him in person for supporting cancer research.  Was it his idea…or yours?”  

 She stiffened, barely noticeable if he hadn't been watching her so closely.  Oh yeah, this was her baby.  “Mr. Mitchell has always been most generous to a variety of charities.”

 “I'm sure he has, but this is personal for you, isn't it?”  

 She closed her eyes and sighed, soft and low enough that he nearly didn't hear it.  “Cancer research is special to me.  I had a cousin who died from leukemia, so I try to do whatever I can to help eradicate this so others don't have to suffer the way her family suffered.”   

 “I'm sorry.”  He didn't elaborate further, because really what can you say in response to another's pain?  But he had a job to do, and he'd focus on that.

 He leaned around her and opened the back door of the limo.  “Come here,” he whispered, “have a seat.”  

 The look she gave him was priceless, like he'd lost his mind.  He laughed out loud.  “Seriously, just sit.  I don't bite…unless you ask very nicely.”  He helped ease her onto the seat, sitting sideways with her legs outside the door and reached for her feet.  

 “What are you doing?”  

 “Shh, relax.”  He knelt in front of her, slid both shoes free, and placed them side by side on the blacktop of the parking area.  Taking her right foot in his firm grasp, he began rubbing his fingers along the insole of her foot, smiling when he heard her soft moan.  She had beautiful feet, small and slender, with bright red polish on her toenails.  That was a surprise—he'd have expected a delicate pink or peach.  Maybe there was a bit of fire burning beneath her professional demeanor.  

 He continued the massage, digging his thumb into the tight muscles of the ball of her foot.  When he started on her toes, she jerked it back, giggling.

 “No, don't do that.”  

 He shrugged, reaching for her other foot, and repeated the process again.  “Close your eyes, Cinderella.  You deserve five minutes reprieve from everything.  They'll call you if there's a crisis, but you've done a marvelous job.  People are happily guzzling down expensive champagne and munching on caviar and hors d'oeuvres.  Besides, a little foot massage is the least I can do after knocking you down in the street.”  

 “Okay…oh, that feels…wow.”  She wiggled her foot in his grasp, arching her ankle and he fought the urge to let his hands slide higher along her calf, past her knee to disappear beneath the tight skirt of her dress.  

 “I've really got to go back inside.  Thank you for the massage.”  She smiled, and a tiny dimple appeared beside her mouth and he was captivated.  Usually people have two dimples, but she had only one, and it made her look young and innocent and he wanted to do all kinds of dirty things with her—and to her.  

 “My pleasure, princess.”  With deft hands he slid her shoes back onto her feet, and helped her stand.  Damn, he wanted to throw her over his shoulder and storm off like a caveman, taking her back to his home to ravish and protect all at once.  

 Damn it, stop.  She might be working with the enemy.  Pull your head out of your ass and do your job.

  “Would you like to go to dinner tomorrow night?”  The words left his mouth before he could stop them.

 “I don't think…”

 “Nothing formal.  Just two people getting to know each other.  Say yes.”  

 He read the indecision on her face.  She was going to refuse.  To stall her, he leaned forward and brushed his lips against hers.  Once, twice.  There was a sweet, delicate gentleness to it.  No force, no pressure, only a promise of pleasure.  A ripple of fear and excitement shot through him.  This was unexplored territory.  He didn't do sweetness and light.  For him, passion was raw and gritty and dirty—primal at its deepest recesses.    

 He felt her lips move beneath his, and knew she'd meet him.  Dinner was the first step to ease beneath her defenses, search out what she might know and even what she might not realize she knew.  With effort he pulled back to stare down into her green eyes.  His hand cupped her cheek, and he gave a light brush of his thumb across her soft skin.  He watched the tip of her tongue peek between her lips, dragging along the bottom one.  It made him want to dive back in, kiss her long and hard and deep, explore the passion he knew simmered just beneath the surface.  But it was too much, too soon. 

 She needed to be wooed.  Seduced with words and touch, leading to a myriad of sensual pleasures.  

 “Okay.”  The single whispered word sent ripples of anticipation coursing through him.  

 “I'll call you tomorrow.”  He casually brushed back a strand of hair that had blown against her face.  

 “Let me give you my number.”  

 He smiled down at her.  “Don't worry, I've already got it.”  

 “How?”  

 “I have my ways.  When I want something, I usually get it.”  He raised her hand to his lips, and brushed a soft kiss against her fingertips.  

 “See you tomorrow.”  He watched her walk back into the crowded room, back to the moneyed partiers, before he walked over to the black van parked several yards away.   Climbing in through the back doors, he met Carlisle's gaze.

 “The tracker's in the toe of her right shoe.  Not the ideal place, but it'll work for tonight.  I'll get another one tomorrow in her purse.”  

 After a few keystrokes, Carlisle replied, “Got it.  It's working perfectly.”  

 Carpenter squashed down the smidgeon of guilt he felt.  He was doing what he had to do in order to get Webster.  Until then, Ms. Andrea Kirkland was off limits for anything except finding out her connection to the bastard.  

 “Let the guys know the job's finished, they can leave whenever they're clear.  Goodnight, Carlisle.”

 Climbing out of the van, he walked back inside the museum and quickly through, making an effort not to look for Andrea.  Once outside, he presented his ticket, and the valet pulled the black SUV around and he drove away from the Kimbell and from Andrea, conflicted about his next step.  

 Tomorrow night he'd begin the seduction of Andrea Kirkland.


 


Chapter Seven

 The door to Mr. Mitchell's office stood ajar.  That didn't seem right.  He was supposed to be out of town until Monday morning.  Andrea put her purse on the corner of her desk, and slid her laptop bag to the floor.

 “Mr. Mitchell?”  She pushed the door inward, gasping when she saw the state of his office.  It looked like a tornado had torn through the room.  Or maybe shook it like a Christmas snow globe, and tossed it back down to earth.  His big black leather chair had been scored with deep gouges, stuffing pulled out and flung onto the ground.  It lay on its side near the floor-to-ceiling windows.

 The desk had been shoved into the center of the room, cattycornered from where it normally sat.  Each drawer had been yanked open, a couple of them turned upside down on the carpet.  Papers and file folders lay scattered across the rug, along with magazines—oh good grief, porno magazines—and a box of condoms.  

 Eww, he's been having sex in the office? 

 His private filing cabinet was toppled over, drawers pulled out and their contents flung haphazardly around the room.  There wasn't any kind of rhyme or reason for the chaos.   Community service awards and plaques were broken and looked like they'd been stomped on by heavily-booted feet.  The sofa that usually sat along one wall had gotten the same treatment as the office chair, with large chunks of batting and foam pulled out, its large cushions slashed.  Whoever did this wanted to do the maximum amount of damage—and they'd succeeded.

  Andrea heard a dripping sound.  It seemed to be coming from the private washroom on her left.   Her stomach clenched and she bit her lip, staring at the closed door.  With a glance downward, she saw a wet patch spreading out past where the carpet and bathroom tile met.  The bottom of her shoe sank into the sopping carpet, making a squishy sound.

 She didn't want to open that door.  The sick feeling in her gut intensified when she took a single step forward, then another.  With each step, the dripping sound intensified until it seemed like a booming cannon in her ears, though that could have been her heartbeat pounding.  

 She could do this.  Trying to keep her hand rock steady, she reached for the doorknob.  It was slick and wet and her fingers slipped off.  Grimacing at the sticky feeling, she looked down and gasped.  A thin layer of red coated her hand, which now shook uncontrollably.  

 It looked like—blood.  

 “Andrea?”

 A yelp escaped as she spun, nearly losing her balance on the patch of wet carpet.  Samuel Carpenter stood in the open doorway between her outer office and Mitchell's inner sanctum.   She'd never been so surprised or happy to see somebody in her entire life.

 “Mr. Carpenter, I…”  She froze, watching as his steely-eyed gaze took in the damage surrounding her before dropping to her outstretched hand.  

 “What happened?  Are you hurt?”  Without hesitating, he strode forward, and grasped her hand between his.  His touch calmed her, soothed her in ways she didn't understand and didn't have time to examine.  There was something bad beyond that closed bathroom door, and she wanted to get as far away from it as humanly possible.  But she couldn't leave.

 “I…I'm okay.  I just got here and found Mr. Mitchell's office like this.  There was a dripping noise.  When I went to open the door—” She looked down at her hand, still clasped between his.  

 Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out a handkerchief and gently wiped away the red stickiness, whisking away each smidge until nothing remained behind.  

 “Wait out there,” he waved his hand toward her office space, “and I'll check things out.”  

 She shook her head vehemently.  This was her boss's office, her responsibility when he wasn't there—she'd stay.  But that didn't mean she was stupid either.  Hell no.  Let the big strong man open the door first.  Yep, she didn't have a problem with that.  Act like the meek little lady scared of her own shadow?  No way.

 “Have you touched anything but the doorknob?”  

 “No.  I got here and saw the door was open.  I knew he wasn't due back until Monday, so it seemed odd to see it ajar.  When I walked in, everything was like this.”  Though she knew it was her imagination, she could still feel the blood coating her hands, even though she knew there wasn't anything there.  It didn't matter, she had to get it off.  Pulling open a desk drawn, she grabbed the tiny bottle of hand sanitizer she kept in there for when she changed the toner.  Squiring a huge dollop into her palms, she rubbed them together, over and over, needing to erase the feel of the sticky blood.  

She took in a shaky breath, wrapping her arms around her middle.  “Then I heard a dripping sound.  I started to turn the knob when you called my name.”

 He pulled her into his arms, and she couldn't stop the telltale trembling she'd tried hard to disguise.  She was terrified of what lay behind the closed door.  Judging from the way the office looked, whatever was in there couldn't be good.  A shiver ran down her spine as though traced with icy fingers.  She willed her lungs to work again, still staring at him.  

 “Sweetheart, it's going to be okay.  I'm going to open the door.  You stay right here and don't move.”

 Taking the handkerchief he used to wipe the blood from her hands, he placed it around the knob and used two fingers to gently turn it.  Damn, she'd been careless.  If there'd been fingerprints, she'd messed them up completely when she'd grabbed the handle.  

 Without a sound the door glided inward, and the sounds intensified.  She tried glancing around him, but his big body blocked the entire doorway, obscuring her view.  

 “Go into the other room.”  His voice was a deep growl.  Whatever it was, she knew it was bad.  

 “No.  Is somebody in there?  Are they…dead?”

 “Nobody's in there.”

 She took a deep breath.  “Then open the door, I can handle it.”  

 He shrugged and stepped to the side, giving her full access to the bathroom.  Splashes of red streaked across the wall.  She had the absurd thought that the spray pattern resembled a Jackson Pollock painting.  It flitted through her head, dulling the reality of what she was looking at, and keeping it from fully sinking in.

 Water dripped in the sink where a trail of red droplets disappeared into the slow trickle of water.  Glass shards sparkled on the floor, the lights reflecting upward in a prism of color from the fragments of broken mirror against the tile.  Spiderweb cracks spread across the surface of what remained of the mirror hanging above the sink, the gilt-edged frame askew.

 “We need to call the police.”  Carpenter's voice sounded from behind her right shoulder.  “That's a whole lot of blood.”

 “Blood.  Police.”  

 She spun around quickly, pushing past him, intent on leaving the grisly scene behind.  Why hadn't calling the police been her first thought?  

 “I'll do it.  You need to sit down.”  His hand was warm and solid in the small of her back, leading her out of the carnage and back into her private space.  

 Right, sitting down sounded good.  She plopped into her chair like a marionette whose strings had been snipped, watched him pull his cell phone from his pocket, and listened while he contacted nine-one-one.

 His powerful hand held the phone as he conveyed the details to the nine one one operator.  His eyes had darkened to a deep gray, reminding her of thunderclouds before the clouds burst.  A ragged breath escaped when he walked to Mitchell's door and pulled it shut with an ominous click.

 “The police will be here any minute.”  He knelt beside her chair, cupping the sides of her face in his strong grip.  It didn't hurt, but helped her focus on what she'd seen and where she was.

 “What happened?”  Her whispered words seemed abnormally loud.  “Everything was fine yesterday when I left for the party.”  

 “I don't know, sugar.  Let's let the police do their job.”  

 “You'll stay?”  She hated sounding weak and needy, but right now he was her lifeline.  She struggled to fight through the fear coiled in her chest.  Tough it out, girl, stop acting like a scaredy cat.  For goodness sake, you're a responsible grown woman.  Act like it.

 “I'm not going anywhere.”  The corner of his mouth turned up slightly.  “Whatever you need, I'm here for you.”  His dark brows drew together, concern evident.  His gaze was intent, searching hers.   There was a dangerous glint behind his stare, yet she wasn't afraid.  She was terrified of what might have happened to her boss, but Samuel Carpenter made her feel safe.

 She managed an almost smile, though it felt forced.  “Thank you.”

 “I'm glad I decided to stop by instead of waiting for you to call me and cancel our dinner plans.”  

 How had he known?  She'd lain awake half the night, alternating between excitement and dread.  After their kiss, its aching sweetness branded on her lips, her emotions were all over the place.  She didn't need any more complications in her life, and the tall sexy blond man squatted beside her chair had complication written all over him.  

 Two uniformed officers came through the door, and Carpenter spoke softly with them, motioning toward the inner office.  She took a shuddering breath, remembering the brightness of the blood streaked across the walls.  It looked like somebody had been hurt—badly hurt—in that bathroom.  The question was who, and more importantly, why?

 Carpenter handed his handkerchief to one of the officers, who placed it into a bag, probably for evidence.  The murmur of voices continued when the officers entered the room, but Carpenter stayed with her, reaching down to hold her hand.  Grateful he was there, she attempted to smile, but the muscles in her face were frozen.  

 It seemed to take forever before the officers walked out of the office.  She stood on shaking legs, grateful for the desk behind her to brace against.  

 “Ma'am, can you tell us what happened here?”

 She shook her head.  “I have no idea.  I got here just before eight o'clock.  I was a little early because we had a charity event last night and I'd gotten behind on my regular stuff.”  

 “Okay.  What did you find when you arrived?”  The female officer seemed to be the one in charge.  At least she was the one asking the questions.  A couple years older than her partner, there was a harder edge to her, not unkind, but like she'd seen things she'd just as soon forget.  

 “I put down my bag and the laptop,” Andrea pointed at them, “and I noticed the inner office door was open.  Mr. Mitchell's supposed to be out of town.  When I left yesterday, that door was closed and locked.”

 The officer nodded, indicating for her to continue.

 “I pushed it open and found it like that.  Everything was…destroyed.”  

 “Did you hear or see anything while you were in the room?”  

 Andrea nodded.  “A dripping noise.  Slow and steady like raindrops.  It sounded like it was coming from Mr. Mitchell's private restroom.  I started to open the door, and that's when Mr. Carpenter got here.”  

 The officer, whose name tag read Johnson, focused her intent gaze on Carpenter.  Funny, I wonder why I think of him by his last name instead of Samuel?  The random thought popped into her head, and she couldn't shake the sensation that it was important somehow.  

 “That's right.  She had her hand on the doorknob when I walked in.  I called out her name.  Ms. Kirkland's hand slipped off it when she turned, and that's when I saw the blood on her hand.”  

 “I'm sorry if I screwed up any evidence or anything.  I wasn't thinking.  I heard the dripping and started to open the door.”  

 “I understand.”  Officer Johnson pulled out a business card and handed it to Andrea.  “We're going to need you to come in and give a formal statement, Ms. Kirkland.  Call this number and they'll get you all set up.”  

 “Do you have any idea what happened?”  Andrea tried to keep the quiver out of her voice, and forced herself to straight her spine.  She'd be damned if she'd show any more weakness than she already had.

 “We don't know, but I've called in a crime scene unit.  They'll look at everything.  You stated that Mr. Mitchell is out of town?  Would he have returned without letting you know?”

 Andrea almost snorted at the question but caught herself in time.  “Mr. Mitchell is away with his…friend.  I seriously doubt he'd drop everything to rush back to the office on a Friday morning unless there's an emergency.  And if there was any kind of emergency, he'd have contacted me before he ever darkened the doors.”  

 “Okay.  The crime scene team will be here any minute, so if you'd prefer to go to the station now…”

 “Ms. Kirkland's coming with me.  I'll ensure she cooperates fully with the department.”  Carpenter took her hand and placed it in the crook of his elbow, a gallant gentlemanly move, yet it sent a clear message of possession to the officers. 

 “Understood.  Thank you for your cooperation.”  The officers walked back into Mitchell's office.

Carpenter turned to face her.  “Let's get your purse and get out of here.  I think we could both use some coffee.”  

 Andrea grabbed her purse, slid the strap over her shoulder, and picked up the laptop case.   With a final look around the room, she closed her eyes briefly and shook her head, wondering what the hell was going on and how deeply involved Mitchell was this time.  She'd pulled his ass out of the fire one too many times—had he gotten in over his head so far that it cost him his life?  

 Carpenter's firm hand slid against the small of her back, urging her forward, and they headed for the elevator and away from the scene of the crime. 


 


Chapter Eight

 Richard Webster wasn't a patient man, and waiting didn't sit well with him.  He was methodical and planned every aspect of his personal and professional life down to the last detail.  Having to wait on someone else's timetable wasn't something he did lightly, but he hired people for their expertise in areas where he needed perfection.  That included putting pressure on a subordinate.  While he didn't mind getting his hands dirty, he preferred letting somebody else do the wet work.

 “Boss, we got a problem.”

 “What?”  He barked out, his voice unusually gruff due to his allergies.  He really hated the damned bayous with all the airborne crap that blew through them.  The pollens they produced played havoc with his sinuses and he seemed to live with raging headaches and congestion.  He couldn't wait to leave New Orleans and all this misery behind once and for all.  

 “Mitchell wasn't there.”

 “Damn it, why can't that little weasel be where he's supposed to be?  He's become a liability at this point.”  He drummed his fingers on the arm of the executive chair he reclined in behind a massive walnut desk.  

 “I left a message he can't mistake.”  The other man's tone had him straightening in the chair.

 “What did you do?”  Please tell me this idiot didn't do something stupid. 

 “Trashed his office.  Made it look like a robbery gone wrong.  Tore up the file cabinets, overturned furniture, stuff like that.  He should get the message.”

 Webster pinched the bridge of his nose between his finger and thumb.  It had been a petty move on his employee's part, but might do the trick.  Mitchell had been getting a little too big for his britches lately, and needed to be taken down a peg.  

 “Do you have any idea where he is?”  

 “Not a clue.  The fat chick that works for him didn't have anything on her desk calendar saying where he was.  He was supposed to be at some charity event last night, but he never showed.  I checked his condo, and he wasn't there either.”

 “Hmm.  Maybe he'll get the message.  I'd hate to have to threaten him…”

 “Uh, boss, I kinda left a threat behind.”  

 Mitchell jerked to a stand, the chair rolling back with the rapid movement.  “What did you say?”

 “When I tore up the office, I might have left some blood behind—in the bathroom.”  

 “Your blood?”  Was he suddenly dealing with a bunch of incompetent idiots?  The last thing he needed was DNA that might be linked back to him somehow.  First Mitchell stealing from him, and now this?

 “No, no!  I had some pig's blood in the car.  Got it and splattered some around the bathroom, broke the mirror.  Made it look like something out of a horror movie, a real grizzly scene.”

 Webster pulled the phone away from his ear and stared at it before putting it back to his ear.  “I really don't want to know why you had pig's blood with you.  But it sounds like it will send an effective message.”  He paused and the silence was nearly deafening.  He clenched and unclenched his fist twice before talking.  

 “However, do not ever do something like this again without checking with me first.  Otherwise, next time the blood won't belong to a pig.  Are we clear?”  While he spoke softly, the menace beneath his words screamed louder than any verbal shout.

 “Uh, yes sir, boss.  I understand.”  

 “Good.  Now keep watch.  Have Simpkins monitor the police dispatch, because they will be called as soon as Ms. Kirkland goes into the office.”  

 “Yes, sir.  Is there anything else I can do?”  The voice had a pleading whine and Webster's lips quirked up at the corners.  Ah, yes, he loved the power he had over others.  He'd handpicked Lenny Gomez because he'd known from the first he'd be malleable, manipulated into doing whatever needed doing with the minimum of fuss.  Pay him enough money and you bought his loyalty.  Ask him to put a bullet between somebody's eyes, Lenny wouldn't hesitate.  The only problem was Lenny tended to improvise, and it looked like that might be a problem.  

 Webster didn't like problems.  He liked order and rules.  He didn't like chaos.  

 First things first, though.  He needed to find Mitchell and deal with the man keeping his mouth shut.  In the beginning, their arrangement progressed profitably for all concerned.  Lately, Mitchell had begun indulging in their imports a little too freely, which was a mistake.  And Webster wouldn't tolerate mistakes.  They arose from bad planning and a lack of control, two things he wouldn't tolerate.  

 Mitchell had now moved up on his agenda as one more problem that needed to be resolved.  Then he'd finalize the details of the coup of his career, his final hurrah before retiring permanently.  

There was just one loose end that needed snipping and his name was Samuel Carpenter.  He thought he'd dealt with the sorry bastard three years ago in Brownsville, but Sammy was his one true failure.  The lone black mark tarnishing his otherwise pristine record.  

He should have died on the dirty concrete floor of the storage unit along with the rest of his team, but Sammy proved stronger than he'd anticipated.  Still, with all the evidence he'd planted to frame him, the man ought to be rotting in prison.  

 Carpenter had fooled everybody in the DEA, working under an assumed name.  Damn, if he'd known how stinking rich Sammy was, along with his family connections, he'd have done a lot of things differently.  Hell, the man had inherited billions, had the kind of money Webster could only dream of, and he was still walking around free, and searching for him in a misguided vendetta.  

He was a thorn in Webster's side, always one step behind, nipping at his heels like a bloody terrier, yapping about bringing him down. 

 Nobody ever got the best of Richard Webster.  After this final job, he'd be out of reach of the United States government, ruling his own private South Seas kingdom.  Nothing and nobody was going to prevent him from achieving his lifelong dream.  

 That included Samuel Carpenter.  


 


Chapter Nine

 Carpenter pulled the SUV into one of the garage bays and the door rolled silently closed behind it.  Andrea sat beside him.  A fine tremor still coursed through her.  He could see the slight trembling of her hands as she rubbed them against her upper arms.  The shock of finding all that blood in Mitchell's bathroom seemed to be finally sinking in.  Her paleness bothered him though, making her appear like a fragile porcelain doll.  

 “Where are we?”  

 “My place,” he answered, walking around the car to open her door.   She gracefully stood and looked around, taking in the five-car space with wide eyes.  Each slot was occupied with a different vehicle, all black.  Hey, he was a guy.  He liked black.  

 With his hand on the small of her back, he guided her through the door, past the mud room and into the kitchen.  An elegantly appointed space and a chef's dream, he rarely used any of the top-of-the-line appliances.  Cooking for one never appealed, so he usually made do by eating out or bringing home take out when his housekeeper slash resident busybody had the day off.  

 Andrea's fingers glided softly along the dark cherry cabinets lining the walls.  He watched her unhurried steps as she walked around the huge center island with its marble countertop, and wondered what she thought of the space.  Sunlight poured through the bay window above a large stainless steel double sink, and her hand reached for one of the little pots containing a variety of fresh herbs, basking in the sunlight, raising it to her nose and inhaling.  He couldn't have named one to save his life, but Ms. Willie insisted on using the freshest ingredients, and he liked pampering her whenever he could.  She'd been with his family for years, and he joked he'd inherited her when he'd moved out on his own.  Indulging her seemed the least he could do, and it made him happy.  

Stainless steel appliances gleamed without a hint of fingerprints, buffed and polished to perfection.  He watched Andrea take it all in, wondered if she liked it—truthfully, he never paid much attention—it was just there when he needed to eat.  

 “This is stunning.”  Her fingertips ran across the cool marble and she smiled up at him.  “Makes my apartment kitchen seem like ghetto chic.”  

 “I didn't have a lot to do with it.  Ms. Willie worked with the interior designer, and I let her pick whatever she wanted.”  He glanced around, wondering where his trusty housekeeper was.  Usually she'd be bustling around the place, leaving him little snacks and treats, which he rarely had time for.  They usually ended up at the office, where his men gobbled them down like manna from heaven.

 “Mr. Samuel, what are you doing home at this hour?”  

 And there she is.  His smile when he spotted her coming in through the laundry room door quickly morphed into a frown.  

 “What were you doing in there?”  Ms. Willie had sprained her back a few weeks earlier, and he'd forbidden her from lifting anything heavier than a teacup.  

 “Pfft.  Don't be telling me my business, boy.  I was washing a load of kitchen towels.  Now mind your manners and introduce me to this sweet girl.”  Her words were accompanied with a smile.  He didn't take offense at her familiarity; he was used to her directness.

 “Wilhelmina McDaniels, this is Andrea Kirkland.  She had a bit of a scare this morning, so I brought her around for some of your famous herbal tea.”  

 “Oh, you poor dear.  Are you alright?”  She bustled over, immediately pulled Andrea to her bosom, and patted her back.  Ms. Willie would be the mother figure she needed, treat her like she was one of her own little chicks.  

 “Hello, Ms. McDaniels.  I'm fine.”  Andrea's voice sounded muffled against Ms. Willie's hug.  He was used to those hugs, but Ms. Willie was the only one who could get away with it.  He'd never been much of a touchy-feely kind of guy, but she was like a second mother to him and he humored her and her public displays of affection.  

 “Well, obviously you're not fine or my boy wouldn't have brought you here.  Now you sit down right there.”  She pointed to one of the bar stools in front of the enormous marble island, “And I'll get you fixed right up.”  

 Andrea sent him a helpless look before allowing Ms. Willie to hustle her onto a seat at the counter.  Within seconds, the tea kettle was on one of the gas burners and Ms. Willie was bustling around the kitchen, gathering cups and the cream and sugar bowl.  He preferred a good solid mug in his big hands, but he was glad she made the extra effort for Andrea.  Not that he was trying to impress her or anything.

 “Now you drink this right down, Ms. Andrea.”  Ms. Willie pressed the teacup into her hand, and Carpenter gave her a smile of thanks.  She winked before getting a plate of cookies and setting it in front of them.  Darn it, she knew he had a sweet tooth, and he narrowed his eyes, trying to give her a glare for tempting him, though it didn't seem to bother her.  She chuckled and placed two of them on Andrea's saucer.  Then she crossed her arms across her massive bosom and waited, giving him the evil eye.  

 With a resigned sigh, he picked one up, stuffed half of it in his mouth in one bite then rolled his eyes heavenward as the taste exploded on his tongue.  Chocolate and coconut mingled within the golden brown cookie, and he was doomed.

 “Evil, evil woman.”  He lifted three more off the plate.  “I'm going to weigh four hundred pounds if you keep this up.”

 “I'm not worried,” Ms. Willie shot back, her soft drawl sounding cheerful.  “I've seen your workout room.  Those calories will be gone before nightfall.”

 “These are amazing.”  Andrea took another sip of her tea and moaned in pleasure.  Carpenter's stomach clenched and his body hardened in response to the sound.  He imagined her making that sound while he was buried deep inside her body, and felt his own tighten.

 “Can you tell me what happened to upset Ms. Andrea, or is it one of those top secret things you're always working on?”  

 There wasn't any reason not to tell her.  It would probably be all over the media within hours anyway.  Something happening to Lawrence Mitchell was big news.  

 “When Andrea got to work this morning, her office was ransacked.  She found blood in the bathroom of her boss's office.  The police are trying to contact him now.”  Carpenter knew his words would be more than enough to get Ms. Willie straight into surrogate mother mode, coddling Andrea all over again.  And they were.

 “Oh sweetie, you must have been terrified.”  Andrea's face was smashed against Ms. Willie's bosom again before she'd had time to catch a breath.  He smiled.  Meeting Ms. Willie was a unique experience under normal circumstances.  If she decided to take you under her wing, there was no stopping her.  She was a bit like a freight train headed downhill with no brakes.  

 “It was a shock,” Andrea murmured.  “Mr. Mitchell's out of town, so I don't have a clue what could have happened.”  

 “Don't you worry, dear.  My boy will fix everything.”  The glare she shot him demanded he do exactly that.  

 “You get those boys of ours working on this, Mr. Samuel.  Those fellas will figure it out in no time flat.”  

 “They're already on it, Ms. Willie.”  

She nodded and went back to fussing around Andrea, refilling her teacup and putting another cookie on her plate.  

 “You tell them I'll fix a big ole pot roast and all the trimmings when they figure out what happened.  And I'll whip up a German Chocolate cake too.”  

 “Are you trying to bankrupt me?  Those guys eat like starving elephants.  The food budget for them alone is close to the national debt.”  It was their own private joke about feeding his men.  He'd grouse and she'd snicker and remind him she did all the cooking, he just needed to pay the bills.  The team gathered at his home often enough she knew each and every one of them and all their favorite foods.  She wasn't above gastronomic bribery when the occasion warranted.  

 “Ms. Willie, thank you for the lovely tea.  It was exactly what I needed.”  Andrea spun around on the barstool and looked at him.  “I have to go to the police station and give my statement.”

 “Not yet.  I'll take you there in a bit, once you've had time to process everything.”

“What's there to process?  The officers saw the condition of the office.  All that blood…wait, I need to call Mr. Mitchell.”  She hopped off the barstool and looked around the kitchen.  “Where's my purse?  And my laptop?” 

“Locked in my car.  You can call your boss and the police later, after you've had a chance to rest.”

“I'm not an invalid, nor am I feeble-minded.  After Ms. Willie's wonderful tea,” she smiled at the other woman, “I'm as good as new.  And I'd rather get the whole thing over and done.  They may already know who destroyed Mr. Mitchell's office.”

“Ms. Willie, we'll be in my office.”  

With a hand at the small of her back, he steered her toward his inner sanctum.  Once there, he sat in one of the chairs alongside hers instead of behind his massive desk.  And, truthfully, he wanted to feel closer, a more intimate connection with the gorgeous woman.  He inhaled her light fragrance, and his groin tightened in response.  

What was it about this woman that made him feel as if he'd known her forever?  She was basically a stranger.  A suspect in his never-ending game of cat and mouse with Richard Webster, yet he couldn't deny the pull he felt.  An underlying attraction that went beyond just her looks.  Damn, he needed to get hold of himself, and focus on what was important, getting information about the man he'd been chasing for years, and the beauty seated across from him was the key.  

“How are you doing?”  

She glanced up at his words, her warm jade eyes meeting his.  “I don't know.  I can't seem to piece everything together.  Walking into Mr. Mitchell's office and finding…”

He leaned forward and clasped one of her hands, noting immediately how cold it felt.  “We'll figure it out.  I'm going to call one of my contacts with the Dallas Police Department, and find out if they have any information.  Then we'll have somebody come out here and talk to you.  There's no reason they can't take your statement here instead of making you go downtown.  How's that?”  

She nodded.  “Thank you.  I'm not sure what I'd have done if you hadn't shown up.”  

He was damned glad he'd followed his gut and gone to see her first thing.  Not that he'd tell her why he'd really been there.  After he'd planted the tracking device in her shoe the night before, Carlisle had given him another one to put in her purse.  She wouldn't be wearing the same heels she'd worn to the benefit, and they needed a better way to keep tabs on the lovely but elusive Ms. Kirkland.

He'd never expected to wander into the scene out of a horror movie when he'd walked through the doors of Mitchell's office.  No, he'd planned on stopping in and seeing if she'd be amenable to going out for coffee, giving Nate time to do a more thorough search than he'd been able to perform the prior day.  

But he was good at thinking on his feet, and the opportunity to get closer to Andrea, especially while she was off kilter after the morning's scare, was too good an opportunity to let slip through his fingers.

“I've never seen anything like that, you know?  Heck, I don't even like to watch horror movies, and to see something like that up close and personal?”  She shuddered.  Carpenter kept his gaze riveted on her face.  Was she lying?  Though she seemed like an open book, friendly and pleasant, he didn't trust his instincts when it came to her.  They might be skewed, because he was so damned attracted to her.  

“It's not something you see every day.  I'm sure the police will get it all sorted out.  Why don't I make that call?”  

He rose and walked around to the other side of the desk, sitting down quickly to hide the evidence of his body's reaction to her closeness.  Cursing at himself silently, he dialed the phone, calling one of his contacts at the DPD and made arrangements for a detective to interview Andrea that afternoon, here at his home.  He watched her wide-eyed stare, and knew the reality of the morning's events was setting in.  

The shock and gruesomeness of the unprovoked attack appalled Carpenter, but deep in his gut he knew it was a message from Webster.  Somehow, either knowingly or unknowingly, Lawrence Mitchell did something to piss off Richard Webster, and the trashing of his office spelled out what would happen if he crossed him again.  Too bad Andrea got the message first.  

Where the hell was Lawrence Mitchell?  He knew from talking to Andrea the previous night that he'd been a no-show for the fundraising benefit at the museum.  Was his absence really a matter of him skipping out for a long weekend with his bimbo of the month, or was there something more sinister afoot?  Hopefully, he'd have answers soon, since his whole team was working on this morning's developments.  

“My friend at the Dallas Police Department is going to stop by this afternoon to take your statement.  In the meantime, why don't you head upstairs and try and get some rest?  It's been an eventful morning.”  

“That's probably a good idea.  Thank you.”  She stood and leaned across the desk to touch his hand and a warmth spread in his chest.  “I mean it.  I'm not sure what I'd have done if you hadn't shown up when you did.”  

He slowly eased his hand free.  “You'd have handled things.  You're a strong woman, and I have no doubt you'd have been up to the challenge.  Now, let me show you to the guest room, and let you get some rest, until the DPD gets here.”  

He walked around the desk and motioned to the door, following behind her.  Within minutes, he'd gotten her settled into the upstairs guest room and headed back down to his office, his mind going over all the morning's strange findings.

No matter what the police found, he knew Webster was behind this.  A trashed office, Mitchell missing, and Andrea being scared out of her mind.  It was just the sick, twisted kind of game he loved to play.  He was a master manipulator, and didn't have any problem working behind the scenes, though he doubted he'd done the dirty work himself.  No, he used gullible fools, like he'd been three years ago, to be his scapegoats.  

Still, he wondered how much Andrea really knew about Webster.  Was she an innocent in all this, or was there more going on with the Southern beauty than just administrative work.  

With a sigh he picked up the phone.  He needed to stay unbiased, and treat her like a suspect until his team cleared her.  Heaven help her if she was working with Richard Webster.  Because as much as he wanted her, he wouldn't be stopped.  Not by her.  Not by anything.  Webster's reign of drug running and weapons would end and he'd be the one who'd bring about his destruction.

Even if it meant destroying Andrea Kirkland in the process.  


 


Chapter Ten

 Darkness still enveloped the skyline when his phone rang.  “Carpenter.”  

 “Hey, boss.  Got the preliminary results from the blood at Mitchell's office.  Get this, it ain't human.  According to the police lab, it's pig blood.”  Jean-Luc's Cajun accent was prominent, a deep low growl over the phone.  

 “You're kidding, right?”  

 “Nope.  Other than your girl's, no other fingerprints either.  Not even Mitchell's prints were found.  Somebody was real careful to clean all the surfaces after tearing the place apart.”

 Interesting.  Why wipe everything down unless you've got something to hide—like maybe the perp had a record and his prints could be traced?  

 “You'd expect her prints to be there.  She works there.  Besides, she touched stuff before I got there.  Not finding Mitchell's prints, though, that's too neat.”

 “Crime unit did their sweep, checked for fibers and DNA, but so far nada.”  

 Carpenter silently contemplated the implications of targeting Mitchell.  Could he be involved deeper with Webster than he'd first considered?  The only person who might have a clue to the puzzle was Andrea.

 “Keep me posted.  Have Carlisle hack into the DPD's database, see if they've got any suspicions.”

 “He's already on it.  We've printed out the report from the two uni's who initially worked the scene.  Want me to e-mail it?”  As always, Jean-Luc remained efficient and on point.  Military precision and tactical skills were traits he'd honed to a knife's edge while in the navy.  Navy SEALs tended to be meticulous, which fit Jean-Luc's personality to a tee.  

 “Thanks.  I think I'll have a little chat with Ms. Kirkland, see if I can get a handle on why somebody might be targeting Mitchell.”  With that he hung up, and steepled his fingers, his elbows resting on the desk.  Andrea was upstairs, hopefully still asleep.  They'd spent most of the previous afternoon and into the evening dealing with the Dallas police, answering questions about Lawrence Mitchell.  They still didn't have any more information regarding the break-in, but said they'd keep Andrea posted.  

He'd convinced her to stay, spend the night, so she wasn't alone.  It didn't hurt that he wanted to keep an eye on her.  

Dawn's light was just breaking, but he rarely slept more than a couple of hours a night.  Early rising was no big deal, but he'd have to wait a bit before questioning her.

 He remembered vividly the look on her face when she'd seen the blood.  Shock, fear, and resignation.  Almost like she anticipated or expected something bad to befall her boss.  Maybe Lawrence Mitchell's hands weren't squeaky clean after all.  Nobody was lily white—not even his beautiful guest.

 Walking to the kitchen, he poured a cup of coffee.  Ms. Willie always left the coffee maker set so it'd be ready when he came down.  She knew him so well, anticipated his likes and dislikes on an almost psychic level.  Not surprising, since she'd known him practically from the cradle.  He sipped the black coffee, staring out the window toward the back patio.

 Ms. Willie's clever handiwork and flamboyant touches were evident in the design of the kitchen area, and she'd insisted on having a view of the patio and pool deck, including a side entrance from the kitchen to outside.  Said she needed access to his guests, to meet their needs.  Right, like he had guests.  The guys on the team, those men who worked closely with him, routinely showed up uninvited.  Though, thinking about it, they seemed to be here more often than not recently.  Usually around mealtime.

 When did I lose control of my own damned house?  

 A sound behind him caused him to spin around, body tense.  Andrea stood in the doorway, disheveled and wearing his robe, looking all warm and cozy and decidedly luscious.  Lust roiled through him like a tidal wave, hitting him with enough force to stagger him emotionally.  Damn it, he couldn't afford to get involved with anybody.  Not until Richard Webster paid for his betrayal.  

 “Good morning, Andrea.  I hope you got a good night's sleep.”  He looked at her, noting the dark smudges beneath her eyes.  Her skin was milky pale, though soft and screaming for his touch, and he curled his fingers to keep from reaching out.

 “Yes, thanks.  The room was lovely.”  She nodded to his cup.  “Can I get some of that?  I really don't function well without at least two gallons of caffeine in the mornings.”  She gave a tentative smile and he reached into the cabinet and grabbed another mug, not one of those prissy cups Ms. Willie liked to use for company.  

 “Thanks.”  

 “Creamer's in the refrigerator and sugar's right there.”  He pointed to the bowl beside the coffee maker.”

 “No, thanks.  Black's fine.”  She took a sip and closed her eyes. The expression on her face made his gut clench and heat surged through him.  He wanted to see that expression when she was laid out in his bed as they made love.  Watch the bliss turn to ecstasy.

 “Think I can go home today?”  Her voice pulled him back to the present.  

 “We'll see,” he answered, though he had no intention of letting her return to that tiny apartment.  Nate and Gunner had checked it out the night before and reported back to him.  They'd found nothing, but said the place wasn't in the best neighborhood, and the locks were a joke.  No security system at all.  The only saving grace was it was on the fifth floor, not easily accessible from outside, but there wasn't even a lobby or security guard.  Anybody could get inside easily enough without breaking a sweat.

 “Samuel, I appreciate everything you're doing, but I can't stay here.”

 “Why not?  It's the weekend.  You don't have to go to work until Monday.  I'd like for you to stay.  Spend some time getting to know you.  Besides, we didn’t get to have that dinner yet.”  He smiled, trying to ease the tension he read in her body language, the slight stiffening of her spine when he'd denied her request.  He needed to tread a fine line here—she didn't trust him, not really.  Why should she?  He'd literally run her down with his car forty-eight hours previously, and then walked in on her during that horrendous bloody scene at work.  

 “I'd like to, but…”

 “No buts.  Besides, Ms. Willie said she's making her world famous pot roast for supper.  Trust me, grown men have wept upon tasting it.”  

 She hesitated and he tried to think of something, anything else to tempt her into staying.  Getting her to relax was the key to probing her about Webster.  Before he could open his mouth, Ms. Willie strode into the kitchen, queen of her domain.

 “Well, good morning to you both.  Ms. Andrea, I hope you slept well.”  She bustled over to the sink and washed her hands, before turning to Carpenter.  “Any preference this morning?”  

He leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss against her cheek.  “I think we should let Andrea pick.  What would you like for breakfast?”  He winked at her and leaned back against the marble countertop.  

Good.  Let Ms. Willie work her magic and charm the skittish little miss into staying.  Nobody turns down Ms. Willie when she decides they need fattening up, and it looks like my housekeeper has taken a shine to pretty Andrea Kirkland.

 His housekeeper turned her warm gaze on Andrea.  “That's a wonderful idea, Mr. Samuel.  What will it be, my dear?  Pancakes, omelets?  Whatever you'd like, I can fix it quick as a flash.”  

 Andrea looked at him, panicked.  He shrugged and took another swig of his coffee.  Let's see her get out of this.  Nobody says no to Ms. Willie.

 “Thanks, but I really have to get back home.  I won't have time…”

“Nonsense, dear.  You go out onto the patio, through those doors, and enjoy your coffee.  I'll have breakfast ready before you know it.  I won't allow anybody to leave this house on an empty stomach.”  She flapped her hands in a shooing motion, and Andrea rolled her eyes at him but gave in gracefully.  

She pulled the robe tighter, and cinched the belt, which caused his eyes to drift over her.  She really had a lovely shape, one he wouldn't mind exploring at his leisure.  Full and lush, his hands itched to cup her firm breasts, knowing they'd overflow his palms.  Unfortunately, there wasn't time for that, not now.  His one and only priority, his focus, had to be finding Webster. 

He followed her onto the deck overlooking the swimming pool.  Designed by the finest pool maker in the country, it resembled a tropical oasis plopped down smack dab in the heart of North Dallas.  This was his respite when he needed a break.  When everything went to hell, this was where he came.  

Easily the size of an Olympic pool, it was designed to look like a grotto with natural stone façades encircling both ends, water pouring into the secluded hot tub at one end resembling a waterfall.  Exotic foliage gave the illusion he was in another place, far away from the hustle and bustle of his businesses when he couldn't spare the time to actually visit his private tropical getaways. 

 “This is stunning.  I've never seen anything like it.”  Andrea bent and dipped her fingers into the sparkling water, causing ripples to expand outward from her fingertips.  “It's warm.”

 “It's heated year round.  One of the perks of living here, I'm able to swim whenever I want.”  He looked out at the expanse of lush greenery and flowering plants trying to see it through her eyes.  Did she see it as the home he'd tried to make it into, or as a flashy excess of cash wasted on an ostentatious display of wealth?  

 “Would you like to go for a swim?”  

 She shook her head, and he read the regret in her eyes.  “I don't think so, but thanks.  I don't have a suit.”

 He grinned, he couldn't help himself.  “Don't let that stop you.  I promise not to peek.”

 Her laugh was like music, with a soft lyrical lilt.  “Why don't I believe that?”

 “Maybe because I wouldn't be able to help myself?”  They both laughed, and he heard the sliding door behind him.  “I think breakfast is ready.”

 With a hand on the small of her back, he led her to the dark teak furniture covered with vibrant red, orange, and yellow print cushions.  He loved the splashes of color his decorator included with the deeper tones of the wood.   A long low table sat in front of a love seat and several chairs.  A bright red canvas sail overhead kept the heat of the day off the seating area, and provided a modicum of privacy, though out here it wasn't needed.  His estate was well guarded and alarmed to keep away prying eyes. 

 Ms. Willie placed a tray on the table with two plates heaped with food.  Omelets with mushrooms and cheese, thick slices of perfectly crisped bacon and the homemade rye bread she knew he loved, toasted to perfection.  Butter and fresh strawberry preserves completed the breakfast feast.

 “Now you eat every bite.  You need anything else, just holler.”  With that, she walked back into the kitchen, closing the sliding door behind her.  

 “You heard the lady, let's eat.”  He handed her silverware wrapped in a linen napkin before passing her a glass of fresh squeezed orange juice.  His housekeeper slash chef slash pretty-darn-much-everything person didn't do prepackaged, not if she had the choice.  

 A quick glance at the window showed her peering outside, and she gave a little wave when she saw him watching her.  He gave her a quick nod, and dug into the food.  

 “This is amazing.  How'd she manage all this so quickly?” 

 “I never question her.  I think she uses magic.”  He grabbed a piece of toast and slathered it with the strawberry goodness, before taking a huge bite.  Damn, but the woman knew her way around his sweet tooth.  

 They ate in companionable silence for a few minutes, but he knew it wouldn't last.  He needed to ask her some difficult questions, which could destroy the small amount of trust he'd worked so hard to develop. 

 “Andrea, have you ever heard of a man called Jacob Simmons?”  His was the name listed on the dummy corporation Webster used for the money transfer.  It had taken Carlisle a hell of a lot of digging to even uncover that much.  

 “The name's not familiar, why?”  

 “How about Simco Incorporated?”  He watched her face carefully, praying he didn't see a lie there.

 Her brow wrinkled in concentration.  “Simco?  Mr. Mitchell's been dealing with them for the last couple of months.  Something to do with telecommunications, I believe.”  

 Yeah, that fit.  Simco purportedly dealt with wireless communications and the infrastructure necessary to provide hot spots and Wi-Fi compatibility.  He doubted Webster was the actual brains producing the technology, but he'd definitely be the puppet master pulling all the strings behind the scenes.  Yeah, he could see him doing that.  Plus, it was a safe bet he laundered his dirty drug money and arms purchases through a small legitimate company like Simco.

 “Has Mitchell invested with them?”

 Andrea laid down her fork and faced him.  “Okay, what's going on?  First I have to deal with the bloody scene in my boss's office.  Then I had to give the police a statement.  Now you're full of questions.  I'm not an idiot, there's more going on here than anybody's telling me.  Why this sudden interest in Mitchell Industries?”

 Carpenter knew the risk he'd be taking if he trusted her with the facts of his investigation.  Either she was an innocent who'd been sucked into a world she knew nothing about and was neck deep in alligators, or she was knowingly working with Mitchell and Richard Webster.  He wanted to trust her.  His gut said she was a pawn in a much bigger scheme, but he'd trusted Webster and that turned out to be the biggest mistake of his life.  

 “You know my name is Samuel Carpenter.  I own a private security company that specializes in high profile cases.  Carpenter Security Specialists.”

 Andrea sat silent absorbing his words, while he debated exactly how much to reveal.  Truth was, he'd never told anybody everything Webster'd done, not even the DEA or the FBI.  Hell, the CIA had wanted him to undergo hypnosis and certain pharmaceutical and questionably illegal measures to cough up everything he knew about Richard Webster.  He'd refused, but questions still persisted.  Maybe he could tell Andrea enough to get her to open up, but there was no way he'd spill everything that bastard had put him through.  Never.

 “Simco is a company that came up during an ongoing investigation.  It would help if you could tell me anything you know about them.”  

 She stood and tossed her napkin down on top of her plate.  “Anything you want to know, you'll have to ask Mr. Mitchell.”  From the stubborn look on her face, he wasn't going to be getting any answers, at least not voluntarily.

 “Mitchell isn't here and we don't have any idea where he is.  You are, and we need answers now.”  

 “Too bad.  I can't help you.”  She started for the house, and he caught her arm, spinning her around.

 “Can't or won't?”  

 She jerked her arm free from his hold.  “Take your pick.  Either way I'm leaving.”  

 He really wished it hadn't come to this.  Seduction had seemed so much simpler.  Going this route would bring him nothing but a headache and the knowledge she'd never forgive him.  

 “Sweetheart, you're not going anywhere.”  Grabbing her arm again, he frogmarched her back into the house, past a surprised Ms. Willie, and into his study, slamming the door behind him for good measure.  

 “Sit.”

 She froze at his command.  “I am not your dog.  You can't order me around.”

 “The hell I can't.”  Lifting her, he tossed her into the overstuffed chair facing his desk.  When she struggled to stand, he barked, “Try it and I'll spank your ass.”

 She stilled at his words, staring up at him, a tinge of fear present in her eyes, along with a huge dollop of anger.   Feeling a tad angry himself, he hit speed dial one on the phone sitting on his desk, then hit the speaker button. 

 “Hey, boss.”  Gunner's cheerful voice answered.  “How are things going with the beautiful Ms. Kirkland?”  

 “Shot all to hell.”  Carpenter watched Andrea carefully, noted the way her eyes widened at Gunner calling her beautiful.  “Call the team together and get over here pronto.  We've got a big problem.”


 


Chapter Eleven

 Andrea couldn't believe Carpenter was keeping her a prisoner in his home.  What the hell was he thinking?  Then again, it was her own fault for trusting him in the first place.  Talk about stupidity.  For heaven's sake, the man hit her with his car!   Her eyes narrowed while she contemplated everything that had happened since.

 “Did you run me down with your car on purpose?”  

 He ran his hand through his blond hair, before pinching the bridge of his nose between his finger and thumb.  “Yes.  I knew what I was doing, and there was never any chance of you being hurt.”

 “You hit me with a car!  That's just—nuts.”

 “I needed a way to get close to you.  Damn it, you have no idea what you're involved in, but I'm starting to think this goes much deeper than anybody suspected.”  

 The door to his office opened and two men strolled in.  He introduced them as Gunner and Carlisle.  Carlisle's laptop bag was strapped across his chest, a protective hand laid across it, like a papoose swaddled in blankets.  

 “Nate's on his way.”  The bigger man, Gunner, remarked.  “Jean-Luc's working an angle, said if he can't make it, he'll call you for an update.”  

 Who are all these people?  Tall with dark hair, the man he'd called Gunner looked like a walking mountain of testosterone and steroids.  At least six foot three, his dark brown hair reached past his shoulders, tied back with a leather thong.  Chocolate brown eyes had crinkly lines at the corners, what her mamma called laugh lines.   Definitely the type who had his clothes hand tailored, because his muscles looked like they had muscles.  He glanced her way and winked, and she rolled her eyes.  With a laugh he plopped down in the chair next to hers.

 “Good morning, gorgeous.  I'm Gunner.”  

 “Am I supposed to be impressed?  I take it you work for this jackass?”  

 Gunner laughed so hard he clutched his middle.  “Ah, man, boss, she's got your number.”  

 “Shut up.  Carlisle, anything new?”  

 The second man who'd come in with Gunner had ignored the interplay going on, instead setting up his laptop on the huge maple desk.  His fingers were literally flying across the keys.  She didn't think she'd ever seen anybody type that fast in her life.

 “The funds were transferred out of Simco's account two hours ago.  Following the convoluted trail led to about fifteen other dummy corporations.  Last one is…Bennett International.”  

 Her indrawn breath caused all three men to look at her.

 Dang it, she really needed to get better about hiding her emotions.  But, Bennett International?  What had her big brother gotten himself involved with?

 “I take it you've heard of them, sweetheart?”

 She smiled, a brief turning up of her lips.  “Bite me.”

 She watched a dangerous gleam brighten his eyes before he answered.  “I intend to.  Answer the question.  What do you know about Bennett International?” 

 Leaning back in her chair, she looked at her nails, stalling.  Just how deep did this mess go?  First Mitchell and now her brother.  Whoever or whatever was going on, she needed to talk to Zach.

 “May I use your phone?”  

 Indecision plain across his face, he finally relented and pushed the phone across the top of his desk.  “I'd prefer it if you'd put it on speaker, but it's your choice.  I will still get the answers I need.”

 She rolled her eyes and hit the speaker button before dialing her brother's private line.  He picked up on the first ring.

 “Who the hell is this and how'd you get my number?”  The deep baritone voice sounded distinctly unfriendly, and she wanted to chuckle aloud at the frown on Carpenter's face.  He was acting all protective caveman, his stance rigid and inflexible.  Gunner sat forward in his chair, his gaze equally intent.

 “Zach?”

 “Andi?  Where the hell are you?”  Her brother's tone immediately changed to one filled with warmth and concern.  “I heard about what happened at Mitchell's office.  I've been trying to reach you, but the calls keep going to voicemail.  Tell me where you are and I'll come get you.”

 “I'm fine, Zach.  But I've got questions, and you sure as hell better have some answers.”   Carpenter leaned back against the wall of bookshelves, lined with more books than she'd seen outside her own to-be-read stacks in her tiny apartment.  And don't get her started on what she had downloaded on her e-reader.  He tried appearing so nonchalant but it wasn't hard to see through his act, since he watched her closely, a speculative gleam in his eyes.  He seemed to like the feistier tone she used with her brother.

 “Ever heard of a company called Simco?  Or a guy called..”

 “Jacob Simmons.”  Carpenter uttered the name softly but contempt dripped from every syllable.

 “Who's there?”  Zach's voice deepened with concern.

 “Don't worry about it.  Just answer the question.  Have you heard of Simco?”

 “Yes.”  That was it, a one word answer.

 “Just yes?  What do you know about them?  Zach, please, it's important.”  

 “Prove to me you're okay, then I'll answer.”  

 “Ugh.  How am I supposed to prove I'm fine?  Zach, there's a hell of a lot going on here and I need answers.  Please.”

 “Well, since you said please, baby girl…”  She heard the laughter in his voice, knew she'd convinced him she was okay.

 “Stow it, jackass.”  

 He did laugh out loud at the childish nickname.  “Alright, now I know you're okay, sis.  Larry Mitchell called me a couple of days ago, asked me if his friend could send a wire transfer to our company account, and if I'd hold it for forty-eight hours.  Then he'd give me an account to send it to.  Seemed fishy but Mitchell agreed to cover the entire amount if things went south.”  

 “Mr. Mitchell called you?  Did he sound okay?”  

 “He was fine when I talked to him.  I only agreed in the first place because he's your boss and he's been kind to you.  But I've been trying to get hold of you ever since I heard about his office being torn apart.  Why haven't you been answering my calls?”  

 “It's a really long story.  I promise to fill you in later.  Next question, have you heard of a man named Jacob Simmons in relation to Simco?”

 Carpenter straightened away from the wall, listening intently.  She knew this was important, especially after everything he'd done to meet her.  Really, how many men run a woman down with their car just to find a way to talk to her?

 “Simco's a penny ante company, barely a blip on the radar.  They have zero investment potential, and their CFO is a fruit loop.”  

 “Okay, that tells me nothing.  Who's their CFO?”  She could hear the tiredness in her brother's voice, and wished she could give him a big hug, the way he used to do for her.  He wasn't really her brother, actually he was her stepbrother, but they'd been raised together and been best friends for the last dozen years, and he was more family than a lot of her other relatives.  

 “Hang on, let me check.  I haven't even looked at the Simco file in ages.  Guy's name is…damn, it's Jacob Simmons.  Never even made the connection between them and the guy Mitchell asked me to help.” 

 Carlisle turned the laptop toward Carpenter and she quirked a brow.  Carpenter held up one hand, while he read through whatever his hacker had pulled up.  She watched him nod.

 “Mr. Bennett, I've got a few questions, if you don't mind.”  Carpenter edged closer to the phone, and Andrea took a step back, giving him more room.  

 “Who the hell are you?”  Her brother's voice immediately filled with that hard-edged tone again.  

 “Samuel Carpenter.”

 “Carpenter.  Damn, baby girl, when did you start playing with the big boys?”  

 She smirked at his tone.  “Zach, answer his questions.  There's too much going on now to explain, but tell him whatever he wants to know.”   

Turning her back on him, she listened while Carpenter basically interrogated her brother, prying answers out of him with the skill of a seasoned prosecutor, including getting the account information where he was supposed to send the funds on hold.  Within minutes he seemed satisfied with Zach's answers.  

 “Andi, do you want me to come pick you up?  I can have you out of the country in under an hour.”  

 She considered it for a split second.  Get away from everything.  Let her big brother take over, and forget about the nightmare of the last twenty-four hours.  Naw, there wasn't a bat's chance in hell she could give an inch.  Zach tended to steamroll over everything and everyone in his path if he didn't like a situation, especially if he thought somebody he loved needed him.  Besides, this was her life, her job, and she'd find a way to handle it.

 “No.  Thanks, but I've got this.  I'll call you if we need anything else.”  

 “Carpenter?”  

 “I'm here.”  He straightened beside Andrea and she felt a tiny shiver skitter across her skin at his nearness.

 “I'm holding you personally responsible for my sister.  Anything happens to her, I'm coming after you.  That's a promise.”  Zach's words were icy and she knew he meant every single one.  He'd protect her to his dying breath.  She'd do the same for him.

 “You have my word, I'll keep her safe.”  Carpenter's words echoed with the ring of truth.

 “Baby girl, I'm only a phone call away.  Carpenter's security team's reputation is spotless, and they're known for getting the job done.  But if you get scared, I'll have you on the next plane out.  Understand?”

 Andrea didn't have a doubt in the world her stepbrother meant it.  He'd looked out for her as a scrawny adolescent, with knobby knees and braces, and he'd been the best big brother he could be, even after he'd moved out on his own.

 “Got it.  One call.  Love you.” 

 “Love you too, sis.”  

 The call ended and Carlisle's fingers continued flying across his laptop keyboard.  There wasn't a single doubt in her mind, every aspect of her brother's life, his very existence, would be in Carpenter's hands before the end of the day.  

 “Whatever is going on, my brother isn't a part of it.”  

 “You're probably right,” Carpenter replied.  “His reputation in business is above reproach.”  The look he gave her had heat sizzling across her skin and she turned away, taking a step to put space between them.  She couldn't deal with this flare of attraction, the sense of need filling her.  Not now.  

 “His personal life is, too.  I've never met a finer man in my life.”

 “You've got different last names.  You been married before?”  Gunner asked the question, lounging back in the chair like he didn't have a care in the world.  

 Andrea shook her head.  “No.  Zach's actually my stepbrother.”  Not that it was any of their business, she thought.  “His father married my mother twelve years ago.  Zach was the best thing about that whole disaster.”

 “Unhappy second marriage for your mom?”  Gunner piped up.

 Before she could answer, a soft knock on the closed library door echoed through the sudden silence.  Carpenter shrugged when Gunner leapt to his feet.

 “Yes!”  He pulled the door open for Ms. Willie, who pushed a loaded cart through the entryway.  It was laden down with a huge coffee urn and cups, along with an array of Danish, croissants, doughnuts, and a platter of perfectly cut fresh fruit and a carafe of orange juice.  

 “Are you sure you won't marry me, Ms. Willie?”  Gunner brushed a quick kiss along her cheek, and gave her a hug before pouncing onto the feast.  

 “Don't be silly, Gunner.  You couldn't keep up with me.”  

 “Still, I'd die a happy man, Ms. Willie.”  He bit into the cherry cheese Danish and closed his eyes, his face contorted with bliss.  “Yep, a happy man.”  

 Carpenter rolled his eyes, and thanked the housekeeper.  “We need to move on this, figure out what Webster's next move is going to be.  He obviously knows Mitchell, which is how Andrea got involved.  The question is how much does Mitchell know, and what kind of leverage does Webster have on him.  Andrea?”

 Mitchell's lifestyle was pretty much an open book, she thought, but there were things that weren't in the public domain and her loyalty to her employer made her first instinct to keep it that way.  But since she'd been unable to contact him, and with his destroyed office and all that blood—maybe the best answer was to trust Carpenter and his crew.  

 “First, let me say I don't have a clue who this Richard Webster is or Jacob Simmons for that matter.  But to answer your question, Mr. Mitchell has a problem with gambling.”  She offered the information and saw a flash of light in Carpenter's eyes, like her answer connected another piece of the puzzle in his analytical brain.  

 “Most of the time he's been able to keep up with his debts, but on occasion I've had to make sure the debt collectors didn't—kneecap him.”

 “Sounds like more than a little problem, Andrea.  How much is he in the hole for now?”  Carpenter bit out the words.

 “As far as I know, everything's paid off. Most of the local loan sharks and bookies have figured out if they want to be paid, they come and talk to me and I get them the cash.”

 “Is there any way his going missing is connected to his debts?”  Gunner asked around another bite of Danish.  He leaned back in his chair, and gave a soft moan after he swallowed.  “I swear, boss, I'm stealing that woman away some day.  Nobody cooks like Ms. Willie.”

 “You can't afford her.”

 “Well then, I'm asking for a raise—one big enough so she and I can run away together.”  

 Andrea couldn't help laughing at Gunner's remarks.  His quips had lightened the tension in the room to a tolerable level, and she knew that was exactly his plan.  

 “I honestly don't know.  Nobody's contacted me, but Mr. Mitchell tends to not tell me until the last possible minute.  You know, right before they send the knee breakers after him.  I thought he was spending the weekend with his flavor of the month, somewhere hot and tropical.”

 “That makes sense.  I'd think that too.  I mean, guys, have you seen Beverlee?  She has the most amazing…”  Gunner raised his hands in front of his chest, holding them way out in front.  

 “Trust me, they're fake.”  Andrea's hand flew to cover her mouth when she realized what she'd said, while everybody else in the room burst into laughter.  Gunner's eyes sparkled and he winked at her before looking past her shoulder.  He immediately straightened from his slouch and placed his coffee cup back onto the tray.  

“Does he pull these disappearing acts often?”  Carpenter's voice from behind her caused her to spin around so she was facing him once again.  

“Whenever he's in the beginning stages of a new relationship, he wants to impress them, so he tends to take longer weekends and travels more.  I thought that was the case here, except he left me holding the bag for the entire charity event on Thursday night.  Left without any notice, too, which isn't like him because he loves to be the center of attention at those functions.”  

 “Can you think of any place where he might hole up if things got really bad with his debt collectors?”  Carlisle blinked at her over his laptop screen, waiting for her to answer his question.  Long shaggy blond hair swept across his forehead, nearly obscuring his eyes, and he brushed at it absently.  

 She thought for a minute before answering.  “I don't think so.  All of his addresses are public record.  He's got the condo in New York City, a beach house in Maui, and a cabin outside Denver.   He lost the apartment in San Francisco in the last divorce.  The other house in Miami Beach went to wife number one.”  

“We're getting off track here, people.  What is Lawrence Mitchell's connection to Richard Webster A.K.A. Jacob Simmons?  That's the question we need answered.  Andrea, it has to go back to that wire transfer Mitchell had you make to Simco.  Can you remember anything significant about it?”  

Carpenter sat perched on the corner of the massive wooden desk, arms crossed across his muscular chest and Andrea lost her train of thought for a second, taking in the picture he made.  All tall, lean, masculine perfection with supermodel good looks that he completely ignored, full of predatory grace, his movements calculated to pounce on the unsuspecting.  

 “What was the date again?”  

 “Two weeks ago, September twelfth.”  Carpenter hadn't moved an inch, simply answered her question and waited.  Completely the opposite of her.  She needed to constantly be moving, doing things.  Sitting still wasn't an option—unless she was reading one of her romances—then hours could pass and she'd sit in one spot immersed in another world.  Right now she really wished this was one of those stories and not reality staring her in the face.  

 “September twelfth.  That was a Friday, right?”  She tapped her index finger against her lips as she paced.  “I wish I had my planner here, but I think Mr. Mitchell came in late that morning and he was more agitated than usual.  I chalked it up to the usual and planned on getting a visit from one of his bookies.  I checked the cash accounts to make sure there was enough in them to cover, and had to shift a few things around.  Oh, right, he called me into his office.”

 “And?”  Carpenter prompted.

 “Hold your horses, do you want me to remember everything or not?  Anyway, he handed me a piece of paper with Simco's name and an account number and routing number.  Also had the dollar amount written down.  He asked me to wire the funds.  Honestly, I didn't think much about it, he does that sometimes.  I keep it all logged in a separate spreadsheet on my computer.”

 “Office computer or laptop?”  Carlisle asked, his hands pausing from their continuous typing.  He'd pretty much clicked on the keyboard nonstop since setting it up, stopping only long enough to munch on his breakfast.  Apparently nobody turned down Ms. Willie's food.  

 “Um, laptop.  Why?”  

 “Her laptop's in the bottom left drawer, Carlisle.”  Carpenter didn't even glance back at his computer guru, instead keeping his gaze firmly on her.  

 “Wait, my laptop was in my room this morning.”

 “And now it's in my desk, though I haven't had a chance to go through it—yet.”  

 Pissed off, oh yeah, that's exactly what she was feeling.  How dare he pull this crap?  She'd cooperated, answered their questions.  Well, mostly.

 “If you'll tell me what you're looking for, I'll be more than happy to share with the class, Mr. Carpenter.”  Sugar wouldn't have melted in her mouth at the icy tone and she watched an almost imperceptible wince on the big guy's face.  Good thing he didn't know about the stuff that wasn't kept on the laptop, but on thumb drives attached to a bracelet.  It looked like an eclectic piece of jewelry with little ceramic charms.  Nobody knew each charm was a separate drive.  If they didn't know what they were looking for specifically, it would take even an expert like Carlisle days to find anything amidst the various charms.  The drives were in one of the laptop bag's multiple zippered compartments.  Maybe they wouldn't look too closely.  She'd always heard, hide something in plain sight—it makes it harder to find.  

“What's the name of the spreadsheet, ma'am?”  While she'd been toying with Carpenter, Carlisle already had her computer booted up and running.  Man, the guy was quick.  

“Cash-BD.”  

“Got it.”  Carlisle went back to his typing.

“Mitchell International is a huge conglomerate with satellite offices throughout the world.  Import and export.  Communications.  Natural gas and resources.  Why would Lawrence Mitchell ever hook up with Webster?  There's something here I'm not seeing.”  Carpenter walked over to stand at the French doors behind Carlisle, with a view overlooking the garden, and she watched him pinch the bridge of his nose.  Probably had a headache from information overload.

“That's correct.  Each division is coordinated and supervised by local vice presidents and senior staff who report to Mitchell's chief financial officer.  Mitchell deals with the board of directors, mostly family members.”  She volunteered the information, figuring they already had it anyway, but it might look better if it seemed like she was cooperating. 

Too bad she was lying through her teeth.  She knew exactly who Jacob Simmons A.K.A. Richard Webster was, and more importantly, she knew precisely where he was, or at least where he'd been twenty-four hours ago, and she'd be damned if she had any intention of sharing with the rest of the class.  

She'd worked long and hard for the information, gave up years of her life for one goal.   A single-minded purpose that kept her on the path she'd undertaken with no regrets, and that goal was finally within her reach.  Justice would be served with one fateful act of vengeance.  

Killing Richard Webster.


 


Chapter Twelve

She was hiding something.  Carpenter was adept at reading people, and on the surface Andrea Kirkland appeared to be exactly what she claimed, an executive assistant to Lawrence Mitchell.  But scratch below the obvious and there was something more there, and he wouldn't stop until he had the answers.  The woman was the key to finding his nemesis and finally bringing the man to justice.  

How many men and women lost their lives to the junk Webster imported into the country?  To say nothing of the weapons he smuggled across the border.  Money went a long way, and he'd willingly spend every dime he had to end the trafficking of weapons and drugs across the U.S. border.  But taking down Webster—that was personal.  

One stinking night in Brownsville had made it personal.  

He rubbed the inner crease of his elbow as memories flooded him.  The emergency room doctors had battled for hours to save his life.  The hallucinations had been horrific, bloody, and haunted him still.  

The worst part at the time had been losing his job with the DEA. He left under a cloud of suspicion, humiliated, and his name disgraced.  Even though he'd worked under an assumed identity with the DEA's full knowledge and blessing, he'd more than earned his place on the team.  Then all hell broke loose.  

After Brownsville, he'd been accused of murdering his entire team.  His true identity had surfaced and spread like wildfire throughout the intelligence community.  They considered him the poor little rich kid, playing at being an agent.  Hell, if he hadn't had access to the best lawyers money could buy, he'd probably be sitting in a Supermax Prison today.  

Funny how no matter which department he'd turned to or how many stones he uncovered, nobody found hide nor hair of Richard Webster.  The man had disappeared without a trace.  Or somebody was erasing his trail.  Somebody high enough in the government and with deep enough pockets to stall his investigation.  Not that it mattered.  He'd never give up—not until Richard Webster was behind bars.  

“Boss, something's not quite right with your gal.”  Gunner lounged in the chair where he'd sat since their earlier meeting, sprawled within its comfortable depths.   The food Ms. Willie had provided was long gone.  He had no idea where Gunner put it all, but the man had a sweet tooth that rivaled his own.  

Andrea had gone upstairs, pissed because he wouldn't let her leave.  He couldn't.  Not until he had more answers.  Hell, if he had his way, she'd never leave again.  She fit him in ways he couldn't fathom, but anything more than a professional relationship would have to wait—catching Webster had to come first.  He remained priority number one, and the son of a bitch needed to pay before Carpenter could even think about having any kind of life outside of vengeance.  Vengeance for a girl nobody on his team ever met, but Carpenter carried a reminder of her every single day.  

“You're good at reading people, Gunner.  What do you think she's hiding?”  Carpenter watched his teammate closely.  

“Honestly?  On the surface, she's sweet, friendly, the All-American girl.  One who just happens to be gorgeous and have an ass you just want to…”

“Keep your eyes off her ass.”  Carpenter bit out the words and Gunner grinned.  Damn it, he'd let his friend get a rise out of him without even trying hard.  He usually had better control over his emotions than this.  

“Got it.  Her ass is off limits.”  Gunner shot him a military-style salute and Carpenter shot him back a one-fingered response.  

“What about you, Carlisle?  Anything show up in Ms. Kirkland's background check?”

“No, it's perfect.  You ask me, it's a little too perfect.  I'm digging, but my gut says government.  Maybe one of the alphabet squads.  Probably FBI.  Though if it's not, whoever she's working for has a damn fine computer expert.”  His fingers continued tapping as he spoke.  “If she's in any database, I'll find her.  They might be good—but I'm better.  Stepbrother's clean as a whistle.  Though you might find it interesting that he's pals with Anthony Marcus.”  

Well, well, isn't that interesting.  Tony Marcus was a mover and shaker in Louisiana and Texas.  Reputed to be one of the wealthiest men in the world, he lived the life of a playboy without a single goal except finding the next party, the next prize to purchase, and the next beautiful woman.  Carpenter smirked.  He'd known the man for years.  So did Jean-Luc.  Quite a coincidence, wasn't it, how Louisiana connections kept popping up and sticking their noses into his business?

“I wonder how Zach Bennett and Tony know each other?  Probably has no connection to Webster, but maybe I'll give my friend a call, see what he knows.”  

“That lightweight?  He wouldn't know anything except maybe the bra size of the next Sports Illustrated model,” Gunner said with a frown.  There was no love lost between Tony Marcus and Gunner.  They'd taken an instant dislike to each other, and it had only intensified over time. 

“I can’t shake the feeling we need to concentrate on Jacob Simmons.”  Nate drummed his fingers on the arm of the chair where he perched.  He'd shown up and been briefed on everything that had gone down.  “I did a little more checking into Simco.  Jacob Simmons launched the company five years ago.  Barely struggling along, financially in the weeds after the first two years, and ready to file bankruptcy.  Then all of a sudden, they have some technological breakthrough and bam, money starts pouring in.  Gotta be suspicious, boss.”  

“I agree.  Simmons needs to be top of the list, right below Webster.  Carlisle, have we got a photo of Jacob Simmons?”  

Carlisle's fingers tapped a couple of keys and he frowned before typing some more.   He growled at something on the screen.  “Oh, no you don't, you dirty bastard.”  

His fingers flew across the keys and Carpenter strode around the desk to peer over his shoulder.  Line after line of text scrolled past, with Carlisle cursing under his breath the entire time.  

“Gotcha, you son of a bitch!”  

A sudden loud screeching sound poured from the computer's speakers, and he winced, cupping his hands over his ears.  A black and white skull and crossbones flashed on the laptop screen followed by a message which turned his blood icy cold.

You've got to try harder than that, Sammy.  Better luck next time.  

The screen flashed totally black and the power clicked off.  Despite multiple attempts, Carlisle couldn't get the machine to power back up.  

“Sorry, boss.”

“What the hell happened, Carlisle?”  Carpenter ran a hand through his hair.  He'd been so close, yet Webster always seemed to know his every move.  How'd he know they were on to him?

“I found a backdoor to Simco, tapped into their Human Resources Department.  When I tried accessing Simmons' file, I got slammed with a fast-moving virus.  Pretty expert one, too, because I've got the best antivirus protection on the market, and some stuff that isn't commercially available.  Son of a bitch just fried my laptop.”

“Why would they have a system-killing virus on a personnel file?  Doesn't that seem a little…excessive?”  

Carlisle shook his head.  “Not if you're a conspiracy theorist or paranoid.  I've affixed little trick-or-treats on our own files, though none of our important files are on any computer connected to the internet.  Classified info is stored on a separate secured system.  Hell, I even wipe the memory of the copy machine nightly.”  

Carpenter never would have thought to do something like that, and he was as paranoid as the next guy.  “Good thinking.”

Carlisle grinned.  “That's why you pay me the big bucks, chief.”  

“Okay, everybody back to work.  Nate, work with Carlisle, find me a photo of Jacob Simmons.  This sucker is connected with Webster, I know it.  He will not get away this time.”

Everybody grabbed their stuff and headed for the door.  Gunner snatched the last cinnamon roll off the cart on his way out and Carpenter chuckled.  The man really was a bottomless pit.  

Sinking down into his leather chair, he leaned back, and tried to figure out how he was going to deal with Andrea.  Maybe he'd taken the wrong tack with her to begin with, but there was no turning back now.  The woman knew way more than she was telling, though she was good at hiding it.  

Even knowing she didn't trust him, not completely, he still wanted her.  He couldn't explain this inexplicable pull he felt toward the mysterious female.  He'd dated women more strikingly beautiful.  Within his financial echelon, it was not only expected but practically a prerequisite.  When he attended charity events, or needed cover at some of the more fashionable soirees to delve into the rancid drug dealings of the hoi polloi, individuals most people never thought about as being involved in drug trafficking, having a stunning woman on your arm was the perfect accessory as well as excellent cover.

The public never considered the extremely wealthy as drug merchants, yet so many Americans made their fortunes on the backs of drug mules and gang bangers, keeping their own hands lily white and pristine.  Being considered one of the privileged, it made him the perfect weapon for the war on drugs.  Nobody suspected the rich spoiled playboy to be anything except what he appeared, until they ended up in DEA custody.  

His former DEA teammates only knew him as Samuel Barclay, field agent.  Most of them had no clue about his real financial worth, never realized he could buy and sell most of the people hosting the parties he attended undercover.  

The privileged elitists were no better than the dealer standing on the street corner as far as he was concerned.  Leeches.  They were a drain on society.  Cockroaches spreading disease everywhere they scurried.  The rich kept getting richer, while the dealer on the street corner ended up with a bullet in his brain or earned an eight by eight cell with a tattoo-covered roommate named Bubba.  

“Everyone leave?”

He'd heard her walk in, but waited for her to make the first move.  When she'd stormed out earlier, she'd been furious and he'd decided to let her cool down before approaching her again.  Let her realize he meant business.  Still, her beautiful jade green eyes shot sparks at him before she'd stormed out and he'd gotten hard watching her flounce out of his office.  The woman had a world-class ass.  

“They're all headed back to the office.  Carlisle's going to stop and pick up a new laptop, since his got fried.”

“Really?  What happened?”  

He'd give her props for being cool under pressure.  Still, he planned to warm her up considerably—and if he had anything to say about it, she'd be smoking hot before the day was through, and not just from her temper.  

“Killer virus when he accessed Simco's files.”

Her eyes widened at his words.  “He hacked into Simco's files?  Wow, he really is good.”  He barely heard her mumbled, “better than me” comment.  He'd been right.  She was hiding something.

“Now that everybody's gone, why don't you tell me how you know Jacob Simmons?  And don't try to lie—you're not that good at it.”  

She stiffened and he knew he'd hit a nerve.  “You have no idea whether or not I'm a good liar, Mr. Carpenter, since I haven't come right out and lied to you—yet.”  

He grimaced at the direct hit.  “Let's put our cards on the table, Andrea.  I have a personal reason for looking for Richard Webster.  You are the first legitimate connection to him I've found in a long time.”

He stood and strode around the desk to perch on the edge, facing her, arms crossed over his chest.  “I'd say it's obvious you know more than you've revealed.  How about we start with something easy?  How'd you meet Lawrence Mitchell?”

She eased back into the plush chair directly across from him, and her gaze met his without evasion.  “He's a friend of the family.”

“Okay.  Why'd you go to work for him?”  

He watched her fingers grip the arms of the chair, noted the rigidity in her posture, before she unclenched her hands and leaned back.  “When I moved to Dallas, I contacted his company and submitted a resume to his Human Resources Department.  He found out and offered me the job.  It's as simple as that.”

Somehow he really didn't think it was simple at all.  Human Resources in a company the size of Mitchell International didn't call up the owner with applicants who applied for jobs.  He stayed silent, his gaze roving over her, ramping up the pressure.

“Okay, I can't prove it, but I think Zach called him and put in a good word for me.”

“Your stepbrother?”  She nodded, but didn't add anything.  “Why didn't you go to work for him?  I would think you'd have been suitably qualified for any position with Bennett's company.” 

She snorted a laugh, and her cheeks flushed a becoming pink.  “You're kidding, right?  I love my brother, but work for the same company?  Especially with him as my boss?  No way, no how.  We'd kill each other within the first week.”

Carpenter grinned.  Yeah, he understood that.  He'd interned with his grandfather one summer and they'd nearly come to blows more than once.  

“Working for Lawrence was the next best alternative.  I had a job I was qualified to do, and independence.  A win-win.”

“Okay.  Other than the man's gambling problem, do you know of any other pseudo-illegal activities he's involved in?”  

Her gaze shifted to glance over his right shoulder, not quite meeting his.  Hmm.  Might be a tell, an indication she wasn't going to be completely forthright.  He needed to keep an eye on that move.  

“I'm not sure what you're inferring.  I told you about his intermittent betting and getting in over his head.  So far, I've been able to keep him from getting his legs broken.”

“No, sweetheart, I'm talking about something bigger than the gambling.  Maybe drugs?”

“No!  I mean, he occasionally smokes some pot, though never in the office.  A couple of times when I had to deliver papers to his home for his signature I've smelled it.  But you mean selling drugs?”  She shook her head.  “Honestly, I don't think he's smart enough to handle something that complicated.”

No shifting of her eyes that time.  Truth.  Okay, let's try another track.  

“No drugs, got it.  What about something more tangible—like guns?”  It was the proverbial shot in the dark, but she might know more than she let on.

There it was again, the gaze up and over his right shoulder before she answered.  Yep, it was a definite tell.  There was a burning in his chest that seemed to radiate from his heart.  It saddened him to think she'd lie to cover for somebody doing something as despicable as gunrunning.  

“I don't know.”  Her quietly whispered response surprised him.  He'd expected an outright lie.  Instead, she'd admitted to not knowing.  A quick grin tugged at the corners of his mouth, and he fought it down.  Now wasn't the time to show emotion.  It was time to probe further, get her to open up about what she knew.

“That's an ambiguous and fairly revealing answer.  What makes you uncertain, Andrea?”  He settled against the corner of the desk.  He'd much rather be moving around the room, but remained still and focused, needing to keep pressure on the striking woman seated before him.  Once he had answers, figured out the lead to Webster's location, then he could relax and explore things with the pretty little vixen who'd fascinated him from the start.  Until then, she was a person of interest, guilty by association.  

She sighed, scrubbing her hands across her face.  “I'm not one hundred percent sure why I'd even suspect anything, but he's been dealing with the vice president of the imports division a lot recently.  It could be nothing.  We started importing a new line of computer tablets and parts from an overseas manufacturer we'd never used previously, and he's probably being cautious because of the high turnover of products.”

“But you suspect it may be something more.”  It wasn't a question, but she apparently took it as one.

“Normally, any information from the vice presidents would be directed to my computer, and I'd handle any problems or direct the inquiries to the appropriate division support.  If I questioned anything, I'd take it up with Mr. Mitchell.  Instead, things have been funneled directly to him, bypassing me completely.”  

Carpenter ran a hand through his hair, and straightened from his casual posture.  Taken as just an isolated thing, Mitchell dealing with a vice president might not be construed as anything out of the ordinary.  But add it to the wire transfer linked to Richard Webster, and it ratcheted things from coincidence to suspicious. 

“Let's say your suspicions are correct.  Anybody among Mitchell's associates who might be working with him, maybe funneling weapons into his shipments?”  

“I haven't got a clue.”  She leaned forward, her gaze never wavering.  “Before Lawrence took off with his girlfriend, leaving me to deal with the whole charity event, I'd planned on sneaking into his office and going through his files.”  

“And then you found his office ransacked.”

She nodded.  “Yes.  You know everything else.  I never got the chance to look for anything.”  

With a sigh, he walked around his desk and opened a drawer, pulling out her cellphone.  He couldn't keep her isolated forever.  Maybe a show of good faith might earn him some brownie points.  Getting her to trust him a little, maybe get back to the rapport they'd started building, might go a long way in figuring out their next move.

“Here.”  

She looked at the phone and then at him.  “Why are you giving this back?”  

“I’m not a monster or the bad guy in all this, sweetheart.  I'm doing my job and trying to find the real bad guy.  You were the best lead I've had in a long time, but I've got no reason to think you're anything but what you've claimed.  So I'm trusting you.”  He held the phone out and she took it.  

“I would like you to stay with me.  Here.  Until we hear back from the police about what they find out about the break-in at your office.”  Though he said the words, he hoped she'd stay, because he had no intention of letting her leave.  Not yet.  

She contemplated his words for so long he'd almost convinced himself she'd say no.  “Okay,” she whispered. 

“Good.”  He reached out a hand and helped her to her feet, struck again by her scent when she walked past him.  His hands itched to pull her back against him and wrap her in his arms and never let her go.  But he couldn't, because she was the job.  The means to an end—capturing Richard Webster.  Take his eyes off the prize at this point and he'd lose everything.  

The door closed behind her with a soft click and he rubbed the heels of his hands against his eyes.  With a final glance at the door, he walked around and plopped into his chair.  

“I am screwed.”  


 


Chapter Thirteen

Andrea pulled out the cellphone she'd gotten back from Carpenter and dialed her brother. Zach picked up on the first ring.

“Can you talk?”  His deep voice was exactly what she needed to hear, especially after the day she'd been having.  Zach didn't go for small talk, especially after the call earlier, and she knew exactly what to say.

“Screecher, please.”  Her brother would know she wanted him to activate the scrambler which would block anybody from recording or listening in on their conversation.  All they'd get was a loud screeching sound, an unintelligible garbled mess.  It was one of his newer toys that the Agency desperately wanted to get their hands on.  Big brother was smart, though, and was holding out on them.

“Done.  What the hell is going on, sis?  How'd you get involved with Carpenter?  I've gotta tell you, the man is sharp and he's connected.  I don't know how high his reach goes, but you are in over your head.”  

“I'm not backing down, Zach.  You know I can't.”

Her brother sighed loud enough to be heard over the phone.  “John wouldn't have wanted this for you.  He loved you and he'd want you to be happy, not focused on some twisted path of revenge.”

Andrea winced at the mention of her former fiancé's name.  John Lockwood had been her best friend for years before they became engaged.  A cop, he'd been killed in the line of duty during a drug bust gone wrong.  He'd loved his job and helping people, but he'd been in the wrong place at the wrong time, and interrupted a deal gone bad and been shot through the head, execution style.  

“I have to do this.  Richard Webster was behind John's death and until he's brought down, locked in a jail cell or planted six feet under, it's not over.”  She stared out her bedroom window into the vivid blue water filling the pool.  It was a beautiful oasis, but right now its serenity wasn't having any soothing effect on her rattled emotions.  

She'd almost broken down and told Carpenter the truth, the real reason she'd gone to work for Mitchell.  How had she let him get to her like this?  She'd loved her fiancé with all her heart, but she found herself attracted to Samuel Carpenter with an intensity she'd never felt with John.

“What can I do?”  

“Right now, nothing.  Carpenter's suspicious of me, but I don't think he's got any idea I'm searching for Webster for my own reasons.  His computer guy, Carlisle?  He's really good.  I had no idea he'd trailed the wire transfer Mitchell had me send, but somehow he sniffed it out, and that's what put Carpenter on my tail.”  

“Carlisle?  Do you mean Stefan Carlisle?”  Her brother let out a whistle.  “I tried to hire him a couple of years ago to work for me.  He's brilliant.”

Andrea smiled.  She heard the aggravation in her brother's voice.  He didn't like not getting what he wanted, and apparently he'd wanted Carlisle.  

“He's good enough he found a back door into Simco.”

“Seriously?  You and I both tried and couldn't get past their encrypted firewall.”

“He did.  Got all the way into the Human Resources Department, but when he tried to get into Jacob Simmons' file, he got attacked by a fast-moving virus that fried his laptop.  I doubt that will keep him out for long though.  He's kind of—focused.”

“It all comes back to Simmons.  Have you got any idea what they were looking for?”

“Not a clue.  Can you send me everything you've got on him?  Files, photos, anything.  He's connected to this somehow.  Maybe if I play nice with Carpenter, I can get more info.  I have to get to Webster first.”  She clenched the phone in her hand tight enough it'd probably have fingernail marks when she hung up.  The thought that Webster still walked the streets as a free man while John was buried six feet under burned like acid in the pit of her stomach.  Damn him! 

“I'll send everything to your cloud backup.  But, sis, be careful.  Carpenter can be a deadly enemy if you cross him.  He's relentless, but I've heard he's also fair.  Find out what he knows, and trust your gut.  Maybe work with him instead of separate.  It might be the ticket to bringing down Richard Webster once and for all.”  

“I'll think about it.”  She'd done nothing but think about working with Carpenter ever since she realized they had the same end game, finding Richard Webster.  But she was afraid she'd lose out on her chance for revenge when they caught up to him.  Carpenter seemed the kind to toss a man behind bars and leave him to the tender mercies of the judicial system.  

She couldn't allow that to happen.  Webster had too many friends in high places and he'd find a way to walk away a free man.  No, she'd come too far to let him live.  

“Love you, Zach.  Thanks for everything.”

“Love you too, sis.  Call if you need anything.  I can be there in less than an hour.”  

She couldn't help smiling at his words.  Even after all this time, he was still the overprotective big brother, wanting to shield her from all the evils of the world.  Only some things you couldn't be protected from—you had to protect yourself or die trying.  

“I will, I promise.  Just get me those files ASAP.”  

She disconnected the call, and tried to figure out what to do next.  Could she trust Carpenter?  Everything he'd done up to this point would indicate he wasn't trustworthy.  Shoot, he'd run her down with his car just to get close to her.  

Plus, there was the tracker he'd put in her shoe at the benefit.  He didn't know she'd found it, but she wasn't stupid.  Unless he had some kinky foot fetish, what man takes off a woman's shoes and massages her feet when he barely knows her?  Though it had felt wonderful, she'd instinctively grown suspicious.  He'd been up to something and it hadn't taken more than a quick trip to the ladies room to find his little added bonus tucked into the toe of her shoe.  

She'd left it there since she hadn't planned on going anywhere else after the party, and hadn't worn those heels since.  Now, she always checked to see if he'd tagged her with a tracker, but so far there hadn't been any more.  Then again, he really hadn't needed one.  She was practically a prisoner in his home.

Could she afford to trust him?  Her mind said absolutely no.  But there was more at play here than just her brain.  Her heart told her to follow her gut instinct, the little voice that said he'd never hurt her, to give him a chance.  

She was torn.  Torn between the image of her fiancé lying on the cold dark ground with a bullet in his brain, and the tall, handsome man who made every nerve tingle with unawakened promises.   

First things first, though.  She needed to get her laptop back from Carpenter and study Zach's files.  Maybe they'd help make her decision.  If she made the wrong choice, Richard Webster's life wasn't the only one on the line, and that thought chilled her to the bone.  


 


Chapter Fourteen

Carpenter pulled Andrea's laptop out of his desk and carefully laid it on the polished desktop.  When she'd asked for it back earlier, he'd hesitated and read the hurt in her eyes.  Damn it, he couldn't afford to be swayed by a beautiful woman, not at this juncture of the investigation.  This was as close to Richard Webster as he'd gotten in a long time.  Nothing would keep him from finally taking the bastard down—not even Andrea.

A quiet knock on the study door sounded before it was inched forward and Andrea stuck her head through.  He waved her in, a clenching in his gut.  She'd probably come to try and get the laptop again, and he had no legitimate reason for keeping it.  Carlisle had duplicated the entire thing just a few hours ago, and he'd get a report on anything and everything it contained, so why was he reluctant to give it to her?  

It boiled down to trust.  He wanted her to trust him enough to share its contents without having to pry and steal whatever he needed.  Not that he was above that—as he'd proven by having Carlisle dig into her computer and her background.  She looked squeaky clean on the surface.  Nothing in her past threw up any warning signs, which in and of itself was a screaming look-at-me red flag.  It was too pristine, without any gaps or missing time.  There was definitely more to Ms. Andrea Kirkland than what they'd found so far.  Which was why he'd keep Carlisle digging—because he needed to know everything.  Because his gut screamed that she was hiding something—big.  

Most people have bits and pieces of time missing from their records.  A couple of weeks between jobs.  A vacation where they flew under the radar and fell off the grid.   Andrea's past was too perfect, not a single day unaccounted for, which meant there was probably some pretty fancy computer skills making it look good.  

“I'd like to have my laptop back.”  She got a pained look before adding, “Please.”  

It was the please that sealed it.  She was looking for something.  Good thing Carlisle installed a keystroke tracker when he'd duped her hard drive, so they'd know every move she made.  

“Sure.  I was getting ready to bring it to you.”  He picked up the computer and handed it to her.

She clutched it to her chest, wrapping both arms around it, as though afraid he might snatch it back again.  No, he'd wait to see what her next move might be.  He'd become an expert at waiting.  He leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers, watching her.  No fidgeting, no shifting from foot to foot, no nervous telltale gestures.  No, she stood quietly watching him as if determining his worth.

She exhaled on a sigh, and placed the laptop back on the edge of his desk and plopped into the wingback chair before running her hand through her hair.

“Please don't make me regret this.”  With a swift move she leaned forward and flipped open her laptop and powered it on.  

“I had Zach send me everything he's got on Simco and Jacob Simmons.  Do you want me to shoot it all over to Carlisle?  Or does he already have access to my cloud account?” 

“He duplicated your hard drive earlier, and set up a keystroke tracker.”  Carpenter decided he'd be honest with her, since she planned to share information.

“I suspected as much.  Where's the laptop case?” 

Carpenter reached into the drawer and pulled out the collapsible carrier and handed it over.  Watched her dig into a pocket and pull out what looked like a charm bracelet with several animal charms attached.  She promptly pulled the head off the small panda bear and revealed it to be a thumb drive.  Crap—had Carlisle copied it when he'd done the hard drive?  He hadn't noticed the bracelet when he'd taken the laptop out of its carrier earlier, but then he hadn't been looking for anything except the computer.  Most people left their thumb drives at home as a backup in case their computer was misplaced or stolen.  

  “I don't keep everything on my hard drive, too risky.  The important files are kept on thumb drives or on an external hard drive. Plus there's my brother's computer for backup, and it's not connected to the internet.”

 “Smart.  Our sensitive files are on a computer not connected to the internet also.”  Thanks to his paranoid professional hacker.  

 “I called Zach a little while ago and had him send everything.  Let's take a look at what he's got.”  She inserted the thumb drive and opened several files.  He stood behind her chair, watching her work, noted how her slender fingers flew across the keys.  She was no stranger to a computer keyboard.  Standing this close, her perfume wafted up and he caught the subtle scents of citrus and woman and hoped she didn't notice her effect on him, though it was hard to hide. He bit back a grin, wondering what' she'd thought of his choices.  Earlier that morning, he'd contacted one of the personal shoppers at Neiman-Marcus and had them send a selection of clothing, outfitting her from the skin out, and he'd chosen a scent he thought suited her.  He'd been right—it was perfect.   

 “These are the files pertaining to the interaction between Simco and my brother's company.  Like he told you this morning, he decided not to work with them, since they were too small to have any appreciable return on investment.  But Zach's thorough when he's checking out new companies—ah, here's what I was hoping he'd have.”

 She swiveled around in her chair to look at him, her green gaze intense.  “I'm trusting you here, Carpenter.  Don't make me regret sharing my info with you.”

 Hitting the enter key, a photograph popped up to fill the laptop's screen and Carpenter bit back the curse that immediately rose to his lips.  

 “This is a picture of Jacob Simmons.”  Andrea's soft voice finally broke through his intense concentration on the picture.  

 “The hell it is.  That's Richard Webster.”  

 She shook her head.  “I was afraid you were going to say that.  I'm getting really good about adding two and two.”

 He watched her lower the lid of the laptop and pointed a shaky finger to the seat beside hers.  “You may as well sit.  I think it's time we laid our cards on the table, don't you?”  

 Yeah, she was probably right, but that didn't make it any easier.  He didn't want to relive the night he'd been betrayed, how he'd been the fool who trusted a friend and nearly lost everything, including his own life.  But he owed her an explanation and this would be his chance to find out exactly what kind of game she was playing and what her endgame was, because he had a sinking suspicion they were both hunting Webster for their own reasons.  He decided to remain quiet, let her spill her guts first.

 “Two years ago my entire life changed because of Richard Webster.”  She sat back in her chair and crossed her legs.  His eyes immediately caught on the hint of thigh showing above her skirt.  “My fiancé was a police officer killed in the line of duty at a drug bust.”  

 Her voice cracked right at the end, and his own breath hitched in his chest.  He knew she'd been engaged, that much they'd discovered right at the beginning of their investigation into her background.  From the sadness in her voice, she'd obviously loved him.  

 “Webster was involved.”  His voice came out harsher than he meant, but she didn't seem to notice.  Instead, she nodded.

 “John wasn't supposed to be working that night, but there was a flu epidemic going around and the station was shorthanded, so he got called in.   They'd received an anonymous tip about a shipment, and he along with three other cops got sent to check its validity.  It turned out to be a much bigger rendezvous than they'd been clued in to, and were seriously outnumbered and outgunned.”

 “Let me guess, they were captured and shot through the head execution style.”  It had become Webster's favorite method of eliminating any potential witnesses.  A bullet to the brain pretty much ensured nobody was left to testify against you, even if they managed to survive.  A vegetable can't point a finger in court and say you're guilty.  

 “All four of them were killed.  The police were able to track down a couple of the lower level mules, and they all pointed the finger at Webster, but he'd disappeared along with the money and the drugs.”

 Carpenter huffed out a breath.  “Yeah, he's really good at disappearing.”  

 “Things didn't add up for me afterward.  John was a good cop.  He was older than me, and he'd been on the force for a long time.  He didn't make careless mistakes, and moving in without sufficient backup wasn't something he'd do.”  

 Carpenter leaned forward, noting the sheen of tears in her beautiful green eyes, though she fought to keep them from falling.  “What made you start looking into Webster?  I'm sorry your fiancé died, but something else must have put you on a collision course with the man.”

 She rubbed her hands against the arms of the chair before answering him.  “At the funeral, they were honoring John and his fallen comrades.  I remember how angry I felt he'd been stolen away from me in such a senseless fashion.  I know cops die in the line of duty all the time, but this wasn't a hit and run at a traffic stop, or a bank robbery.  They hadn't even entered the building before they were surrounded.  Things were too convenient, too orchestrated, to have happened by accident.  Every instinct, every ounce of my being, said he'd walked into a setup.  I remember looking at every face who paraded past offering condolences.  They were etched in my brain because I needed something to focus on, and memorizing each one gave me an outlet for my building anger.”  

 She stood and walked around the desk until she stood by the large French doors leading onto the extended patio.  Dappled sunlight filtered through and bathed her in subtle highlights of gold, and she appeared to glow like a heavenly apparition.  

 “Of course, there were tons of people I didn't recognize, but I needed a purpose, something to keep me from going insane.  After the funeral, I began matching the faces of the people with the names signed in the guest book.”  She turned and met his gaze.  “I know, it was stupid and futile and foolish, but it gave me something to focus on, to keep me from thinking about John lying on broken asphalt in a deserted alley in a pool of blood.”

 At her words, his mind flashed back to Brownsville and he winced.  Yeah, he understood exactly why she'd want to erase that image from her mind. He still had nightmares about seeing his downed teammates, murdered by his former partner, who'd set him up to take the fall.  

 “After a couple of weeks, with the help of a lot of computer searches, I'd narrowed John's guest book list down to a dozen people I couldn't place.  That's out of about three hundred and fifty.”

 “Very impressive.  And a hell of a lot of work.”  

 “It kept me busy.”  She leaned against the doorjamb, her whole body appearing relaxed, but he could see the faint tremor to her limbs and knew she wasn't as calm as she tried to portray.  

 “How'd Webster tie into your fiancé's funeral?”  

 “Call it women's intuition or whatever, but the whole time I sat staring at John's casket, I felt like somebody was watching me.  Whenever I looked around, I couldn't spot anybody, but the feeling of being stalked never left.”

 “I never discount intuition.  It's saved my life more than once.”  Carpenter leaned back in the chair, but inside his gut was telling him to listen up, this was important.  That little voice was practically screaming, so he tamped it down and focused on her words.  

 “Once I'd narrowed down matching faces with names and had the dirty dozen left, I was stuck.  I'd exhausted my computer hacking skills, so I called in my brother.”  He watched the corners of her mouth turn up at the mention of Zach, and he had an overwhelming desire to find her stepbrother and smash his fist right into his pearly whites. He paused, not understanding where the flare of jealousy had come from.  He had no claim on Andrea—at least not yet.  Instead, he settled for cracking his knuckles and remained exactly where he was.

 “Zach's got a lot of amazing IT guys working for him and a couple of professionals who work—outside the system.”  She glanced toward him.  “I'm sure you know what I'm talking about.”

 He didn't answer on the grounds that, hell yeah he had guys, but he didn't need to confirm or deny their existence.  

 “Anyway, he put me in touch with this girl who had access to some of the latest facial recognition software.  Better than even the stuff the FBI uses.”

 He rattled off the name of the software Carlisle used, and she started in surprise.

 “How'd you know about that?  My friend said it's not even close to being released yet—it's still in beta testing.”

 “Your friend must know Carlisle then, because he wrote the program.”  

 She chuckled.  “Zach really wants Carlisle to work for him.  Don't be surprised if he tries to steal him out from under you.”  

 Carpenter snorted.  “Fat chance, babe.  Carlisle isn't going anywhere.”  

 “I figured as much, but hey, you've been warned.  Zach doesn't always play by the rules when there's something he wants.”  

 Carpenter smiled.  “Neither do I.”  

 “We're getting off topic here.” 

 She turned and faced him, her back against the wall with her arms crossed, which pushed her breasts higher, and his eyes zeroed in immediately on her curves.  The afternoon light streamed in through the panes of glass, spilling across her in sparkling prisms of color and his hands gripped the arms of his chair to keep from bounding from his seat to take her in his arms.  What was it about this woman that drew him like no other?  

 “Anyway, my friend used the facial recognition software and helped me narrow down even more the remaining twelve people at the funeral.  They were all local residents or officers from neighboring towns paying their respects to a fallen comrade.  That only left one person I couldn't identify.”

 “Webster.”

 “I didn't know it was him at the time, but yeah.  During the interim, the cops had picked up two of the lower level dealers, and Webster's name shook loose.  Stella was able to find a photo of Webster from his days working for the government, and he's definitely the guy who came to John's funeral.”

 “Stella?”

 Andrea chuckled.  “She's my brother's hacker friend.”  

 Carpenter stood and paced a couple of steps away from her, still running possibilities in his head.  “Why would he risk coming to the funeral of a cop?  That doesn't make any sense.”  

 “I've never been able to figure out why Richard Webster does a lot of the things he does.  I finally caught a break, though, when Lawrence Mitchell came to visit my family.  He and my mother have known each other for years and he'll occasionally drop in.  Usually when he's between wives.”  

 Carpenter chuckled.  “Yeah, I heard mention he's been married a few times.”  

 “Well, about four months after John was killed, Lawrence showed up.  Actually, he was looking for Zach, but he was out of the country on business.  Something in his demeanor felt off, though I couldn't put my finger on it.  He was nervous, antsy.  Even Momma noticed.  He played it down, spouting some line about being tired because he'd been putting in long hours since his assistant had disappeared.  Left without notice, leaving him high and dry.  At loose ends and still reeling from John's murder, the thought of moving to Dallas, away from all the memories…”

 “Sometimes time and a lot of distance make the best healers to the soul.”  

 She looked at him, her intense gaze boring into him like an ice pick to the chest before lowering her eyes.  “Very perceptive, Mr. Carpenter.”  He winced at the formality in her tone.  Damn, he'd really blown it with her.  Damage control just moved higher up on his to-do list.  

“Lawrence decided not to wait for Zach to get back, leaving a message for him to get in touch.  He seemed thrilled that I'd volunteered to come to Dallas and work with him, though a bit surprised I'd want to.  Truthfully, I was a little overqualified for the job.”  He watched the pretty pink blush steal across her cheeks.  

“I gathered as much after reading your files.”

She stiffened at his words, moving away from her relaxed pose against the French doors.  “I forgot you checked me out.”

“It wasn't personal, Andrea.  You were a link to Webster.”

She snorted inelegantly.  “Trust me, if I'd had a clue that Richard Webster and Jacob Simmons were one and the same, we wouldn't be having this conversation, because he'd already be out of the equation.”  

“What are you saying?”  He knew, could read it in her eyes, but needed to hear her say it.  Body tense, hands fisted at his sides, he waited for her answer.

“When I find Richard Webster or Jacob Simmons or whatever the hell he's calling himself now, he won't be your problem any longer, because I plan to repay him in kind for what he did to John and all the rest of the officers he assassinated.”

She met his eyes, no flinching or evasion, and he read the conviction behind her words, her determination to avenge her fallen lover.

“The next time I see Richard Webster, I'm going to put a bullet in his skull.  He's going down if it’s the last thing I ever do.”


 


Chapter Fifteen

Webster stared at the screen of his laptop, a smirk curving his lips.  Sammy's snooping had uncovered the one lapse in judgment he'd made in the three years since he'd left him behind, shot so full of heroin it would have killed a lesser man.  Guess he had a stronger constitution than he'd given him credit for.  Still, why didn't the little bastard give up already?  He wasn't up to the challenge of catching him.  Webster could run circles around the man without breaking a sweat.

Mitchell had been stupid enough to give his admin access to his Jacob Simmons persona.  Idiot.  He regretted bringing him into his organization from the beginning, but he'd needed somebody with contacts in Asia, and the man had those in abundance.  Shipping computer parts or weapons, what difference did it make if you had the right business connections and the savvy wit to keep the feds off your ass?  

Sammy had assembled a good team, he'd give him credit.   He'd considered trying to steal Carlisle from under his nose, but the guy was too squeaky clean.  He'd have gone straight to Sammy and he'd be that much closer to catching him.  They'd meet up eventually, but it would be on his terms, when he was good and ready.  

Now, the lovely Ms. Kirkland?  Webster couldn't figure out exactly how she fit into the whole scenario.  He'd been fascinated with her, followed her movements since the funeral of her fiancé.  While he hadn't been the one to put a bullet in the cop's brain personally, it had been done on his orders, and he always followed through, making sure there were no loose ends.  So he'd attended the funeral and seen the grieving girlfriend.  

Imagine his surprise when she'd ended up working for the very man he'd handpicked and set up as his import liaison.  Coincidence?  Perhaps.  Or maybe she had an agenda all her own.  Add in her hooking up with Carpenter after Mitchell's slip up?  That added up to one coincidence too many.  

He'd tried sending a message to Mitchell, but his man reported that the jackass hadn't been in the office.  Instead he'd gone out of town with his slut de jour, so he'd torn the place apart, and left some blood stains behind, to make sure his message was received.  

Good help was so hard to come by these days, even with the exorbitant sums he paid.  That little stunt had done nothing but arouse Carpenter's suspicions of Mitchell, and had tossed pretty little Andrea right into his path and probably into his bed.  Oh well, Sammy deserved a little fun now, because he had so little time left to live.

Webster leaned back and folded his hands across his stomach.  There was one big score left and he'd leave everything behind and retire to the islands, just like he'd told Sammy three years before.  This time next week he'd be soaking up rays and drinking rum in the South Pacific, in a non-extradition country where the women were plentiful and the living was smooth and easy.  

Maybe it was time to drop a couple of hints, a trail of breadcrumbs for Sammy to follow, leading him right into a trap designed to get the man off his tail once and for all.  Samuel Carpenter was the final loose end he had to tie up.  Then he'd be living in the lap of luxury, running his kingdom with enough money to keep him in style for the rest of his life.  

He laughed aloud at the sense of satisfaction he felt at the culmination of years of hard work and sacrifice coming to fruition.  Taking Carpenter down was the icing on the cake.  

Picking up the phone, he started dialing, setting into motion events that would change everything.  


 


Chapter Sixteen

She studied the picture her brother had sent of Richard Webster, A.K.A. Jacob Simmons, memorizing every single detail.  Scrutinized the angles, the colors, looking for any clue of when or where it had been shot.  After two hours of study, everything was turning into a blur.  

“You need a break, dear.  Why don't you come with me and I'll make you a nice cup of tea.”  Ms. Willie stood in the doorway to the dining room, where Andrea had set up her laptop.  “I made fresh chocolate chip cookies.”  

Andrea laughed and closed the lid, shutting out the face of the monster.  “How can I refuse?”

Within a minute, she was seated at the enormous center island of the kitchen with a steaming hot cup of Earl Gray and a delicate white china plate holding three huge chocolate chip cookies.  Picking up one, she bit into it and groaned aloud as the sweet sensations burst across her tongue.  

“Oh, wow.  These are amazing.”  

“Thank you, dear.”  A huge grin spread across Ms. Willie's face and she bustled around the other side of the island, wiping it down with a damp cloth.  

“You've been staring at your computer for hours.  Did you find what you're looking for?”  

Andrea shook her head.  “No.  I've been looking at a photo until I think my eyeballs are going to explode and I'm not seeing anything.”  

“A picture?”

“A photo of a man.  I've looked at it, studied it to see if I can figure out where it was taken.”  She took a sip of the hot tea and felt the warmth spread through her.  Oh, yes, she'd needed the break.

“Mind if I take a look?  I've been lots of places, maybe I can help.”  

Andrea started to rise, but Ms. Willie motioned her back into the chair and toddled out of the kitchen and was back in seconds with her laptop.  Setting it down on the island, she opened the lid and swished her finger across the touchpad and the photo popped up.

“This the one you're looking at?”  

Andrea nodded, her eyes glued once again to the photo of Webster/Simmons.  It was an unguarded picture, obviously taken from a distance, but Webster was definitely the focus of the shot.  It was a black and white photo taken outside, on what looked like a busy street.  People milled around him, though he was alone, talking on his cell phone.  

“He looks like a right nasty bugger.”  Ms. Willie remarked, studying the photo.  “Not somebody I'd want to meet in a dark alley.”  

“No, he's not somebody I'd call trustworthy.”  

The distinct churn of the motorized garage door could be heard in the kitchen and Andrea stared down into her tea cup.  Looked like Carpenter had returned from meeting with his team.  The louse had refused to let her go with him, instead leaving her cooped up in his home.  While it was a well-appointed cage, it was nevertheless still a cage.  

“Ah, sounds like Mr. Samuel's home.”  

“Yippee,” she murmured under her breath.  Ms. Willie fluttered about, getting another cup and filling it with coffee.  A second plate with three more chocolate chip cookies appeared beside the mug, and she eyed the cookies, tempted to sneak another one off the plate, since she'd finished hers.  

“Welcome home, Mr. Samuel.”  Ms. Willie's voice was filled with affection and Andrea watched as the woman fussed around Carpenter, surprised that he allowed the familiarity.  He treated her like a member of the family.  She probably was, Andrea realized, since she'd been working there most of his life.  

Carpenter immediately zeroed in on the cookies and grabbed one, biting into the rich chewy goodness and Andrea saw her chances at sneaking another one dwindling away.  The man had a sweet tooth almost as raging as hers.  

“What's your laptop doing in the kitchen, Andrea?”  His voice was muffled with the mouthful of cookie.  

“Oh, that's my fault.  I asked Ms. Andrea if I might look at the picture she's been studying, see if I can spot something she might have missed.”  

Carpenter looked at Andrea, and she felt the heat scorching her cheeks before she sat up straighter on her stool.  Hey, she didn't have anything to be embarrassed about.  He was the one practically holding her hostage.  If he didn't want her in his kitchen, then she'd be more than happy to go back to her apartment and work on finding Webster on her own.  

“And did you see anything?”  He smiled at Ms. Willie before taking a big drink of his coffee.  “Ah, thanks.  I really needed that.”

“Sit down, boyo.  I haven't had a chance to really look at it yet.  Let's see.”  She turned the laptop to face her new position on the far side of the island and stared at it, her index finger tapping against her lips.

“Hmm.  He doesn't look familiar.  I don't think I've ever seen him before.  But this street, now that I have seen.”

Carpenter had been lounging against the granite countertop of the island, but straightened at her words.  “What?  Where is it?”  

“Well, Mr. Samuel, I'm not one hundred percent positive, though I'm pretty sure.  Now remember, a lot of things have changed since Hurricane Katrina, but I'm pretty sure this is downtown New Orleans.  Maybe Canal Street.” 

“Lemme see that.”  He spun the laptop around, glaring at the screen, a deep furrow on his forehead.  “Son of a…” he cut off.  “I think you're right.  There are some changes, but I know exactly where it is.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone, punching in an obvious speed dial number.   “Jean-Luc, have Carlisle pull up the current picture of Webster I sent him.  Take a look at it and tell me what you see.”  

He waited, looking at the laptop, before picking up another cookie.  “Ms. Willie, you are getting a raise.”  

“I see exactly what you're seeing, my friend.”  Jean-Luc's voice sounded through the phone.  “That is definitely New Orleans.  Downtown, looks like Canal Street.” 

“Exactly.”  The predatory smile that curved across Carpenter's face sent chills down Andrea's spine.  She was glad it wasn't aimed at her.  If Webster was smart, he'd head for the hills, because the man before her meant to track him down.  

“Jean-Luc, I'll be heading out tonight.  Get the rest of the team prepped and feet on the ground in New Orleans in the next twenty-four hours.”  He looked over at Ms. Willie, who nodded with the sweetest smile Andrea had seen from the older woman.  She thought she saw a sheen of tears in her eyes, but couldn't be sure it wasn't a trick of the light.

“No, I'll call the pilot.  He'll fly me down and come back for everybody.  Coordinate with Gunner.  I'll text you the address where we'll meet up.”

“You think he's still there?  Seems risky.”

Carpenter rubbed at the spot between his eyes.  Andrea felt the tension in his posture, the way he held his body.  There was obviously much more going on than just catching a drug dealer.  From the guarded look on his face, the haunted look in his eyes, this hit closer to home.  

“He's making it personal.  He's gone to my home town.  It's like he's flipping me off, taunting me that I can't touch him.  Bastard's made his first mistake.  He doesn't know it, but now that he's on my turf, that's what's going to bring him down.  I've still got connections in New Orleans, people he doesn't know about.  Between our team and my friends, Webster doesn't stand a chance.”  

 “Just don't do anything until we're all there.  I know you want him, but you can't afford to make any mistakes.”  Jean-Luc's words had him nodding.  

“No worries.  I've got some calls to make.  I'll see everybody tomorrow.”  

Ms. Willie picked up his coffee mug and now empty plate and put them in the sink.  “Do you have time to eat before you leave?  I can throw something together quick.”

Andrea watched him pull the older woman into his arms and hug her, bending forward to whisper something in her ear.  Whatever he said definitely had Ms. Willie's eyes filling with tears and she reached up to cup his cheeks in her hands.

“You're a good boy, Mr. Samuel.  I'll go pack your bag.”  She bustled out of the room like a miniature tornado.  

“I'll drop you off at your apartment on my way to the airport.”  

Andrea stared at him, trying to decide if he'd lost his mind or was just that clueless.  “You're not leaving me behind.  I've got my own score to settle with Webster.”

“No, you have a personal vendetta which will end in the man's death.  I'll be more than happy to let you have your shot at him, if there's anything left when I'm finished, but Webster is mine.”

Andrea hopped off the bar stool and stepped up to Carpenter, getting right in his face.  “You are not going to leave me here.  Try it, and I'll be on the next plane out of DFW International.  This is the first solid lead I've had on him in ages.  So you can either take me with you, or expect me on your tail.  You may be rich, but you don't own the airlines.”

Carpenter burst out laughing.  “Sweetheart, you have no idea.  I can have guards sitting on you twenty-four/seven if need be to keep you out of this with nobody the wiser.  Hell, I've already kept you here for two days, who's to say I can't go for another two days—or two weeks?”  

She inhaled sharply at his words, saw the resolve in his face.  He'd do it too.  

“I have as much right to confront Webster as you.”

“That's where you're wrong.  You're going after him because he killed someone you cared about.  For me, it's personal.  The man tried to destroy my life.  My reputation.  He didn't shoot you full of heroin and murder your entire team, then leave you bleeding out on the pavement.”  

She felt the blood drain from her face.  She'd known Carpenter was going after Webster for what he'd called personal reasons, but this?  She'd thought it was maybe a botched job or another drug bust that went south.  Regardless, she damn sure wasn't going to be left behind.  Whether Webster fell from her own hand or from another's, she had to be there, witness it with her own eyes.  

“You have a choice.  One, you take me with you where you at least have an idea of where I am and what I'm up to, or two, you leave and I follow.  You may think you've kept me prisoner here, but I stayed because I wanted to.  Trust me, all it would have taken was one phone call and Zach would have assembled a team to extract me.  So choose, because either way I'm going to New Orleans.”   

Carpenter scrubbed his hands through his blond hair and Andrea bit back her grin.  She had him over a barrel.  Truth was, she'd much prefer going with him and working side-by-side rather than be constantly looking over her shoulder, trying to stay one step ahead.  

“Fine.  Ms. Willie will get you a suitcase.  Anything you don't have, we'll have to pick up once we're on the ground in New Orleans because we don't have time for you to go home.  Pack up your laptop and be ready to leave in ten minutes.”  

After he barked out his orders, he turned and stomped down the hallway, following the path Ms. Willie had taken, his back ramrod straight.  Andrea slumped against the center island, her fist against her chest, feeling the racing beat of her heart.   The adrenaline rush started to fade and she felt breathless.  

Today had turned out to be a good day after all.  Richard Webster was in her sights, and soon he'd pay for everything he'd done.  She'd make sure of it.  


 


Chapter Seventeen

Carpenter's private jet was the most luxurious and decadent thing she'd ever seen.  Andrea gawked, but what the heck, it was so over-the-top it put her brother's plane to shame.  It held seating for eight with supple butterscotch-colored leather, soft and velvety smooth beneath her touch.  The thick carpet under her feet was a rich chocolate brown.  Its lushness made her want to take off her shoes and curl her toes in its softness.  

A stewardess met them when they'd boarded, with the pilot standing by, ready to depart as soon as they settled in.  It wouldn't be a long flight, a couple of hours, but apparently his staff remained vigilant, prepared for any emergency, and definitely knew how to take care of Carpenter in style. 

Minutes after boarding, she'd been handed a plate of chocolate-covered strawberries as well as sliced peaches with a small silver bowl of thick whipped cream.  Not the stuff out of a spray canister either, but the real thing, hand-whipped and extra creamy.  An ice bucket contained a bottle of champagne, placed in a specially designed well between the seats, and she was given a filled crystal flute.  

What the heck.  She planned to enjoy herself, at least until they landed in New Orleans and hostilities ensued once again. 

Carpenter had been preoccupied, on the phone with his team since boarding, while they waited for clearance to take off.  They'd barely spoken since leaving his mansion, and she was fine with that.  It didn't bother her one little bit that he'd basically ignored her.  Nope, didn't hurt her feelings. 

Yeah, right.  I am such a liar.  

Having his attention over the last two days, even with them on opposite ends of the spectrum, secretly thrilled her.  They'd argued and debated their differences.  Even then, she'd wanted the big lug.  

His concentration on his call and not where he was reaching, his hand accidentally grazed against hers.  A zing of heat spread through her as their eyes locked.  She read the fire and hunger in his gaze.  It was unmistakable.  Try as he might to dismiss her, she knew he felt the same magnetic draw.  

Ending the call, he tossed the phone onto the seat beside him, and laid his head back against the headrest.  

“The team will meet us tomorrow at my office.”

“You have an office in New Orleans?”  

“My family's originally from there, so I keep a working space downtown.  Even bought the building my grandfather started the company in all those years ago.  It's being remodeled, and is nearly complete.”

When he said his family came from New Orleans, it made her realize how little she really knew about the man sitting beside her.  

“Tell me about your family.”  She unbuckled the seatbelt and curled up in the extra-wide sofa-style seat, tucking her feet beneath her and leaning back for a better look at him.  In the ambient light from the recessed overhead fixtures, his blond hair was lit with golden highlights.  Gray eyes the color of darkening storm clouds stared back at her and she felt a tug in the center of her chest.  He had the classical good looks of a Viking god, but there was a wildness to him that bespoke a dangerous edge.  Like a wolf, he reminded her of the wilderness and the freedom to run and hunt right at the edge of civilization, close and yet always apart.  Like a pack animal without a pack, a loner on the fringes.  

“My family has been in New Orleans since before the Civil War.  When the carpetbaggers invaded our fair city, we were there, and we'll be there until the end.  It's home.” 

He reached up and twirled a lock of her hair around his finger, and she had the oddest urge, wanting him to plunge both hands into her hair and hold her head firmly between his palms while he ravaged her mouth with his.  

Good grief, where did that thought come from?  Blossoms of heat spread upward from her chest to her neck and into her cheeks.  The upward tug of his lips made her blink, his amusement making her think he'd somehow read her mind.

Wow, wouldn't that be embarrassing—especially since she'd been having all sorts of naughty fantasies about the man for the last few days.  

“Um, did Carlisle get anything else from Webster's picture?”  

“He's working on it, but they've pinpointed where it was taken.  It's definitely Canal Street.  They'll have the exact address of the building he's standing in front of soon.”  Carpenter's hand dropped from her hair and she instantly missed the intimate touch.

“Listen, I know I should have been upfront with you from the beginning, but…”  

“This is the captain.  We'll be taking off momentarily.  Please fasten your seat belts, and enjoy the flight.”  

She smiled and shrugged at the interruption.  Before she could start speaking again, her cellphone rang.  She'd forgotten to turn it off when they'd boarded Carpenter's private jet.

“Hello.”

“Andrea?”  Hearing the voice she stiffened, an odd mixture of anxiety and relief flooding her.  

“Lawrence?  Where are you?  Are you okay?”  She stared at Carpenter, who'd straightened in his seat the second she'd identified the caller.  

“I'm fine.  Why aren't you in the office?”  

“Didn't you get my messages?  I've been trying to reach you for days.  Your office got ransacked, and there was blood everywhere.  I was terrified something bad happened to you.  Have you spoken with the police?”  

“What are you talking about, Andrea?  I'm fine.  I spent the weekend in the Bahamas.  Then I came into the office this morning and you're not here and everybody's acting like somebody died.  Where the hell are you?”  

She pulled the phone away from her ear and stared at it.  How dare he berate her for not being in the office, when he'd left her high and dry to handle the charity event, then his office break in, and he was mad because she wasn't there?  

“I was instructed by the police not to return to the office until you'd been located.”  She took a deep breath.  “Lawrence, in your office—there was blood everywhere.  What happened?”  She whispered the last two words.  

Carpenter got up and headed toward the cockpit and she tried to ignore him, focusing instead on the phone call.  Something seemed definitely screwy here.  Mitchell acted like nothing had happened.  That didn't make any sense.  

“Sir, didn't you notice your office is a disaster?”

“I haven't gone into my office yet.  I saw you weren't at your desk, and called you.”  She heard shuffling noises, a door opening, and his shout.  “Son of a bitch!  Everything's a damned mess here.  What did you say happened?”  

She leaned forward in her chair, resting her head on her hand, with her elbow braced on her knee.  “Lawrence, the police were at the office on Friday.  Your office had been trashed.  Everything was torn apart, destroyed.  And your bathroom—there was blood everywhere.”

“Blood?”  Ah, now he was starting to get the picture, as she heard a trace of fear in his tone.  

“When I couldn't get hold of you…”  Her voice trailed off, remembering her own panic and fear.  “Why the hell didn't you answer your phone?”  

She heard him sigh and then the ruffle of papers.  “My cellphone fell overboard when we were out on the boat.  It's supposed to be replaced tomorrow.  You still didn't answer me.  Where are you?”

Carpenter walked past her and sat back into the seat he'd vacated.  He wiggled his fingers, indicating he wanted her phone.  She rolled her eyes and said, “Hang on a minute, Lawrence.  Somebody wants to talk to you.”  

She slapped the phone into his hand and leaned back, crossing her arms across her chest and glaring.  

“Mitchell?  Samuel Carpenter.  Ms. Kirkland has been staying with me since your office break-in on Friday.  You need to contact Detective Cornell of the Dallas Police Department.  She can answer all your questions, and I'm sure she's got some of her own for you.  Ms. Kirkland is with me and we'll be out of town for a few days.”

Andrea stewed while he talked, trying in vain to catch Mitchell's side of the conversation.  She heard lots of sputtering and curses, but couldn't make out much else.  

“We'll be gone about a week.  I'm sure she'll give you a call when plans are firmed up.  In the meantime, contact Detective Cornell.  Good-bye.”

He hung up and tossed her cellphone onto the empty seat, where it lay beside his.  “No more calls.  We're ready to take off.”

No sooner had the words left his mouth than she felt the rumble of the engines, the tiny vibrations beneath her feet as they started moving.  With shaky hands, she buckled her seatbelt, cinching it tight.  

“Did Mitchell say where he'd been?” Carpenter clicked his own belt into place.  He appeared totally relaxed, as if he didn't have a care in the world, and Andrea might have bought it too, if she didn't spot the throbbing vein in his temple.  

“He said they'd been in the Bahamas.”

“They?”  He leaned over and clasped her hand, lacing his fingers with hers.  “Stop worrying, my pilot is the best.  Everything's going to be fine.”  

Darn.  He'd read her silent cues and figured out she wasn't the world's best flyer.  She was fine while they were actually in the air and gliding along, but the take-offs and landings—holy freaking terror.  

“Yeah, he said they.  I'm sure he meant Beverlee.  She's the latest flavor of the month.  Oops.  I meant…”

He laughed.  “I know what you meant.  She's one in a long line of ladies he's spent time with.  I've seen the photos.  He has a definitive type, doesn't he?”

“If you mean a silicone Barbie doll, complete with fake ta-tas, then yes, he definitely has a type.”  

“How long has he been with this latest fling?”  

“Beverlee?”  Andrea cocked her head and thought about it.  “Actually, she's lasted a little longer than most.  Almost two months, I guess.”  

Carpenter chuckled.  “Does he have a revolving door to his bedroom?  Maybe a turnstile?”  

Andrea laughed.  “Seems like it sometimes.  He's not the most—discreet man I've ever met.” 

Carpenter's thumb rubbed circles against her skin, and she shifted the smallest bit in her seat.  The simple touch on her hand sent shivers along her spine.  As much as they usually butted heads, she couldn't and wouldn't deny the instinctual pull she felt toward him.  She didn't believe in love at first sight.  Lust at first sight—sure.  And her psyche definitely stood up and took notice every time she laid eyes on Samuel Carpenter.  But no one attracted her, made her feel and want things she'd never imagined like the man seated beside her.  Not even John—and she'd loved him.  

“So, where's a good place to stay while I'm in New Orleans?  I'll need to make a reservation as soon as we land.”  There, a nice safe change of subject.  

“You'll stay with me.”

Gulp.  

“I don't think that's a good idea.”  She'd been at his house for the last two days, alternating between wanting to punch him in the nose and jump his bones.  This roller-coaster ride of desire needed to stop, and the quickest way meant putting a little space between them.  Distance, yeah, that's the ticket.  

“It makes perfect sense.  We need to work together to find Webster.  I have an entire building sitting empty.  That includes six fully furnished apartments, not counting mine.  You'll have your privacy, if that's what you're concerned about.”  

And wasn’t that the sixty-four thousand dollar question?  Did she really want to be apart from him?  With a little distance, she might get her rampant hormones under control and be able to build up enough defenses to maintain a professional decorum.  If they stayed together, she'd end up in his bed.  There wasn't a shadow of a doubt about that.  

“That's probably the best solution.”  She gave in gracefully, keeping in mind she could always grab a hotel room if things got out of hand. 

“Ms. Willie and the rest of the team will be there tomorrow, so you won't be entirely alone after tonight.”  His thumb continued the circular motion against the outside of her hand, a soothing and almost hypnotic sensation.  

Don't let him lull you into a false sense of security.  Keep your eyes on the prize, Andi.  He's your ticket to finding Richard Webster and making him pay for John's death.  

“Does your housekeeper usually follow you from city to city?”  

“Not usually, but this situation is different.  Ms. Willie is moving to New Orleans—so am I.”

Moving?  He isn't going to be in Dallas anymore?  Why did the thought of being so far apart bother her?  It shouldn't.  She felt a burning in her chest, and tamped it down.  Stop it.  You barely know the man.  Once Webster's taken care of, you'll go back to Dallas and can start your life anew.  

“You're moving to New Orleans?”  Her voice sounded husky even to her own ears.

“It's been in the works for a while.  It's my home, my family has been there for generations.  I only left because I was hunting for Webster, and being in a metroplex like Dallas-Fort Worth made more sense, since Texas is Webster's favorite playground.”  

He leaned against the soft leather, and she noted how the tan color looked good against his blond hair.  She'd never been that attracted to blond men before, always preferring dark hair and light-colored eyes, but there was something about Carpenter that made all her hormones stand up and dance the cha-cha.  

“So this was planned even before the photo of Webster surfaced, showing him in New Orleans?”  She pulled her hand loose from his, and he let it go.  Why did she crave his touch so badly?  This wasn't normal—not for her anyway.  

“I never intended to stay gone this long.  About six months ago, I started renovations on the building, planning to make it the new headquarters for the security company.  Everything else can be run remotely, but I prefer to be hands on with the security aspect of my business.  I like my team—don't tell them that though.”  He grinned.  “I haven't really broached the subject of the relocation with them.  Figured I'd give them a chance to check things out and see if they're willing to relocate.  I'll keep a satellite office in Dallas, but I'm hopeful most of the team will relocate with me.”  

His hand reached forward and brushed her hair back behind her shoulder, and she inhaled sharply at the touch of his hand against the skin of her neck.  The breath caught in her throat as the heat in his gaze captured hers.  Every cell in her body came to attention, craving his touch.  

“Carpenter…”

“Call me Samuel, or Sam.”  His whispered reply sounded beside her ear, and his warm breath tickled against her skin.  “I think we've moved past the last name phase.”  

“Samuel, this isn't a good idea.”

“Wrong.  This is the best idea I've had in a very long time.”  His hands quickly released her seatbelt and before she could blink, he'd tugged her onto his lap.  She gasped at the unexpected move, and he swooped in for a searing kiss.   He demanded, owning their kiss, and she responded, her desire overriding her common sense.  The feel of his lips on hers felt more right than anything in a very long time.  She'd turned off her sensual side a long time ago, but his kisses were reawakening feelings she'd thought long buried.

His kiss felt like coming home, and that thrilled and scared her at the same time.  She couldn't come to need him.  Want him—that was a given, because he was one hell of a sexy man, but she didn't need anybody.  Yet the pull she felt toward the enigmatic man was undeniable.  

With a sigh, she surrendered to the desire coursing through her and returned his kiss, nipping at his bottom lip and demanding entrance.  Tongues danced against each other in a rhythm older than time, the feeling new and exciting between two people who were learning their way to what each liked and desired.

She pulled back, breaking the kiss and gasped for breath.  Staring into his eyes she saw a reflection of her own need.  

“This is a really big mistake.”  As if they had a mind of their own, her fingers went to the front of his shirt, sliding the buttons free and parting the material, leaving his chest bare to her ravenous gaze.  Her eyes traveled over his chest like a starving woman presented with a juicy steak, and she feasted on the sight of his sculpted physique.  The ache of longing filled her.  She'd had that particular feeling before, but somehow this was different.  He made her feel things in ways she'd never imagined.  

His upper torso was a work of art.  His chest seemed hewn from solid rock.  A smattering of hair slightly darker than what was on his head covered his chest, trailing downward to disappear beneath the waist of his pants.  Six pack abs carved from granite were evident even seated.  He was every woman's fantasy come to life, and right here and right now he belonged to her.  

His hands made quick work of her shirt, pulling the stretchy material over her head and flinging it heaven only knew where, and she really didn't care.  Her breasts were cupped inside a powder blue brassiere edged with ecru lace, the mounds filled the cups and put her on display.  His eyes roamed over her exposed flesh and he slid one fingertip across the upper edge of the silk and lace, and her eyes closed at the sensations coursing through her.  He'd barely touched her skin and she felt moisture pooling between her thighs.   She was drowning in a myriad of sensations.  This was wrong on so many levels, but she didn't care.  Right now she needed him.  

“Samuel…”

“Shh, sweetheart.  We won't go too far, I promise.  But I need to hold you, taste you.  Forget for a few minutes everything and everybody but us, and how you make me feel alive.”  

Samuel grasped Andrea's hips, spinning her around to face him.  Her tongue slid out, gliding along her bottom lip, wetting it in a seductive move that sent heat rippling through him.

Without conscious thought her hand rose, cupping the back of his head as he pulled her close for a kiss.  Her teeth nipped at him playfully.  There was no sign of fear or hesitation.  He leaned in closer, pulling her more-than-willing body against his. 

Closing her eyes, she exhaled slowly and deliberately, clearing all thoughts from her mind.  Things in New Orleans would still be there when they arrived, but for this short period of time it was just her and Samuel.    

# # # # # # 

Samuel wanted—no he needed—to do this right.  They didn't need to rush; the flight would take a while.  Leaning in, he brushed his lips along her jaw line, spreading soft kisses across her skin, breathing in the scent of her.  

An odd sense of tranquility settled over him, even as he felt a quiet sense of urgency he’d never felt before grip him.  Opening his eyes, he stood, and lifted Andrea in his arms and strode the few steps to the love seat, sitting with her sprawled across his lap.  The additional room of the spacious seat gave him more room to—explore.  

He pulled her body snug against him, rocking his hips against hers.  He wanted her closer than skin-to-skin, needed her more than his next breath, but he knew that it would be too much, too soon.  She needed time and he'd give it to her, but that didn't mean he wouldn't do his damndest to get her into his bed—and into his life.  

His erection throbbed, rock hard as if it had a mind of its own and knew what lay ahead.  Lowering his head, he tilted her face up to brush an open-mouthed kiss against her pliant lips.  Felt her lips part for his seeking tongue.  He playfully nipped at her lower lip while his hand skimmed across her shoulder and down her front to mold her breast, plump and the perfect size to fill his hands.  

A sharp intake of breath and the dilation of her pupils showed him how much she relished his hands on her, though not as much as he wanted them on her, touching, kneading and stroking her boldly.

“Samuel.”  His name was a whispered sigh on her ruby lips.

Beneath the lace-edged bra, her nipples stood at peaked attention, puckered beneath the lacy fabric.  They begged for his lips and tongue.   

He couldn't contain his grin as he moved to the curve of her neck, spreading kisses along the sleek line, licking and sucking his way downward.  At her nape, he paused before sucking lightly on the skin, the suction of his mouth firm but gentle.  She arched her hips into him with a groan, her hands clutching at him, clinging to his shoulders.  Smiling, he noted the reddened skin, knew she’d wear his mark for the next few days, and the thought had him swelling harder.

His hands cupped her ass and squeezed, his actions eliciting another moan, though her eyes never opened under his wicked touch, her head thrown back as her wild hair shimmered past her shoulders.  

With a hunger he barely contained, he stared at the beauty displayed before him.  Clad only in a lacy bra, her breasts tempted him like a feast for a starving man.   

“Are you sure?”  His gravel-voiced question lodged in his throat but he forced the words out.  She could stop this any time she wanted with a single word.  The knot twisting around his gut loosened with the delicious smile that curved her kiss-swollen lips.  

“Don't stop.”  

He reached for the lapels of his open shirt and paused.  Delicate fingers impatiently pushed his hands aside and he grinned, allowing her free access. Impatient.  I like it.  Pink-tipped nails threaded through the hair across his chest, flitted from one nipple to the other, and she rolled and pinched until they stood at aroused attention before skimming downward, to follow the line of hair over his abdomen to where it disappeared beneath his waistband.

With a quick shake of his head, he grabbed her questing hands.  He'd explode if she continued with her sexual ministrations.

“Slow down, baby.”

She drew in a shuddering breath, her head bowed as pink spread across her chest and up into her cheeks, the flush of her skin beautiful and intoxicating to his senses.

Lifting her hands to his lips, he planted a kiss on each palm, before cuffing both of her hands in his.  He held them in place as he ran his lips along the curve of her jaw line, licking down the line of her neck, instinctively going to the place where her shoulder joined her neck, and trailed kisses to the edge of her ear.

“Samuel…”  Her sharp gasp of breath made him smile. He loved the little noises she made when need spiraled within her, the way her body writhed beneath him in pleasure with every nibble and long lick as he stroked and tasted her skin.   

She bucked against him, arching her back as his lips trailed across the mound of her breast, and he caught the edge of her bra in his teeth before pulling it down beneath the nipple.  He swirled and suckled, lapping at the pointed nubbin of exposed flesh, watched it harden with desire.  The whimpering moan emerging from her lips evidenced her body enjoying the ministrations of his lips and teeth.

“Samuel!”

“Shh, honey,” Samuel whispered against her skin.  “Let me take care of you.”  With her still seated on his lap facing him, his fingers unsnapped the front closure of the scrap of lacy fabric, sliding it down her arms and he tossed it over his shoulder, exposing both breasts to his questing hand and lips.  Her body jolted and rocked under his as he kissed his way downward.  Releasing her hands, his fingers trailed across her stomach, which quivered beneath his touch.  

The back of his fingers slid along the cloth-covered flesh of her inner thighs, massaged gently toward her core yet never touched where he most wanted to touch, savoring the moment and prolonging her excitement.  The musky scent of her arousal perfumed the air, hardening him to the point of exploding.  

He steeled himself, forcing himself to go slower, make this last.  Make it special.  Make it the most memorable moment in her life. 

If things were different, he'd freeze time, and make this moment last forever.  

His mouth encircled her distended nipple, sucking it deeper and she squirmed against his growing erection, her movements eliciting a moan.  From above, he heard her muffled scream and she buried her face in his nape.  He chuckled around her breast, the vibrations of his laugh eliciting yet another moan.  A long slow lick of his tongue rasped against her, and his hand moved against her mound, cupping her gently.  Wishing he could strip her bare, and plunge deep within her, he knew this moment had to be for her.   Damned if he'd be a selfish bastard—not yet anyway.  

Her legs tightened around him and she squeezed, his hand pressed firmly against her, heard her breathing coming faster and knew she was close.  With jerky movements, he slid down the zipper, and plunged his hand between her thighs, smiling at the wetness he found.  His fingers slid deeper, stroking into her, driving her nearer and nearer the edge.  

Awash in the look of sheer pleasure his hands and mouth brought, her muscles tightened around the fingers thrusting inside her.   Her body bucked wildly against his hand.  

She ground her pelvis against him, and he rubbed her clit.  Her sweetness coated his fingers and he worked them deep into her, surging in with a move that caused her to moan.  Her muscles clenched around his hand, and he groaned.  When she squeezed as he pulled back, he repeated the motion, pulling nearly all the way out before pushing his fingers back in again.  She bucked wildly against him, undulating her hips, her head flung back.  Watching her come apart in his arms was the most beautiful sight he'd ever seen.  

There had never been a more breathtaking sight than Andrea in the throes of passion, and he meant to see her face again, with that glow in her eyes as she came while he was buried deep within her.  

Once her breathing had slowed, she leaned forward and captured his mouth with hers.  She wrapped her arms around his neck, burrowed her face in his shoulder.  Brushing the hair out of her face, Samuel leaned back in the seat, wondering what the hell just happened.  

It wasn’t just sex; it was more.  Heartbeats slowed.  The sweat dried on both their bodies, and he ran his hand along her bare spine, feeling the chill bumps rising from the cool air in the cabin.  Lifting her in his arms, he stood and placed her back into her seat and reached into the overhead bin and pulled out a blanket, spreading it across her with tender care.  

Her lips curled up in a satisfied smile when he picked her up once more and settled her on his lap, his arms wrapped around her, pulling her close, and letting her snuggle.  He tucked the blanket around her and smoothed down her hair, tucking it behind her ear. 

Thank goodness he'd told the stewardess not to disturb them until it was time to land, otherwise, she'd have gotten an eyeful.  

Her fingers tangled in the line of hair sprinkled across his chest, her head cuddled against his shoulder.  A sense of contentment eased through him, a feeling he'd never felt before.  She felt right held in his arms, as if she'd been made just for him.  But getting too attached to Andrea was a big no-no.  Because his gut told him she was still hiding something, and until he had all the answers he couldn't trust her—not completely.  

He'd deal with that later, though.  Because right here, right now, he had a beautiful half-naked woman in his arms.  Reality would return soon enough, as soon as they landed in New Orleans.  In the meantime, snuggling up against Andrea didn't seem like a bad idea.  In fact, it felt downright perfect.  


 


Chapter Eighteen

The man certainly knew how to do things in style.  They'd barely landed before a limo pulled up and Carpenter—Samuel—herded her into it and they drove to the city.  Before too long, they'd pulled up in front of a large building with an old-fashioned storefront quality about it, the kind you'd see in old movies from the nineteen thirties and forties.  Where kids would run inside and get their penny candy while salesmen behind the counters helped their mothers gather dry goods.  

The red brick façade had a worn patina that suited the building, rising several stories high.  He ushered her out of the car and inside, straight into an ultra-modern reception area, a distinct contrast from the old-fashioned outside.  There were still touches of old world charm inside, like the natural brick walls, but everything else bespoke wealth and efficiency.  

He'd been barely restrained on the ride over, telling her all about the renovations he'd made to the old building, and couldn't wait to give her the grand tour.  Her breath caught in her throat when they'd walked through the front door.  The entire first floor consisted of a reception/security station in the front while several offices took up the rear half of the building.  The second floor contained a large conference room with a huge table, big enough to seat at least twenty people.  A few more offices dotted the hallway.  There was also a kitchen area complete with full size refrigerator and microwave and one of those single cup coffee makers with a ton of the little flavored cups.  

The next three floors were apartments.  He showed her one, and explained each apartment had identical floorplans.  They boasted two bedrooms, two bathrooms, up-to-date gourmet kitchens with stainless steel appliances, and large windows letting in copious amounts of natural light.  Or they would during the daytime hours.  Since the sun had set, she was treated to darkness and views of the bridge across the Mississippi River in the distance.  

“Wow, this is amazing.”  Each of the apartments was fully furnished with sleek lines and modern accents.  Not precisely her style, but it worked with the exposed brick and creamy off white paint scheme.  

“The construction crew just finished them.  Each member of my team will be offered an apartment if they're willing to relocate.  Ms. Willie also has one, on the floor below mine.”  Sam leaned against one wall, looking toward the river.  He grinned.  “She's been shipping personal stuff here for weeks and driving the designer nuts, wanting her place to feel like home.”

“I'd move here for one of these apartments.  They're fabulous.”

“Come on.  I'll show you the penthouse apartment.”  He held out his hand and after a second's hesitation she slid hers into it.  Why was she hesitating anyway?  It wasn't like he was going to jump on her the second they walked into a space with a bedroom.  Then again, maybe she'd be jumping him.  They'd definitely moved past the barely acquainted stage on the plane, with his tongue down her throat.  She hadn't put up much resistance, gave as good as she got. 

The elevator doors opened directly into the penthouse apartment space, and her jaw dropped.  She'd never seen anything quite like it before, not even in magazines.  

“I think I'm in love.”  The gleaming hardwood floors shone, highlighted by the recessed lights, the dark color a stark contrast to the white leather furniture.  A huge sectional sofa with an overstuffed and plush chaise dominated the center of the living space.  Definitely not what she expected Samuel to choose.  He seemed to favor all clean lines and angles.  This space was designed for comfort.  While still sophisticated, there was a hominess to the place, where you'd be comfortable taking off your shoes and curling up on the huge white chaise with your toes tucked beneath you, watching TV or reading a good book.  

The living space opened onto a kitchen which could only be described as a world class chef's dreams.  A huge six burner gas stove held center stage, exposed red bricks behind it, the glass and chrome vent above highlighting it like a showpiece.  An island with a granite countertop stood opposite the stove and refrigerator, with a prep sink, and pendant lights hanging above, in addition to recessed lights throughout the kitchen space.  

“There are three bedrooms and three bathrooms, plus a rooftop deck.  Would you like to see it?”  Carpenter had walked up close behind her, his whisper of breath warm against her skin.  His hands rested lightly on her waist.  A pool of heat spread through her, and she had to swallow before she could answer.

“I'd like that.”  

“Come on.”  He opened a door on the left side of the kitchen, the one she'd thought held a pantry, but instead shielded a set of stairs.  She climbed behind him, and paused at the top, where another door led to the roof access.  With a sweeping motion, he allowed her to proceed first.  When she stepped through the doorway, her breath caught at the panoramic view of the city.  

The lights from the bridge illuminated the skyline, casting a myriad of shadows across the sweeping waterway, lending it an aura of mystery that was as ageless as the river itself.  The night around them seemed alive.  There was a faint buzz of activity from the streets below and the French Quarter in the distance.  She'd always wanted to visit the Crescent City.  Now it looked like she'd get her chance.  

“This is amazing.  I could look at this every day and never get tired of the view.”  

“I know.”  He stood behind her, slid his arms around her waist, and pulled her back against him.  Her body leaned into his, savoring the warmth and the closeness.  “I've missed it.  While I've lived in a lot of places, New Orleans will always be home.”  

“What made you leave?”

“Mostly work.”  

“With your security company?”  

“No, before that.  I did some work with the DEA.”  His arm tightened around her middle, and she felt his muscles constrict.  Obviously it was a sensitive subject, and she knew she shouldn't pry, but he'd broached the subject so she asked.

“The DEA?  I didn't realize you'd worked for them.”

“It was several years ago.  Started out doing grunt jobs mostly, and worked my way up.”  There was something in his voice, almost a hint of regret coloring his words.  

“You obviously didn't need to work, not with your family's money.  I don't mean to pry, but what made you decide to go into the DEA?”  

He stepped away and she immediately missed his arms around her, the warmth from his body against hers, but she understood he needed the space.  Stepping to the side, he leaned against the three=foot high brick wall surrounding the rooftop deck and stared off into the distance.  She wondered if he'd answer.

“My sister got caught up in a destructive lifestyle that led her down the wrong path.  By the time I found out what she'd gotten into, it was too late.”

His sister.  That explained a lot but raised even more questions.  The entire time she'd known him, albeit not that long, he'd never spoken about a sister.  Which in itself was an answer, wasn't it?

“When you talked about the influential, well-to-do dealers getting away with smuggling and distributing drugs—somebody like that got her hooked, didn't they?”

Instead of answering, he hopped up on the three-foot high wall, and the breath caught in the back of her throat.  If he fell—

“Her best friend in school had an older brother.  He'd invite the girls to parties, escort them.  Gave them everything they could possibly want.  Weed, cocaine, heroin, meth. All they had to do was mention it, and he'd supply it—no charge.”  

He walked the edge of the wall like a tightrope walker on a two-inch rope suspended high above the crowds.  Without a safety net.  Never a flinch or a bobble, he was surefooted, the picture of grace and elegance.  And she was terrified.  One wrong move, one misstep, and he'd be gone forever.

“Please, Samuel, come down from there.  You're scaring me.”

He looked at her with a slow-eyed blink.  It reminded her of a cat, focused on its prey.  Blink.  Pause.  Blink.  With an effortless bound, he jumped to the roof's surface and she exhaled the breath she'd been holding.  

“Sorry.”  He walked over and eased himself atop one of the double-wide chaise lounges in the corner of the roof, all contained power and elegance, his body merging seamlessly into the indulgent fantasy decoration of the rooftop oasis.  A large outdoor rug covered a good third of the entire rooftop in a swirling pattern of blues and greens and tans.  It evoked a feeling of the surf washing up along the beach.  Two large extra-wide chaises stood side-by-side, along with four overstuffed chairs, all beneath a canopy stretched overhead, which leant the illusion of privacy away from prying eyes, yet gave the freedom of being outdoors.  She wasn't surprised at the extra-large seating—he was a big man, after all.  

Each corner held a plethora of greenery, with plants in huge ceramic pots, tall and resplendent against the worn patina of the red brick façade.  Shorter bushes abundant with night-blooming flowers also filled colorful pots, transforming this secret getaway from the world into another place and time, offering a reprieve from the daily grind.  She couldn't help wondering if the entire team would have access to the roof, or if he'd be keeping it for his own private paradise.

“She had everything money could buy.  A family who adored her.  The young pampered princess.”  He inhaled a shuddered breath.  “I adored her.  She was my baby sister.  I can still remember when my parents brought her home from the hospital.  I was six and I promised I'd be the best big brother anybody ever saw.  Instead, I let that son of a bitch kill her.”  

“Sam, you can't blame yourself.   Was she old enough to make her own choices?”  She clenched her hands into fists to keep from reaching for him, to run her hands along the bunched muscles beneath his dress shirt.  No wonder he always seemed wound tighter than a spring.  He carried the weight of the world on his shoulders.  

“She was almost twenty.  An honor student at Tulane.  Such a useless waste.”  He scrubbed his hands over his face, but she caught the sheen of moisture in his eyes.  It was obvious he'd adored his little sister, and still felt responsible for her mistakes.  

“So she was old enough and smart enough to know the decisions she was making and the possible outcomes.  You mentioned her friend's brother got her involved in drugs.  What happened to her friend?”

He barked out an ugly laugh.  “She's currently sitting in a cell for trafficking in narcotics.  The bitch didn't have any problem dealing to all her college friends, and her brother gave her everything she needed.  Prescription painkillers were her biggest sellers.”  

“She worked with her brother?” 

“It's how they always had so much money.  Hell, they funded her college tuition by keeping the students and faculty supplied with everything they could afford.”

“I…really never knew how far-reaching the problem went.  John told me about some of his cases, but they were always the dealers off the streets that he arrested.  Junkies selling dime bags to the down and out.  Not well-to-do young people with their entire futures ahead of them.”

He stretched out on the chaise and folded his hands behind his head, the pose casual but a mixture of anger and loss were painted across his face in the stubborn set of his jaw and the blaze in his eyes he couldn't disguise.  

“For most cops, those are the cases they deal with on a daily basis.  DEA gets called in when you're tracking the bigger deals, the ones with more sophisticated smuggling routes and the people who make it possible to funnel that crap across the border.  Agents on the take.  Warehouse owners who turn a blind eye to the shipments being scored right under their noses.  Truckers who don't give a damn what's in their rigs, as long as they see the greenbacks at the end of the day.”  

Her long hair fluttered against the side of her face with the slight night breeze, and she carelessly tucked it behind her ear, intent on his words.  Maybe he'd tell her how Richard Webster figured into all this.  Should she come right out and ask, or bite her tongue and see if he'd keep talking?

“Go ahead and ask.  You're dying to know.  Hell, Andrea, don't ever play poker with me.  You'd lose your shirt.”  A big grin spread across his full lips.  “Then again, let's play.  A couple of hands of strip poker might be exactly what we need.”  

“You didn't need a deck of cards on the plane to get me out of my shirt.”  She clamped her lips shut, felt the blush stealing into her cheeks.  What made her say that?  Reminding him of how easy she'd been.

“Don't, baby.  What happened between us is nothing to be ashamed of.  You're a beautiful, sexy woman and I sure as hell couldn't resist you.”

She shook her head.  “It can't happen again.  This,” she waved a hand between them, “whatever it is, can't happen.  Not until Webster has been caught and thrown behind bars for the rest of his miserable life.”  

Swinging his legs off the side of the chaise, he sat facing her.  “Catching Webster has been my number one priority for the last three years.  That son of a bitch will pay, trust me.  But what's going on between us, you and me?  Why can't we explore it, see where it leads?”  He raised his hand, palm facing out, when she started to protest.  “No.  The pull we're feeling isn't something that comes along every day.  Let's be honest.  I don't play games when it comes to sex.”  He chuckled then.  “Well, actually I do, but not with people's emotions.  Too many people could get hurt if there's not honesty.  What we feel is strong, and different enough that I want to explore it.  It couldn't have happened at a worse time, not when I'm this close to finally having Webster exactly where I want him.”

He patted the cushion beside his thigh.  With a small sigh, she walked closer and sat beside him, letting him take her hand between his.  A little flutter in her stomach intensified when he raised her fingers to his lips and placed teasing kisses against them.  

“I can't deny there's a pull between us, Sam.  I've tried fighting it, and I think it's a lousy idea to get involved when I should be focused on the endgame.  But I can't stop wanting you.”  

Her hands seemed to have a mind of their own.  With infinite care. she slid each button free of his dress shirt, exposing all those deliciously sexy muscles she'd been fantasizing about.  She was tired.  Tired of fighting every instinct that screamed he was bad news.  Tired of wanting and never having.  Tired of never being spontaneous and taking what she craved.  

“You're right,” she whispered, trailing her fingers along his arm, loving the way his biceps bunched beneath her touch.  “There is something between us, an undeniable chemistry.  I can't let it get between me and my goals, but I want you too much to fight this anymore.”  

She stood and held out her hand, waiting to see if he'd take it.  With a confidence she wished she could emulate, he slid his palm against hers and stood, wrapping his arms around her, and she laid her cheek against his chest.  Beneath her ear, the rise and fall of his chest eased some of her anxiety.  It had been a long time since she'd been with a man—nobody since John had been killed.  

“I want you.”  His softly murmured words were like a physical caress.  What was the point of fighting this pull she felt?  He'd made it plain he felt the same, inexplicably drawn to her.  Who knows?  Maybe one time would scratch the itch and they'd go on with their lives.  She shook her head, knowing she was lying to herself.  If she gave in to the pull of Samuel Carpenter, chances were good she'd never be the same.  

Could she take the chance of losing herself in him?  Giving in to the physical couldn't be separated from the emotional, not for her.  Casual sex wasn't in her make-up.  There needed to be a visceral connection that went beyond physical attraction.  

And she felt all that and more for the man standing before her, his arms wrapped around her.  Tightening her arms around his waist, she tilted her head back and said the words which could change everything.

“Make love to me.”  


 


Chapter Nineteen

Her hands slid along his chest, teased the light furring of hair spread across it.  His breath hissed in at the light touch, and she felt her lips tug upward.  How could she not smile when she saw the evidence of what her touch did to him?  The clenched jaw as if it was chiseled out of solid granite?  The tensed muscles in his abdomen at her lightest caress?  Or the definitive evidence of the erection that tented the front of his dress slacks.  

“Andrea...”  His voice was an anguished whisper, raspy against her cheek.  He nuzzled her throat, leaving a trail of kisses along her heated skin.  Of its own volition, her head leaned to the side, granting him further access to the tender flesh along her nape.  

“Woman, you have no idea what you're doing to me.”

“I think I've got a clue.”  She reached down to cup his hardness, squeezing gently.  With a jerk, he pulled her against him, trapping her hand between them.  

“You're playing with fire.”

“Then lets burn together.”   

At her whispered response, he slammed his lips against hers, and she met him, all her pent up desire fed through the kiss.  No more running.  No more hiding.  This was what she wanted, had wanted from the moment they'd met.  

The stretchy fabric of her shirt inched upward.  He grabbed the hem and tugged until it pulled over her head and he flung it aside.  It fell to the rug covering the gravely textured roof.  With practiced ease, the hook in the front of her bra was opened, and the straps smoothed down her arms until it joined the blouse.  

His eyes stared at her newly uncovered breasts, the nipples tight and stiff.  Hard peaks, whether from the cool breeze or from his gaze, she couldn't say.  But that deliberate focused stare seared straight to her core, and she felt dampness pooling in her core.  

He bent and took a nipple in his mouth, as if she'd offered it to him as a reward.  A gentle tug was followed by a playful nip on the very tip.  Need coalesced into desire and sizzled along her spine and her muscles tightened in anticipation.  While he sucked on her nipple, a pulling sensation tugged at something buried deep within.  Tension coiled inside as her body spun out of control.  She burned with the need to feel him deep within her.  Every touch, every scent of the night surrounding them spiraled her higher.  The naughty possibility of somebody watching them whirled through her mind, but she quickly abandoned the fleeting thought.  They were on the rooftop, high above the surrounding buildings, with nobody else around.  

Her hands grabbed his arm, and her fingernails dug into his wrist, needing something to hold onto.  When he lifted his head away from her breast, she made a small sound of protest, a mewling cry of need.  Shifting to the other breast, he paid it the same attention he had its mate.  A tremble started in her legs, muscles fighting to keep her upright.  

Another stroke of his tongue glided over her breast.  A brush of his thumb feathered across the opposite nipple.  Her hips bucked against him, and he held her steady, while his touch elicited a myriad of sensations swirling through her.  

Her eyelids fluttered closed and she savored each sensation.  

“No, eyes on me.”  

His gruff command had her lids snapping open, her gaze meeting the intensity of his stare.  With a small smile, he bent to lick her nipples, and with each lap of his tongue, every touch, her body twitched and her core tightened in anticipation.  

“So beautiful.  Curvy and lush, with a promise of softness.  Perfect.”  

“But…”

“Don't interrupt, sweetheart.  I wouldn't lie to you.  Look at these.”  His hands reached down and cupped her breasts, and the heat in his gaze caused her to shiver.  “Beautiful, firm, and plush.”  One hand skimmed down across her belly and she winced.  She wasn't model thin and though she went to the gym, probably not as often as she should, there was a roundness to her belly that never went away.  

“Soft.  Sweet.”

“You don't have to say that.”  Her protest was halfhearted at best.  She wanted to believe he liked her curves.  

“Didn't I promise never to lie to you?  Not about something this important.  You're gorgeous.”  The ferocity in his tone convinced her he meant every word.

“Thank you.”  

His arm stole around her back and she froze, her breath caught in her chest.  She looked up into his gray eyes, then licked her suddenly dry lips.  With a nod of his head, he jerked his chin toward the lounger and turned her toward it with a slap on her ass.  A not-too-gentle one either.  

She frowned at him over her shoulder, but moved toward the chaise, and lowered herself down, lying on her back.  His face was a blank mask, showing no emotion as he stalked toward her, no reaction except for the blaze of fire in his eyes.  Desire burned like a living flame, engulfing her in its heat.  

The fabric was cool against the bare skin of her back and she snuggled down against the lush surface.  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  How long had it been since she'd wanted anybody the way she wanted Samuel?  Nobody had interested her, not since John's death.  

But there was something about Samuel, an inexplicable chemistry between them.  The heat every time she saw him.  It was off the charts explosive.  Earlier on the plane, she'd have given him everything.  Yet he'd been the one to slow things down, refusing to take things too far.  

The sound of rustling clothes drew her gaze to him.  He'd removed his shirt, and the sight of all those deliciously hard muscles made her stomach clench.  Toeing off his shoes, he quickly lost the socks too, before coming over to perch on the side of the lounger.  

His hand was gentle, threading through her hair, so sweet it nearly brought her to tears.  Lips touched hers in a kiss light, sweet, and so thorough as his tongue tangled with hers.  He drew back and she smiled up at him, his blond hair silhouetted by the night sky.  

“That was nice.”  

A wicked grin spread across his lips, and he murmured, “Let's see if we can do a little better than nice.”  His firm grip locked on both wrists, hard hands holding hers so she couldn't move.  He took her mouth again, plundering deep, possessing her with a ruthlessness she hadn't anticipated.  Every nerve in her body flared to life as if she'd been shocked by a bolt of lightning.  Arousal scorched through her and she bit back a moan.  Her body shook like an aspen in the wind when he broke the kiss.  She pulled in a shuddering breath.  

“Definitely not nice.”  

“Honest.  I like that.”  He wrapped his arms around her and stroked her bare back, and her cheek rested against his chest.  His heartbeat had sped up, no longer a slow and steady rhythm, while hers beat a rapid flamenco in her chest.  

One hand moved to nestle against her breast and she inhaled a sharp breath at his touch.  He rubbed his chin across the top of her head.  “I love the way you smell, sweetheart.  All flora notes and female, two things I adore.”

Okay, maybe she could lie here in his arms all night and listen to him.  Snuggle against his naked chest and let him talk in that low raspy growl.  Its deep rough timber was almost better than having sex with anybody else.

He tilted her head back for another kiss.  She went without a whimper of protest, her resistance all but vanished beneath a wave of need.  

“Sugar, be very sure this is what you want.”  Piercing gray eyes stared down at her, and she knew if she uttered a single word of protest, he'd stop.  He might have been a jackass while they'd been in Dallas, but it was part of getting the job done.  While she might not agree with his methods, she understood them.  

“I want you.”  

His mouth met hers again, his lips dominating in a demanding kiss.  His tongue delved in, tangling with hers, and his hands slid up to cup her breast, flicking at her nipples.  Each touch sent zings of electricity sparking, sensations spreading through her body until she was squirming against the cushions.  

Gaze intent, it trapped hers.  “Sweetheart, I can't be gentle this first time.  I'm going to push your limits.”  He nuzzled her cheek until his lips rested against her ear.  “And I promise you're going to scream over and over again before I'm through with you.”

She gasped at his words, and felt something deep in her belly unfurl at the implication.  Submitting to a lover had never appealed to her—not until now.  Her nipples hardened beneath his warm hands.  He obviously felt it too, because he chuckled before taking a quick nip of her earlobe, soothing the slight sting with a kiss.  It sent chills racing across her exposed skin.  

There was an aura of power about Samuel, though he maintained a tight rigid control.  With a breathless sigh, she let go, knowing she could trust him.  More than that, she liked him.  Liked the way he held her so firmly against him.  It made her feel something she hadn't felt in a long time—cherished.  

She raised a trembling hand to cup his cheek.  The slight roughness of his five o'clock shadow grazed against her palm and she pictured that bristly texture against her more intimately tender skin.  “Samuel,” she whispered, before pulling his head down for a mind-numbing kiss.  

When they broke apart, his eyes raked over her.  “Ah, Andrea, what you do to me.”  

One last kiss on his lips and she wiggled out from beneath him.  He turned to watch her.  With a gentle push, she guided him down onto his back.  He hissed as his bare skin met the cushions, still warm from her body.  

He squirmed a bit, and she nibbled on her lip to keep from grinning.  She liked him being a little bit off guard.  Surprising him.  With sure fingers, she unbuttoned the top of his pants, sliding the zipper down to reveal bare skin.  Her amused gaze met his.

“Commando?”  

He shrugged, the muscles in his abdomen bunching with an indrawn breath at her touch.  “Can't stand the things.  I'd rather go without.”  

“Good.  Makes it easier for me to do this.”  Her hand tugged him free, and she wrapped her fingers around his silk-over-steel covered warmth.  His breath held as she stroked him.  He was a thing of beauty.  Long and thick.  His torso was lean, with muscles at his hips that testified to his working out—a lot.  

“Do you like what you see, sweetheart?”  His tone was low, the words barely audible in a low, harsh groan.  

“Beautiful.”  Hundreds of women had probably told him that.  She spotted a small scar to the right of his hipbone, and knew immediately what caused it.  A bullet.  Bending low, she kissed it gently before tracing it with her tongue.  

“You should know, I've got scars.  Lots of them.”  

Her eyes met his.  “We've all got scars, Sam.  Sometimes, they're just not on the outside.   These,” she let her fingers tease lightly against the puckered flesh, “don't make you any less desirable.”  

He stood and reached into his pocket and pulled out a foil wrapped package, tossing it onto the table beside the chaise, before letting the pants drop to the rug beneath his feet.  Kneeling beside her, he leaned forward, and his mouth surrounded her nipple, sucking the tight peak between his lips.  His tongue swirled around the distended bud, and fire shot through her.  Her breath caught in her throat.  Fingers squeezed the opposite breast before cupping the mound in his hand, lifting it slightly and caressing the undersurface.  

“Samuel…”

He hummed against her skin, and her belly tightened.  The hand cupping her breast skimmed across her chest and down to her stomach and she sucked it in, trying to make it look smaller somehow.

He raised his head.  “Don't.  I want all of you, just the way you are.  Every single inch of you is perfect.  This,” his hand skimmed against her belly,” is perfect, because it's you.”  He leaned forward and placed the softest kiss against her belly button.  “Make love to me.  I need you.”

His fingertips skimmed across her hip and she quivered beneath his touch.  Ever since they'd met, she'd dreamed about this, fantasized alone in her bed at night, but those fantasies couldn't compare with the reality.  

“Talk to me, sweetheart.  I want to hear every sound.”  His tongue swept the undersurface of her left breast and she gasped.  “Every moan.”  She thrashed against the cushions when his hand splayed across her mound.  

“Keep doing that—what you're doing.”  

His wicked chuckle sent shivers down her spine.  She whimpered when he bent his head and licked a circle around the edge of her areola, avoiding the distended bud.  Her back arched off the chaise, lifting her breast toward his eager mouth, and he finally tongued the tight nub, grasping it between his teeth and tugging.  

A low throaty moan escaped.  His body moved sinuously over hers where it lay sprawled atop the extra-wide chaise.  Muscles rippled beneath her fingertips, all lean lines painted in lights and shadows.  

She swallowed hard.  A look of sheer pleasure crossed Samuel's face as her nails dug into his upper arms, before a wicked grin spread across his lips. 

“You've got the most incredible hands.”  She moved in pleasure beneath his touch when his fingers dipped between her thighs.  He leaned forward, nipping at her lips, taking gentle nibbles and bites until she opened for him, allowing him into the warm wet cavern of her mouth.  

“Like that, baby?”  

“Mm-hmm.”  She snuggled further into the chaise with a sigh.  His mouth covered hers again, in a slow and languorous kiss.  The feel of him under her hands, the muscles undulating beneath the skin, was like magic.  She broke the kiss, gasping for breath.  

Samuel's fingertips trailed between her breasts, and she ground her head back against the cushions, her body restless and needing more.   Each nerve ending tingled, awakened by his incredible touch.  

Reaching forward to grasp him, she heard his indrawn breath as he shuddered.  She squeezed gently once, twice, and he grasped her hand, pulling it off him.  Raising it to his lips, he planted a kiss against her palm.

“If you keep touching me, things will be over too soon.  I want to make this good for you.”  

She gave him a sleepy-eyed gaze before running a finger along his length one final time.  She wanted to play, to indulge every whim, every desire, afraid this was a dream and she'd wake up to find this all a fantasy.    

Her arms tightened around him, her lips trailing along his skin.  Arousal flared through her body, turning her need for him from playful to urgent in a heartbeat.  Her fingers twined in his hair and yanked his head down until his lips met hers.  Passion exploded between them.   The desire and need roaring through her refused to be denied one second longer.  

With a sharp tug, she pulled until he landed on the chaise atop her.  Her body heated, blood coursing through her veins with an urgency long denied.  She twisted in his arms, pushing him onto his back and straddling him, never breaking the contact of skin-to-skin.  Muscles shifted beneath his skin, and his hard length pressed between her legs.  

She whimpered.  Right here and right now, she was powerless, in the grip of need beyond anything before.  Nothing mattered but Samuel.  

His dark eyes locked with hers and he reached up and pushed the hair away from her face, to drape over her shoulders.  She rocked her body against him, felt his stomach muscles tighten beneath her hands.  

“Sweetheart,” he groaned, “that feels so…”

“Shut up and kiss me.”  

With a move faster than a striking cobra, he flipped her onto her back once again, his lips never leaving hers.  Her body strained upward as their lips met in a savage battle, a duel of teeth and lips and tongues.  Her breasts rubbed against the soft layer of hair on his chest, and her nipples hardened at the touch against her sensitized skin.  

“This,” he cupped her breasts and flicked his thumbs on her sensitive nipples, “is what I want.”  His tongue skimmed across his lower lip and he pushed her breasts together, licking back and forth, giving equal attention to each of the distended nubs.  

Lightning flared through her body and she trembled uncontrollably.  With an audible moan, she rocked her hips against his solid length and felt him slide between her slick folds.    

Leaning toward the table, she grabbed the condom package he'd placed there earlier, and tore it open, sliding it onto his rock hard erection.  His strong hands gripped her hips, fingers digging into her ass as he eased into her warm core.  It had been so long, not since John's death, since she'd had sex.  Struggling to breathe, she moaned when he slid forward another inch.  

Her entrance burned, adjusting to him.  He was a big man all over, and with each movement her breath caught, until he was finally embedded fully within her body.  

It felt so right. 

A moan of pleasure slipped through her lips and she smiled at his answering groan.  Head thrown back, she arched up, muscles clenching around him.  His fingers tightened on her hips, and he bucked.  She felt his entire length fill her with each thrust.  That feeling of fullness, her muscles clasping him, holding him, never felt more right.  She rocked against him, grinding against his pelvis.  

He felt so good.  Heat blossomed inside her, and kept growing and growing.  His fingers squeezed her ass cheeks, and she lifted again, taking him deeper.  She repeated the motion when he groaned.  A small shift of her body and he rubbed against a different spot, sensations nearly overwhelming her.  It was too much, yet not enough.  

Her back bowed and her entire body trembled, stretched to the breaking point.  And then she exploded, screaming his name as the orgasm rocketed through her.  

He was there with her, riding the crest of release, driving into her over and over, until he fell into his own orgasm.  She felt his warmth inside her as she floated on a sea of bliss.  Fingers dug into her and she knew she'd probably wear his marks for days.  Did she care?  Hell no.  She'd wear them with pride, as long as they could do this again.

Finally, she chanced a look at his face.  He was grinning, the glow in his eyes telling her more than words he'd found as much pleasure as she had.  

He lifted off her and lay by her side, wrapping his arms around her.  Curling against his chest, she felt a contentment that had been missing from her life.  Why couldn't it always be like this?  In his arms, she escaped the rest of the world, left it all behind.  

There was still so much unanswered, but those answers would have to wait.  Right now, everything felt perfect.  She only hoped this feeling could last come morning light.  

 


 


Chapter Twenty

The brand new conference room of the New Orleans office overflowed with his people.  They'd arrived this morning via his private jet, and he'd had rental cars available and waiting at the airport.  He wanted to make the transition as smooth as possible, because he would be asking a lot of his team.  

The only one missing was Jean-Luc Boudreau, and he'd show up later.  He'd called, stating he needed to meet up with his father, Gator Boudreau, a man well known for his hunting skills throughout the surrounding parishes.  That man had more contacts in New Orleans and the outlying areas than a dog had fleas.  

The cacophony of voices held a kind of music all its own.  These were his men.  His teammates.  His friends, though sometimes he wondered how he'd taken up with such a ragtag bunch of misfits.  

Now he planned to present them with a choice.  See how many of them would willingly relocate to New Orleans, or whether they'd elect to stay in Dallas at what would become their secondary hub office.  Once he'd made the decision to move back to New Orleans, the idea had snowballed, because it felt right.  He was coming home.

“Okay, everybody, pipe down.”  

The voices quieted and all heads turned toward him.   They thought they were here working on their primary case—the ongoing search for the elusive Richard Webster.  Which was partly true.  

“Carlisle, update us please.”

His resident tech guru sat up straighter, and he flicked the hair out of his eyes.  His fingertips flew across his laptop keyboard.  “Well, you already know the photo's location is confirmed as Canal Street.  I was able to narrow it down to the exact building, which currently houses a club known as Little Havana Harbor.  It's an exclusive, high-end tobacconist and cigar bar.”

Carpenter straightened in his chair, a speculative gleam in his eyes.  “That's a change.  Webster steered clear of all things that would, and I quote, pollute his body.  Bastard didn't mind trafficking in the nastiest crap out there, but never personally indulged.  Maybe he was meeting somebody.”  

Carlisle shrugged before continuing.  “Little Havana Harbor has a spotless reputation.  Joaquin Santiago opened the place in two thousand and eight, after moving to New Orleans from South Florida.  He's made a killing, since nonsmoking in public places changed all the rules.  People still want to smoke and he carries all the high end, expensive stuff.  Place shuns all the new vapor stuff though.”  

“Any further sightings of Webster?”  He steepled his fingers, elbows resting on the edge of the table.  Outwardly, he maintained his calm demeanor, but inside he was a raging inferno of swirling emotions.  Not the least of which was the feisty woman he'd left upstairs in his penthouse.  It had been pure hell climbing out of their shared bed, leaving her all warm and snuggled beneath his covers, while he came down to meet with his crew.  

“Nothing.  Citywide CCTV cameras capture everybody coming and going.  Facial recognition program's running twenty-four/seven from the feeds, but he's pretty much the invisible man.”  Finished with giving his report, Carlisle reached across the table and snatched up one of the beignets Carpenter had delivered from Café du Monde an hour before the team arrived.  They tasted good, but he'd rather have Ms. Willie's cooking any day.  But she needed time to get settled into her new apartment.  It didn't seem fair to ask her to make pastries for his motley crew when she'd barely been in New Orleans a scant couple of hours.  He wanted her comfortable, but more importantly, safe.  Being ensconced here would have her surrounded by his top guys pretty much twenty-four/seven.  

Nate leaned forward and reached for a pastry, and Gunner snatched it before he made contact.  

“Hey.” 

“You snooze, you lose, bro.”  Powdered sugar fluttered across his dark T-shirt as he popped it into his mouth.  

“You just wait.  I'm gonna tell Ms. Willie, and she'll make me something special, and I won't share with any of you heathens.”  Nate slumped back in his chair with his arms folded across his chest like a petulant five-year-old, and Carpenter cupped his hand over his mouth to hide his smile.  

“I've got a couple of leads for Carlisle to follow, but in the meantime I need to talk to everyone.  There are some major changes taking place within Carpenter Security.”  

Spines straightened in chairs, and every eye in the room stared his way.  Even Carlisle stopped tapping at his keyboard, attention focused like a laser.  

Well, that certainly got everybody's attention.  

“Let me cut right to the chase.  I'm moving the company headquarters here.  To New Orleans.”

Dead silence met his words.  Surprise spread across a couple of faces, but Gunner nodded as though he'd been expecting it.  Carlisle gave a noncommittal grunt, and got right back onto his laptop.  

Nate raised his hand, like a schoolboy trying to get the teacher's attention.  “Got a question, boss.”  

“Shoot.”

“Ms. Willie moving here with ya?”  He leaned back against his chair, arms folded across his chest again, his lips curved in a cocky grin.  

Really?  That's the only question—is my housekeeper moving with me?

“Yes.”

Nate stared him in the eye for a good thirty seconds.  “Okay.  I'm in.”  

Just like that?  No questions, no hesitation—just 'I'm in'?

“No questions?”

Jean-Luc sauntered through the door and took in the solemn atmosphere.  He quirked a brow at Carpenter.

“You told 'em yet?”

Other than Ms. Willie and Andrea, Jean-Luc was the only one privy to the details of the company's relocation.  He'd already picked out his apartment upstairs, though Carpenter doubted he'd live there half the time.  He'd lay odds Jean-Luc would be out in the swamps at the family's place, fishing and spending time with his three brothers and their baby sister.  Though she wasn't really a baby any more, was she?  Last he'd heard, she'd graduated from college.  

“What's the big deal?  Companies relocate all the time.  Unless you're letting us go after this job—is that the plan?”  Trust Gunner to come up with the worst case scenario.  What did he think, that they'd been together for all these years, and he was going to kick them to the curb?  

“So, you didn't tell them about the perks—the relocation bonus and…”

“Perks?  Bonus?”  

Nate scowled.  “Hell, I already told him I was in before anything was mentioned about a bonus.  Can I change my mind and hold out for more money?”  Trust Nate to head straight for the bottom line.  The man loved his creature comforts, and they didn't come cheap.  Though how he had two pennies to rub together with all the cash he squandered on women Carpenter couldn't figure out. 

He motioned for Jean-Luc to grab a seat, while he stood and walked over to lounge by the open doorway.  Once he mentioned this particular perk, he wanted to be out of the way of the stampede to the next two floors.  

“As Jean-Luc mentioned, those members of the team willing to move here will receive a relocation bonus, to help defray the costs of moving to New Orleans.  In addition, if you decide to stay here, there are apartments in this building, provided for employees rent free.  The next two floors have been…” 

Before he could finish his sentence, there were whoops and hollers from his men, and a mass exodus toward the door, and he stepped out of the way, grinning.  He looked over at Jean-Luc.  “That went well.”  

“Don't they need keys?”  

“I left the doors unlocked.  Once they've decided which units will suit each teammate, they'll be back down.”  

He could hear feet stomping up the stairs.  His guys weren't the patient type to wait for an elevator.  Two flights of stairs would be child's play for them.  They stayed in shape—their jobs demanded it.  A swell of pride centered in his chest.  He'd assembled a damned fine team and they'd become a family.  He'd hate it if any of them decided to stay in Dallas.  Sure, he'd understand, but he wanted them all here.  

“Carlisle find anything new on Webster?”  

“He narrowed down the building in the photo, a place called Little Havana Harbor.”

Jean-Luc nodded.  “I've heard of it.  Haven't been inside, since I've got no interest in smoking, but I'll have the location scoped out.”

“Good.”

Carpenter's cell rang.  He pulled it out of his pocket and glanced at the number.  Blocked.  With a swipe of his finger, he answered on speaker.

“Good morning, Sammy.”

His entire body went on red alert.  “Webster.”

Jean-Luc shot to his feet at the name.  Within seconds, he'd scooted around the table and sat behind Carlisle's laptop, his fingers flying across the keys.  He might not be the expert Stefan was, but he had his own skill set.  

 “I heard you're looking for me.  Why waste your time?”

“Just tell me where you are and I'll stop hunting for you.  I'll happily meet you face-to-face.”  Carpenter's hand opened and closed in a fist by his side.  Damn, the man had balls of steel.  

“Didn't you learn your lesson the last time we worked together?  Stay out of my business, or next time I'll make sure you don't wake up.”  

“You know, Richard, you've always underestimated me.”

“Such a waste, Sammy.  You had the potential for great things.  Instead, you have to play at being the white knight.  It's business, plain and simple.  Monetary transactions.  Goods and services.”

Jean-Luc cursed softly under his breath.  He glanced up at Carpenter and shook his head, which meant he couldn't track the origin of the call.  

“Get Carlisle.”  He mouthed silently to Jean-Luc, who sprinted from the room, heading up the stairs in search of their technical specialist.  He needed to stall, keep Webster on the line.

“I didn't need money.”

“Isn't that the truth?  My sources back then failed me.  If I'd known your family connections, a lot of unpleasantness could have been avoided.”

The slap of feet running down the stairs echoed loud and Carlisle sprinted past him, and flopped into the chair, fingers already flying.  Jean-Luc and the rest of the team weren't far behind, crowded around the doorway.  

“I'm sure Stefan Carlisle is trying to trace this call.  Tell him not to bother.  I've got somebody better than him bouncing the signal all over the planet.  You won't nail down my location.”

Carpenter rubbed the bridge of his nose, closing his eyes against the burst of anger burning inside his chest.  It felt like the top of his head wanted to fly off, but he had to maintain his cool.  Gritting his teeth, he continued.

“Webster, let's end this game of cat and mouse.  You want money.  Fine.  How much?”

There was silence on the other end of the line for a long torturous moment.  “As much as I'd love to clean out your bank accounts, that's too easy.  Besides, after this next job, which incidentally will be my last, you won't have to worry about me anymore.  I'll be long gone, in a nonextradition country, living like bloody royalty.”  

Last job?  So the rumors are true.  

“Why bother with a final job?  I can give you more money than you'd make on a drug run.”  

“Still wearing blinders, aren't you?  You never could see the big picture.  Funneling drugs into the United States is small potatoes, my friend.  Hell, even running guns has fallen by the wayside.  No, I've got something much bigger in store.”  Webster's laugh echoed in his ears, taunting him.  

“Webster, you've never had the balls to go after the major scores.  Why should I believe anything you say?”  

“Sammy, Sammy.  You don't have to believe me.  Why don't you ask that pretty little piece of ass you're sharing your bed with?  Andrea's in this up to her eyeballs.  Did you fall for her sob story about her poor murdered fiancé and her quest for revenge?  Hell, playing with you is almost too easy.”

Coldness seeped into his bones at Webster's words.  No, Andrea couldn't be involved in this mess—not in the way he implied.  The block of ice solidified around his heart, encasing all his emotions.  He felt hollow, numb, as if everything he'd believed had been ripped away and there was nothing left—nothing but lies.  

“You're lying.”  

He laughed again.  “Believe what you like, you always do.  But maybe you should have your team check into Ms. Kirkland, dig a little deeper.  Oh, hell, I'll make things easy for you.  Angela Wakefield.  That name should turn up everything you need to know.  Don't say I never gave you anything, Sammy.”

At the dead silence on the other end of the line, he ended the call, staring blankly at the walls of the conference room.  He didn't want to believe him, but Webster had always been good at covering his ass.  If he'd thrown Andrea into his path, she was deeper than he'd imagined, up to her pretty little eyeballs with Webster.  Damn it, he'd been so dazed with her from the very beginning they hadn't dug very deep into her background.  

He'd believed her when she'd said her boss, Lawrence Mitchell, wasn't involved.  Believed her when she'd said she didn't know Webster worked for Simcoe—and that had turned out to be a lie.  Had she been lying all along, to worm her way into his investigation and keep him off balance and the team off of Webster's trail?  

“Anything?”  He carefully enunciated the word, refusing to let the rest of his team see how badly Andrea's possible betrayal hit him.  

Carlisle pushed his laptop away with a curse.  “Nothing.  Signal bounced all over the planet, like he said.”

He wasn't surprised.  Webster liked to surround himself with the best of everything, and that included his key players.  There weren't many people around who could fool Stefan Carlisle, which narrowed down the list considerably.  

“Nate, get me a list of hackers with the skills to bounce that call past Stefan.”  

“On it, boss.”  

He watched Carlisle wince and knew the man was pissed he hadn't tracked the call.  

“Carlisle, shake it off.  I need everything you can find on somebody called Angela Wakefield, and I need it in the next half hour.”  

Fingers flying, Carlisle's gaze never left the screen.  “Already on it, boss.”  The clenched jawline bespoke his anger, though he tried to hide it.  Carpenter had been around him long enough to know he was thoroughly pissed.  The guy truly was the best computer expert in the country, hell, probably top five in the world.  Which meant Webster's guy was undoubtedly foreign.  That narrowed things down considerably.  

“Gunner, set up a team close to Little Havana Harbor.  I want it watched twenty-four/seven.  Hire local people—no, wait.”  He realized exactly who he knew locally, who could get the job done without arousing suspicion.  Plus they owed him a favor.  

“Gunner, you and Nate stick around.  I've got a couple of people I want you to meet.”

Things were about to be turned on their head, because Webster didn't have a clue Carpenter had friends in the right places in New Orleans.  Oh, not the rich and powerful.  No, his friends were the kind who'd stand beside you when the bullets were flying and never flinch.  The kind who'd come the minute you called, simply because you asked.

Yep, he was bringing out the big guns.  

Max and Remy Lamoreaux.  


 


Chapter Twenty-One

“Quite a place you've got here.”  Max Lamoreaux walked through the doors of the newly rehabbed conference room less than an hour after Carpenter called him.  Tall and dark-haired, the man exuded an understated power anyone with a brain in their head would take note of.  Carpenter knew Remy wouldn't be far behind his brother, and he was right.  The second Lamoreaux male strolled through the front door mere minutes later, his walk confident and sure, though Carpenter knew from experience Remy could change every nuance of his appearance and attitude in an instant.  Max often referred to him as a chameleon.  It was one of the things that made him damned good at police work, and helped gain him a detective shield at a young age.

These men were childhood friends and ones he knew he could count on.  They'd grown up together, and he'd gone to school with Max.  Remy, being the younger brother, had tagged along most of the time, and wormed his way into Carpenter's affection.  

Time and distance had separated the three and they'd drifted apart.  Max had moved to Shreveport and worked for the local police department until there were problems with a high profile case.  He'd been caught up in an arrest that turned sour and ended up under a cloud of suspicion.  He'd later been exonerated and cleared after Internal Affairs determined he'd been framed.  Disillusioned, he'd resigned and moved back to New Orleans, opening a private investigation firm and later marrying his brother's best friend, a gorgeous blonde named Theresa.  

Remy had still been in school when Carpenter had joined the DEA, soon after his sister's downward spiral into alcohol and drugs.  A lot of water under the bridge, but they'd reconnected a year ago, when their paths crossed during one of his off-the-books investigations involving Remy's soon-to-be brother-in-law, Carlo Marucci.

“I like the changes you've made to the old place.  Isn't this the building your grandpop owned?”  That's right, Max had been here a few times, back when they were in high school.  At Carpenter's nod, he whistled.  “I knew there were renovations being done, but last time I was inside these walls, they were practically falling down around my ears.”  

“Things change.” 

Max gave one of his patented brow-raised looks, and Carpenter chuckled.  Even being apart for so many years, the man could read him like a book.  

“Max and Remy Lamoureaux, meet a few of the men from my Dallas team.  They're relocating here to work in the new office.  You'll meet the rest of the team later.”  He watched a disgruntled look pass between Max and Remy, before Remy pulled out a twenty and slapped it into his brother's hand.

“I hate it when you're right.”  

Max chuckled.  “Then you shouldn't bet against me.”  

Carpenter shook his head.  “Nate Blackwell and Gunner Everett, these chuckleheads are Max and Remy Lamoreaux.  Private investigator and police detective, in that order.”  

“You're bringing in cops?”  Gunner asked before taking a sip from the huge coffee mug his enormous hands were wrapped around.  The man never seemed to be without his cup.  

“Former cop.”  Max quipped.  

Remy raised his hand.  “Still a cop, but I've been known to bend a rule or two—for a good cause.”  

Everybody chuckled and Max gave a good natured growl.  Carpenter knew his men would come to like the two locals—eventually.  

“I assume you've called us about Richard Webster?” 

“Why else would he need to look at your ugly mug, bro?”  Remy swiveled in his chair, and slapped Max's back before turning around to face Carpenter.  “Love what you've done to the place.  Offices downstairs, living spaces upstairs?”

“Yes.”

Remy leaned back in his chair in a comfortable slouch and rested his elbows on the armrests, the picture of relaxation and casualness.  Carpenter knew better.  The guy was continually alert and aware of every nuance around him.  It's what kept him alive when the former Russian mob boss for New Orleans, Vladimir Dubshenko, sent his goons chasing him and his fiancée all over Southern Louisiana.  

“Understand you got a line on Webster being spotted at Little Havana Harbor.”  

“How the hell did you know that, Remy?”  The cop had good instincts, but still…

“You're not the only one with sources.  One of my snitches, a trannie who works the district, passed along the tip.”  A detective in the vice division of the New Orleans Police Department, the man probably had more moles and pimps reporting back to him than Santa had elves.  

“Webster called me this morning.”

That comment had both Max and Remy sitting up straighter in their seats.   The look exchanged between the two brothers was indiscernible.

“He seriously had the balls to call you?”  Max was the first to respond. 

“Yeah, he wanted to taunt me a bit, let me know this is his last big score.  Then he's heading for, as he called it, a nonextradition country where he'll, and I quote, live like a king.”  Carpenter didn't mention Webster's jibes about Andrea.  The Lamoreaux brothers hadn't met her, and didn't know the whole story—yet.  Maybe they wouldn't have to.  

“Did you trace the call?”  Max asked and Carpenter shook his head.

“No, my tech guy said it was bouncing all over the planet.  Webster's obviously got his own IT people helping cover his tracks.  Carlisle's good but…”

“Stefan Carlisle?”  Remy interrupted.  “Damn, I've heard of him.  If he couldn't trace it, then it couldn't be traced.”  

“You know Carlisle?”  

“By reputation only.”  Remy quirked his brow.  “He as good as I've heard?”

“Better.”  

Max stood up and leaned against the exposed brick wall.  Good, Carpenter thought.  He's on his feet, which means he's thinking.  Max did his best thinking on his feet.  Anybody who'd spent time around the man knew he was digging deep into a problem when he started pacing.  

“Okay, let's list the facts.  We know Webster's been in New Orleans recently.  You've got the date and time stamp from the CCTV camera, right?”

“Yep.  That's how we narrowed it down to Canal Street.”  Nate chimed in.  

“Does he know you're here, in New Orleans?”  

Carpenter had to stop and think about the question.  Webster had mentioned his sleeping with Andrea, which had only happened last night.  

“Son of a bitch!”  He sprinted out of the room, and headed for the stairs, taking them two at a time.  He heard the others running behind him, but he didn't stop until he reached the roof.  Looking around, he tried to think.  If he was going to plant surveillance cameras, where would he put them?  

Every step took him closer to the area where the chaise lounges were set up, off to the side and partly tucked away in the corner of the rooftop.   Where he'd made love to Andrea just the night before.  Had that slimy bastard watched them the whole time?  

“What are we looking for?”  Gunner asked, gun in hand.  

“Cameras.”  

Each of the men scoured the rooftop looking for any nook or cranny where surveillance equipment might be hidden.  He had a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach Webster'd been watching them the whole time.  Perverted bastard.  

“Got one.”  Nate beckoned them over to the corner, where a chunk of red brick had been pried loose, and sure enough, there was a miniature camera hidden in the recess.  

“Got another one.”  Max yanked it free before tossing it to him.  “Guess that answers the question of whether he knows you're here.”  

And raised a few more.  

 Carpenter's hands fisted at his sides and he fought the urge to pound them against the bricks.  “Do any of those have sound?”  His stomach cramped at the thought of Webster listening to him telling Andrea about his sister's descent into drugs and their conversation about Webster himself.  

Nate and Gunner examined the two cameras, going over every inch.  “Doesn't look like it, boss.”  Nate handed him the thin snake-like units they'd removed from the wall.  Carlisle could probably tell him the make and model, and its range.  He'd get him on that in a minute, but he couldn't get the thought of Webster watching him with Andrea out of his head.  They'd made love up here, under the stars, shared something special, and now it was tainted and perverted by Webster's voyeurism.  He just hoped he didn't upload the recording, because the last thing he needed to deal with was a sex tape of him and Andrea floating all over the internet.  

With a nonchalant shrug, he tossed the camera back to Nate.  “Get Carlisle on it, see if he can trace it back to Webster, though I'm sure he's covered his tracks.”

“With all the renovations, I doubt you'll be able to find out who planted it.”  Max glanced over the side of the roof, and pointed to the fire escape ladder attached to the side of the building.  “Plus anybody could have gotten to the roof from here without being seen.”  

“Okay, I'm tired of chasing this bastard.  We need to figure out his next move, and stop him.  He implied it's not drug related or gun-running.  What else could he have gotten his greedy paws on that could bring him the kind of money he could retire with?”

Each man was stone-faced as they contemplated his question, while trudging down the stairs.  When they got to the conference room, Carlisle was seated at the table, his fingers already dancing across the laptop's keyboard.

He stopped typing long enough to glance up at Carpenter and the assembled men.  “Jean-Luc's gone to check out a lead.  He'll call you.”  After that pronouncement, he went back to typing.  

Carpenter ran a hand over his face.  “Max, Remy, I need you to check your local sources.  Nobody's going to talk openly with me, I've been gone too long.  But they know you.  Somebody might have heard rumblings of something big in the air.”

“We'll check.  I agree, it has to be happening either here or nearby.  Why else would Webster still be in New Orleans?  He could jab at you from anywhere.  No, he's making this up close and personal.”  Max's eyes met his, that intense gray stare boring into his, like he could read every secret, every thought.  

“I'll check around, see if there's word on the streets about any shipments.  Gotta be honest, people are playing their cards close to the vest.  A lot of 'em don't trust cops so much right now, since we had that big internal scandal after the whole Dubshenko thing,” Remy added.  A huge smile spread across his face, and he nudged Carpenter aside and stood with his arms spread wide.  

“Well, now, if it isn't my favorite person.  How are you, Ms. Willie?”  His arms wrapped around the older woman, and Carpenter chuckled.  The Lamoreaux brothers knew Ms. Willie from when he'd lived here as a kid, and became reacquainted again a few months earlier, right after he'd hooked up with Carlo Marucci on the missing kids' case.  He'd stuck around New Orleans for a couple of weeks, and she'd come down to help out, which really meant take care of him.  

“Mr. Remy, it's good to see you.  And Mr. Max, too.”  She smiled at the taller man who walked over to give her a hug.  “Mr. Samuel, why didn't you tell me you were having guests?  I would have brought something down…”

“It's a business meeting.  You don't need to keep feeding all the strays.”  He said it with a mock growl, knowing she'd see beneath his gruff bluster.  The woman lived to take care of others, and feeding his team was one of her favorite things.  

“Nonsense.”  She patted Max's cheek.  Pink color flooded his face and Carpenter almost laughed aloud.  Let his buddy get a taste of what he put up with every day—though he wouldn't change it for the world.  Ms. Willie was the heart of his home and he didn't know what he'd do without her.  

She shook her finger at him.  “Give me fifteen minutes.”  With that admonition, she bustled out the door.  Without a doubt, he knew she'd be back with a serving tray loaded down with an array of gastronomic delights.  How she'd manage it on such short notice, he had no clue, but she did it every time without fail.  There were times where he really did think she performed magic.

“Okay, let's focus, people.  Max and Remy are going to deal with their local contacts, rattle a few trees and see what shakes loose.  Jean-Luc is checking out another lead.  Carlisle, you keep digging.”

“What about us, boss?”  Nate gestured between himself and Gunner.  

“After you fill that bottomless pit, head over to Little Havana Harbor, and stake out the place, inside and out.  I doubt Webster will show there again, but we'll keep it covered for now.”  

Ms. Willie trotted through the door within the fifteen minutes she promised, with a feast for “her boys,” and Carpenter rubbed at the throbbing ache between his eyes.  He knew exactly what he had to do and damned if he was looking forward to it.  

He needed to find out about Angela Wakefield, the name Webster had tossed out, dangling it like a carrot.  Whatever Andrea knew, she'd better be ready to spill the beans, because this time he wasn't going to let up until he had answers.  


 


Chapter Twenty-Two

Andrea heard the front door open and turned to see Samuel walk in.  Stalked might be more accurate though, because he moved with a predatory grace most men couldn't possibly match.  There was a fine tremble to her hands and she automatically finished adding creamer to the cup of coffee she'd just poured.

“Want some?”  She held up her cup.  

“No.”  He continued that loose-limbed stride across the hardwoods until he reached the kitchen, standing directly in front of her.  A scowl marred his handsome face, which should have tipped her off right away something bad had happened.  But she wasn't firing on all cylinders, since she hadn't started her second cup of coffee yet.

“We are going to talk, and this time you're going to answer all my questions, or I'll turn you over to the FBI for hindering an investigation.”  

Her stomach bottomed out and the mouthful of coffee she'd just swallowed threatened to make a return trip.  Had he found out?  It wasn't that she'd wanted to lie.  Hell, she'd withheld information he didn't really need to know—not yet anyway. 

“Who is Angela Wakefield?”  

At his abrupt question, her legs did an impression of limp, overcooked noodles, and she locked her knees to keep from collapsing into a heap on the floor.  How'd he find out about Angela?  

“I don't—” 

“Do not lie to me, Andrea.  Carlisle is downstairs gathering intel at this moment.  I'd rather hear your side of things first.  Cooperate and I promise I'll put in a good word for you.”

He sounded bitter, like last night never happened.  As though she hadn't spent the night in his arms.  In his bed.  Hadn't experienced the most mind-blowing orgasms of her entire life.  This cold man standing before her acted like a complete stranger.  

The knot in the center of her chest squeezed tighter, because she knew this was the beginning of the end.  He'd know she lied about everything from the very beginning—and there wasn't a chance he'd forgive or forget. 

“I need to make a call first, then I'll answer all your questions.”

“Who?”  The suspicion in his voice compounded the knowledge she'd screwed up big time.  Somewhere along the way, though she'd been so careful with every word, every action, she'd done something to give herself away.  

“My brother.”  

“Bennett?  What does he have to do with this?”  

“I'll explain everything after I talk to him.”   

Her gaze met his, sure and steady, and she swallowed down the lump of fear.  The bitter taste in the back of her throat felt an awful lot like defeat.  Deep down she knew whatever tenuous connection they'd built had evaporated.  An icy determination filled his eyes, none of the affection or tenderness he'd shown the previous night.  

“Call him, but make it fast.  I don't have time to waste.”

She picked up her cellphone where it lay on the countertop next to her coffee mug.  She'd planned on checking her messages with her morning brew, but had become lost in remembering the previous night's lovemaking and gotten pleasantly sidetracked.  Nothing like a cold dose of reality to bring you crashing back down to earth.

At the top of the screen the voicemail icon was lit.  

“I've got voicemail.  Mind if I check it first?”  She showed him the screen.  

His jaw clenched, and she was surprised she didn't hear the clank of his teeth gritting against each other.  Dang, but he was really pissed.  “Go ahead.”  Though the words were spoken softly, there was an underlying command she couldn't ignore.  She'd better make this short and sweet.  

Her finger tapped the screen and the message began to play.  With each word, she literally felt the blood drain from her face.  The phone tumbled from her numb fingers onto the counter even before the message fully played out.

Carpenter moved like a blur, fast enough she barely saw him.  Pulling her against his body, his arm secure around her middle, he held her firm and steady, though her entire body trembled on the edge of panic.  Her already wobbly knees felt ready to collapse, and she gripped his biceps hard, trying to stay upright.  

“What's wrong?”

“You need to listen to it.”  She pointed a shaky finger toward her phone.  “It's Webster.”  

He snatched the phone off the counter and hit the speaker icon.  The recording had obviously reached the end and all he heard was dead silence.  Punching a key, the message replayed while she studied his face.  The muscles in his jaw tightened, and she watched the thump, thump, thump of a vein throbbing in his temple.  It was the only indication the words had any effect.   Too bad they were already burned into her memory.

“Hello, Andrea.  It's been a while.  Are you having fun with Sammy?  He's a tricky one.  You'll have to stay on your toes if you're going to stay one step ahead of him.  I'm sure he's already gotten you in the sack, because that's his M.O.  He sweeps the ladies right off their feet and between the sheets before they know what's hit them.  Besides, I've got video of the two of you.  You know, it's amazing the detail you get from state-of-the-art equipment these days.  I almost regret not springing for the cameras with sound.”  

She burrowed her head against his shoulder, wishing she could block out the smarmy tone of Webster's voice, but it played on.  

“You are as lovely as I remember.  Such milky white skin, it looked so perfect in the moonlight.  I hope you got enough information from Sammy to make your case.  Of course, you were probably too preoccupied to dig for answers.”

The bands of steel that had been wrapped around her loosened, and Carpenter took a step back, his hands falling to his sides, while the taunting recording played on.  A trickle of fear slid along her spine, though she knew he wouldn't hurt her—not physically anyway.  

“Everything will be coming to a head soon, my dear, and then I'll be coming for you.  We've got unfinished business we need to deal with before I retire.  Keep an eye out for me, sweetie, because you owe me, and I always collect—just ask Sammy.”

Webster's obscene chuckle echoed through the phone, and the skin along the back of her neck felt like it wanted to crawl off her body.  Goosebumps popped up along her arms, and she rubbed at the offending things, wishing she'd never gotten involved in this entire nightmare—though she'd never really had a choice.  She kept her eyes lowered, refusing to meet Carpenter's demanding gaze, felt his intense stare boring into her.  

“Oh, by the way, I told Sammy about Angela.  Don't be surprised if he's on the warpath.  That boy hates being lied to.  Maybe he'll take care of you before we meet again—but trust me, you're next on my to-do list.”  There was a pause, one that seemed to last an eternity, before he finally came back on the line.  “I left you a present back in Dallas.  You'll have to let me know what you think.  Don't worry, sugar, I'll be in touch soon.”

The voice mail prompts began playing, asking if she wanted to hear the message again.  Hell, no, she didn't want to hear it again.  She wished she'd never heard it the first time.  Wished she'd never gotten dragged into the entire mess with Richard Webster.  

With exaggerated care, Samuel set the phone back onto the countertop, before his hand balled into a fist.  Not for an instant did she think he'd use it against her, but she wasn't so sure about the drywall.  His face was expressionless, devoid of emotion, a blank unreadable mask.  She swallowed past the gigantic lump that seemed permanently lodged in the back of her throat.  

“Start talking.”

“Why?  You're not going to believe me, so what's the point?'

She watched his back stiffen, the movement so slight it was almost imperceptible, but she noted it, the same way she noted everything about him, right down to the tiny tic of his left eyelid.  His feet were spaced shoulder's width apart, an immovable object in her path.  She wasn't getting past him, not until he had the answers he demanded.

“I need to call Zach.”

“Dammit, Andrea, why'd Webster call you?”

“I don't know!”  She yelled her answer, a riot of emotions coursing through her.  “Sam, I swear, I don't even know how he got my number.”  

“Start at the beginning, and tell me everything you know about Richard Webster, and I swear if you leave anything out this time, I'll have you arrested so fast you won't know what hit you.”  

He pointed toward the sofa, and she walked across the hardwood floor, grateful when she finally landed with an unladylike flop against the cushions.  Her time was up.  No more hiding.  No evading his questions.  If she didn't tell him the whole truth now, he'd follow through on having her arrested, and the last thing she needed at this juncture was sitting in a jail cell.  Nobody was going to keep her from taking down Richard Webster—nobody.  

Before she could open her mouth, a loud pounding on the front door interrupted. With a muffled curse, Sam stormed over and flung it open.  Jean-Luc stood framed in the opening, and from the scowl on his face, he didn't look happy.  

“We've got a problem.”  

“Spit it out.”  Carpenter waved him into the room, running a hand through his already tousled blond hair.

“Found more cameras downstairs.”

“Dammit.  Where?”

“Three in the conference room.  Two more in reception.  One in the elevator.  I have Gunner and Nate checking the apartments now.  Figured you'd need the head's up, because you might want to check here too, since we found those on the roof.”  

They'd found cameras on the roof?  Was that what Webster meant when he said he had video?    

Embarrassed heat flooded her body, and she knew her face was probably beet red.  With her fair skin, she didn't do the pretty blush.  No, she got the full on blotchy uglies.  When she remembered what they'd said on that very rooftop last night, what they'd done, she covered her face with her hands for a second before hopping up from the sofa, her eyes immediately scanning the walls.  

“You take the living room and the kitchen.  I'll check the bedrooms.”  Sam turned to her.  “Stay here.”

“I'll help look.  Any idea what kind of cameras he's using?”  

Samuel quirked his brow and Jean-Luc ignored them both, instead opting to head for the kitchen, his cellphone in his hand.  She watched him swipe a couple of buttons, and knew he was running a sweep for bugs and surveillance equipment.  

“Stay here.”  Sam barked the command over his shoulder, headed for the bedroom.  The same bedroom where they'd spent the night in each other's arms.  Too bad.  It looked like the light of day was going to dissolve everything they'd shared into a smoldering pile of ashes.  

Andrea couldn't sit and do nothing.  Instead, she walked to the fireplace, and began scanning the bricks and mortar, the drywall and crevices, for signs of a pinhole big enough to hide a miniature camera.  Within a few minutes, she'd spotted the first one.

“Over here.”  Turning to Jean-Luc, she noted cameras and wires lying on the kitchen island.  He'd pulled at least two set-ups from the kitchen and dining areas.  He glanced up at her words, and she pointed toward the one she'd spotted.  It was at the perfect angle to encompass the entire living room sitting area, if it was powerful enough.  Knowing the monster behind the madness, she figured these cameras were probably the best money could buy.  

Jean-Luc walked over and examined the tiny lens, then used the pocket knife he'd been wielding on the others and dug around the base of the camera, and popped it out of the wall. 

“That's three out here.  This son of a bitch is nothing if not thorough.”  He gave her a nod and added the latest camera to the growing collection.  

They continued checking the walls, finding another one close to the front door, before Sam rejoined them with two more cameras in his hands.

“I want Carlisle to sweep the entire building from top to bottom, and make damn sure there aren't any more we haven't found.  These look the same as the ones from the roof—meaning they didn't have sound capability, just video.  Which is good because otherwise we'd be screwed.  Webster would know everything we talked about in the conference room.  

Jean-Luc's cellphone pinged, and he read whatever was on the screen.  “Each apartment had three cameras apiece, not nearly as well hidden as these.  Nate and Gunner pulled 'em all.”  

“Good.  See if Carlisle can find where the feed was going, if it can be traced back to a location.  We need to find Webster fast.”

“I'm on it.  Gator said he'd have the boys keep their eyes and ears open.  If there's any movement out there, they'll find it.”  

I wonder who Gator is?  And the boys?  She smiled, thinking they sounded like some backwoods musical group.  Her expression must have given her away, because Jean-Luc chuckled.  

“Gator Boudreau is my father and the boys are my three brothers.  They don't live in New Orleans proper, but Gator knows everybody and has more resources than the N.S.A.”  

“Ah, got it.”  She shoved her hands into the back pockets of her jeans, and kept her lips zipped while Sam finished briefing Jean-Luc on what needed to be done.  Within minutes, the man was out the front door and headed downstairs to meet up with the rest of the team.  

“Now it's your turn.”  Sam faced her, and the quiver in the pit of her stomach turned to a solid leaden ball.  Her legs felt like wobbly Jell-O and she wondered how she remained standing under his laser-focused stare.  

It was time to come clean.  Pay the piper.  She hated this part, because she knew once she spilled her guts and told him the whole truth, they'd never be able to go back to what they'd started.  

And she wanted their fledgling relationship, the initial zing of attraction that sparked between them from the instant they'd met to still be there when this finished.  She knew better—it was a pipedream—because when he found out the truth, she'd be persona non grata as far as Carpenter and his team was concerned.  

It was past time for Andrea to come clean about everything.  Her  stepbrother would definitely be pissed she didn't consult him first, but seeing the bitter look in Sam's eyes, asking to make her phone call again might be the straw that broke the camel's back.  Oh well, she had nothing left to lose.  

Andrea Kirkland was about to disappear—because she'd never really existed.  


 


Chapter Twenty-Three

“Start talking.”  

She wrapped her arms around her middle, fighting down the battle raging deep within.  The truth and nothing but the truth—he deserved it, but it was a long, complicated story and she wondered if he'd understand.

“My name is Angela Wakefield—at least it used to be, before it was legally changed to Andrea Kirkland.”  

She watched the briefest flash of fire in his eyes, but his mouth remained slammed shut in a stubborn line.  Okay, he wasn't going to make this easy for her.  She could handle the pressure—she been dealing with hardheaded men most of her adult life.

“Can we sit?  This is going to be a long story, and we might as well be comfortable.”  

He motioned to the sofa, and she gingerly eased herself down, keeping him in her sight line.  With a sigh, he joined her, sinking into the deep cushions, though she had the feeling he'd be up in a nanosecond if needed.  

“What I'm about to tell you can't go any farther than your crew, otherwise, I'm as good as dead.”

“Keep talking.”  The chewing-on-gravel tone was back in his voice, the rough timber jolting her insides with that little inner shiver she got every time he used it.  Oh, damn, this was so not the time or place to get turned on.

 “I graduated high school early, barely sixteen.  Finished college in two years.  School was never a problem.  I whizzed through advanced classes and breezed through all the electives.  I'd decided to study medicine when I was approached to—” 

“Ah, dammit, dammit, dammit!  Please don't tell me you're CIA.”  

Okay, maybe it’s not such a long story after all.  

“I was.  Recruited and served four years.  Then I met John.  We actually collided head first working on a case, and one thing led to another.  We fell in love.  He proposed.  We talked about getting married and starting a family—so I resigned.  Got out and walked away.”  

“Nobody walks away from The Agency—not fully.”  Sam shifted on the sofa, turned to face her directly.  She lowered her eyes, staring at her hands, still a little surprised whenever she didn't see John's engagement ring on her finger.

“I had connections high enough up I was able to walk away without repercussions.”  She could see the wheels turning in his head, knew when he hit on the exact reason.

“Zachary Bennett got you out.”

She nodded.  “He isn't only my stepbrother, he was my handler, and my best friend.  No, don't look at me like that.  His business operations are entirely legit, and only a handful of people know what goes on behind-the-scenes.  It's not like an episode of Alias, where there's an entire black ops-type company hidden deep within the bowels of the earth.  But he makes sure things get done.”

Sam scrubbed his hand across his face, the little worry lines across the bridge of his nose more prominent than ever, and she wanted to smooth them away.  Except I've lost the right to touch him.  

“Obviously, you didn't stay out or we wouldn't be sitting here.”  

“You're right, of course.  John got a call about a huge shipment getting ready to move through North Texas straight into Oklahoma City.  Did I mention that John was the Division Leader for the Oklahoma City Police Department Narcotics Squad?”

He shook his head and she noted his fist clench for a second before he relaxed it.  “No, you didn't.”  

“They'd been following a money trail, which led them to a public storage company on the south side of Oklahoma City.”  

Every drop of color drained from Carpenter's face, and the bottom dropped out of her stomach when she realized she inadvertently reopened an old wound.  He was remembering another public storage facility, the tragedy he'd told her about in Brownsville, and what happened to his team.  She reached across and grabbed his hand.  He took a deep shuddering breath before his eyelids lowered, shielding his expression.  

“Go on.”

She stared at him through half-lidded eyes, trying to read something—anything—on his face while she continued.  “John's team set up twenty-four/seven surveillance on the site, but nobody suspicious showed up.  Just the usual homebodies, bringing through their household goods.  Still, John felt the tip was reliable, and kept the surveillance going on the storage units.  The night he was killed…” 

She paused, hating to relive that horrific night, but Carpenter deserved to know why she needed to take down Webster.  Why she'd begged for her old job back at The Agency.  

“John had a partner.  She'd worked alongside him for several years, and he trusted her implicitly.  That night, the stakeout team monitored the storage facility like they'd done for the prior weeks, and there was no movement.  The night was quieter than normal.  But Shelly, John's partner, claimed she got a tip that a new player was in the game and a big deal was going down across town.  With nothing more to go on than Shelly's alleged tip, he decided to leave the majority of the team watching the public storage facility, then he and Shelly went to check out the info.”

“Let me guess, Shelly's info got him killed.”  

“You could say that.  He walked into a trap set by Richard Webster, that son of a bitch.  Apparently Webster's smarmy charisma and buckets of cash turned a good cop into his personal death dealer.  Shelly led John into a back alley in the warehouse district where Richard Webster put a bullet in the back of his head.”  

She closed her eyes, remembering John's captain showing up at her door.  The instant the realization and grief bombarded her, knocking her to her knees.  Instead of the loving husband and happy family she'd envisioned, she was left with nothing more than an engagement ring and a jar of ashes on her mantle.  Her bitterness turned to rage against the man who'd stolen her future from her.  

“Damn, I'm sorry.  How'd they figure out Webster was behind John's shooting?  It's not like him to leave loose ends.”

“He didn't.  Shelly ended up hooked on the stuff she'd been tasked with getting off the streets.  Apparently Webster liked to shoot her up with a little heroin before they had sex.  The same night my fiancé lay dead in a back alley, Webster dosed Shelly with enough heroin to kill an elephant.  Lucky for me, before she died, writhing in agony, she told me she'd hidden enough evidence to bring down the man behind John's murder.”  

Carpenter stiffened on the seat beside her.  “What kind of evidence?”  

She tucked her foot underneath her and scooted around, trying to find a more comfortable position.  “Here's the thing.  Shelly had socked away the evidence on Webster all over the damn place.  It's been like a bloody scavenger hunt.  Every time we'd find one thing, only part of it was there.”  

She raised her hand and pushed her hair over her shoulder, and drew in a deep breath.  It hurt remembering everything she'd gone through after John's death and Shelly's betrayal.  She'd treated Shelly like a sister, and knowing she'd gotten the man she'd loved slaughtered had nearly undone her, both emotionally and physically.  Still, Sam needed to know the whole story.

“Toward the end, Shelly started getting a bit paranoid.  Nothing you could put your finger on and say—oh, she's using, or even that she'd turned dirty.  But apparently she was still smart enough to know that Webster would betray her in the end, and she socked away dates and times and shipping routes, even evidence of murders.  The heroin might have eaten away at her morals and ethics, but she was still a cop and knew how to collect evidence.  Except it also made her crazy enough not to stash everything in one single place.  Finding it's been freakin' impossible.”  

“How much has been located?”  Sam's voice was barely above a whisper, but it lashed at her psyche all the same.  

“Zach's got people searching for the rest of the evidence, but what we've gathered so far isn't enough to ensure a conviction.  I've got a sinking feeling in my gut it will never be enough.  As long as Webster's still walking around breathing, and John's dead and buried, I haven't gotten him justice.”

Carpenter's body was still taut as a bowstring.  She could practically see the tension keeping his spine stiff, no matter how hard he tried to hide his unease.  She'd broken his trust, if she'd ever really had it.  Wasn't that a hell of a thought?  She desperately wanted him to believe in her, because she'd trust him with her life.  In fact, just telling him the bare bones of her undercover case was enough to get him and his team yanked off the streets until Webster was finally apprehended.  The CIA wasn't altogether happy with Carpenter and his security team digging this deep into one of their cases.  And the CIA considered Richard Webster's apprehension and conviction high priority.  

Except, Samuel had gotten closer to finding the evil bastard than she'd come in ages, and she wasn't about to let him yank her off the case.  Not that he could.  She didn't work for him.  Truth be told, though she provided The Agency with information, she'd never given them the full story either.  Nobody, not even Zach, knew her intentions—and they wouldn't.  Not until every minute detail was in place.  

“I'm sorry your fiancé died, but one cop being killed in the line of duty isn't something The Agency would lose any sleep over.  What aren't you telling me?”  When she started to shake her head, he grasped her chin, stopping the motion.  “Don't lie to me.  There's more, or you wouldn't be here.  What's Mitchell's role in all this?  You had a reason for going to work for the man.”  

As much as she wanted to lean into his touch, rub her cheek against his hand like a kitten craving affection, she pulled back, putting more space between them, and watched his hand fall to his side.  

How had this happened?  She'd never compromised an op by getting involved with somebody she worked with.  Oh, wait, I'm not working with him.  He's the means to an end.  If he hadn't stuck his nose into my business, I'd still have ended up in New Orleans, because that road led to Webster.  

But she'd never have met the fascinating Samuel Carpenter along the way, which would have been a shame.  

“Zach got intel Lawrence Mitchell's import export business might be importing a few less-than-legal items.  We knew Richard Webster had dealings with Mitchell years ago, when his company was still small potatoes.  I was sent in to nose around, see if there was any recent connection between them.”  

“And did you find a connection?”  

“Not until Lawrence slipped up and had me send the wire transfer.”  She ran a hand across her bangs, brushing them out of her eyes.  “Up until then, he handled all their interactions personally.  I'm guessing his fascination with Beverlee distracted him and he got careless.”  

He stood and paced a few steps away, keeping his back to her.  Pretty brave, considering he now knew she was CIA.  With her training, she could take him out in seconds.  Noting his posture and the barely concealed muscles beneath his shirt, she rethought that.  Maybe not.   He was probably adept at taking care of himself.

“How deep is Mitchell into Webster's pocket?”  

“My guess?  Very.  When I started working with him, he was up to his eyeballs in debt from gambling losses.  Far enough under, he was in danger of losing the company.”  

“Things turned around pretty quick, right?  An overseas contract, flooding his import division flush with cash.”  It wasn't really a question so she didn't answer.  He was right, within three months of her starting as Mitchell's executive assistant, their financial woes seemed to magically disappear and the company was operating in the black.  

“Let me guess, either computers or some type of electronics.  Chinese?”  He walked over to lean against the stonework surrounding the fireplace, and her gaze followed him, taking in the mulish set of his jaw, and the complete lack of emotion in his eyes.  

“Computer tablets manufactured and shipped from China.  Imported for distribution through one of our biggest national market sources.  Very lucrative.”

He laughed and it held an ugly, bitter ring.  “I seriously doubt those shipping crates were filled with a bunch of cheap computer parts or tablets.  I'd hypothesize they likely contained weapons.  Some might have contained illegal drugs, but weapons make more sense.  Higher profit margins and the packing crates are less likely to be searched by customs.  Plus, less chance of alerting the drug-sniffing dogs.”  

She nodded.  “That makes sense.”  Wrapping her arms around her middle, she leaned forward on the edge of the sofa.  “I can't stop thinking about what Webster said, about leaving something for me in Dallas.  What did he mean?”  

An odd expression raced across his face before he straightened and yanked his phone from his pocket.  After a few quick keystrokes, he held it to his ear.  “Yeah, it's me.  I need you to check on something.  Head over to Andrea Kirkland's apartment.  See if there's been any kind of disturbance.  Be careful, it may be a trap.  Call me back when you're done.”  

She eyed her phone, all the way across the room, still sitting on the gleaming granite countertop where they'd left it after listening to Webster's taunts.  

“I should probably call Lawrence, see if anything's happened at the office.”  At his nod, she sped across the space, and dialed her boss.  The phone rang and rang.  Nobody picked up on the other end.  She drew in a shuddering breath and tried his private cellphone number.  

No answer.  

Her eyes met Carpenter's and she shook her head.  “Let me try Tami, have her check his office.  After the break-in on Friday…”

She dialed her friend's number and calmly asked if she'd check her office and call her right back.   Time seemed to freeze, every motion, every second, like moving through cold molasses.  It reminded her of wading through mud, struggling to lift your foot for the next step.  

After what seemed like an eternity, though she knew it couldn't have been more than a couple of minutes, her phone rang.  She hit the speaker, not wanting Carpenter to think she was hiding anything.

“Everything's fine with your office.  Mr. Mitchell isn't in his office either.  Everything looks perfectly normal.  Wanna tell me what this is all about?  What the hell is going on, Andrea?”  Tami's tone held a mixture of curiosity and worry.  

“There's no problem, Tami.  I talked to Mr. Mitchell earlier, and now when I need to reach him, I can't find him.  You know how he is.”

Tami chuckled.  “He's probably off snogging Beverlee and his phone is in his pants, which he's not wearing.”

Andrea chuckled, though to her ears is sounded forced.  “You're probably right.  I'll keep trying.  Let me know if you hear from him.  Thanks, Tami.”  

“No problem, girlfriend.  I was really surprised when you weren't at your desk this morning.  Anything I should know about?”  

“I'm…out of town for a few days.  Nothing earth shattering, just some personal business that cropped up.  I'll be back before you know it.”  She glanced over at Carpenter, saw his abrupt nod.  

“Great.  I want to try out that new place when you get back.  You know, the one that's a female version of Hooter's?  You up for oogling some half-naked men?”  

Warmth suffused her cheeks at her friend's suggestion.  Carpenter chuckled and the sound came from right beside her.  When did he get so close?  I didn't even see him move.

“Oh, you've got a man there with you?  You've been holding out on me.  Is he hot?”  

Carpenter quirked his brow, watching her closely.  “Tami, you have no idea.  If you're lucky, I'll send you a picture.”  She laughed when her friend squealed.  “If you hear from Mr. Mitchell before I get hold of him, have him call me.  Thanks.”  

She hung up but before she could say another word, Carpenter's phone rang.  With an abruptness that bordered on rude, he spun away and answered in a monosyllabic grunt.

“Go.”  

Her eyes never strayed from him while she pondered the fact he hadn't bothered to put his phone on speaker.  Apparently what's good for the goose didn't apply to this particular gander.  She rolled her eyes.  Men!  Trust her to pick another jackass.

Carpenter's conversation was brief, with mostly one word replies on his part, and she didn't have a clue what the person on the other end conveyed.  His body suddenly stiffened, and she went on high alert.  Something was up.

“Let me know what the Dallas PD finds out.  Yeah, I know.  No way in hell this played out the way they've reported.  Talk to Wilson at the medical examiner's office.  He owes me a favor.  We need the info ASAP.”

He hung up and even before he turned to face her, she knew it was bad.  Mentioning the medical examiner could only mean one thing—Lawrence was dead.  She felt a ball of lead in the pit of her stomach, because while the man had been a pervert and his hands were dirty, he didn’t deserve to die. 

“He's dead.”  The words were spoken without emotion.

Carpenter nodded.  “Dallas Police got an anonymous tip.  They found Mitchell's body inside your apartment.”  

She could tell he was holding back.  “Don't stop there.  I'm a big girl, I can handle it.  How'd he die?”  

“They found him in your bedroom.  Apparent suicide.”

She shook her head vehemently.  “No way.  Lawrence was a lot of things, but he was too selfish and immature to commit suicide.  He was murdered.”

“I agree.”  He walked over and grasped her hands in his, and she realized they trembled.  He rubbed them softly, offering a silent comfort which she desperately craved.  “They found a note at the scene.”  

She closed her eyes, picturing her bedroom.  The soft golden paint she'd spent hours searching for.  A pale gold and bronze bedspread offset by her whitewashed headboard.  The queen-sized bed had been an extravagant purchase, but she'd fallen in love with it, even though it took up way too much space in the small bedroom.  The tall highboy had the same whitewashed appearance.  She'd spent an entire weekend stripping the varnish and refinishing the piece to closely match the bed.  At the end of a crazy day, the soft colors soothed her mood, and it had become her own private retreat.  The bed held several oversized pillows where she'd curl up on many evenings with her books or her e-reader and lose herself in another world.

Now her home, her haven, had been besmirched by tragedy.  Violated by Webster's evil.  There wasn't a doubt in her mind, after her earlier call from Webster, he was behind Mitchell's death.  But there was more going on that met the eye.  Something Carpenter wasn't telling her.  She knew she'd have to pry deep to get him to spill the details.

“What did the note say?”  

“I don't know all the details yet, but—”  

She pulled her hands loose from his grasp and fisted them in his shirt.  “Don't lie to me.  A man is dead in my home.  In.  My.  Bedroom.  We both know Webster's behind this, especially after his taunting message.  Tell me everything, damn it.”

“Hell.  Sit down first.”  With his hand on the small of her back, he led her over to the sofa, and waited until she slowly eased down against the cushions.  He perched on the coffee table directly across from her, so close his knees brushed against hers.

“Sam, I'm not a delicate little flower or somebody you have to protect.  I'm a trained agent.  I've seen dead bodies before.  Don't sugar-coat it, just tell me what you know.”  

He sighed.  “It's not pretty.  The note stated he was in love with you.”

Her gasp echoed in the space.  “That's total bull.  Lawrence was too much of a player to love anybody.”

“We know that, but the police aren't privy to the same information we are.  The note said he couldn't live with the fact you'd turned him away one time too many, and he couldn't live without you.  According to my guys in Dallas, the handwriting appears to be a match to Mitchell's.  They're trying to get a copy to have it analyzed by an expert, but that'll take time—something we don't have a lot of right now.” 

“What else aren't you telling me?”  She knew deep in her gut there was more.  The intensity of his stare, the rigidity of his posture, bore the truth of that fact.

He took a deep breath.  “In the letter it stated he was going to kill you and then kill himself.  The police think he came to your apartment to perform a murder suicide.”

An icy chill ran down her spine.  No, it wasn't possible.  Lawrence might have skirted the edge of morality in his sexual proclivities and stuck his hand elbow deep into the corporate cookie jar, but to kill somebody else—or even himself—she didn't buy it.  Not for one second.  

No, this little scenario had Richard Webster written all over it.  She'd chased the man for so long, she knew how his mind worked, but she hadn't anticipated him going this far.

She must have spoken her thoughts aloud, because Carpenter answered.

“Trust me, sweetheart, he's more than capable of killing somebody.  The bastard is ruthless to those who stand in his way, and he has no problem using somebody else as his scapegoat.  It's a specialty of his.”

Andrea watched his face while he talked.  She'd always been adept at reading people, and instinctually knew Webster had pulled that kind of scenario on Sam.  She started to reach for his hand but caught herself.  No, even after the intimacies they'd shared over the last few days, she couldn't let him get beneath her skin.  Because she knew he'd do everything to stop her from meting out justice for her fallen fiancée—and that she couldn't allow.  

“He did that to you, didn't he?  Used you for a scapegoat?”  

A mask fell in place over his face, all emotions locked down tight.  No, he wouldn't be sharing with her any time soon.  He probably regretted sharing as much as he had already.  The man seated before her had been wounded by Richard Webster as much as she'd been, yet he kept it bottled up inside, where she knew it ate away at him like acid, a venomous drip, drip, drip from the serpent's tooth.  If he wasn't careful, the poison would sink in so deep he'd never survive.

It was too late for her.  Webster had already poisoned her to the point of no return.  She'd known when she undertook the task of tracking him down there was only one outcome, one final solution to bring about justice for John and all the other people that had fallen beneath Webster's boot.

She'd kill him and if she survived to tell the tale, she'd end up in a Supermax, away from the prying eyes of the press, to spend the remainder of her life secluded in solitary confinement.  Looking at Sam, she renewed her vow to obliterate Richard Webster from the face of the earth.  He'd hurt too many of the people she loved—

Wait!  I love Sam?

She pondered the last few days, moments she'd seen beneath the mask he showed the world, beneath the wealthy façade of rank and privilege, to the dedicated man bent on righting a wrong.  A man determined yet caring.  Even though he'd used her as a means to an end, she still understood his motivations and forgave him, because she knew she'd have done the exact same if the situation was reversed.  

He'd never be an easy man to love, but love him she did.  With all her heart.  The heart she'd thought dead and buried with her former fiancé.  The revelation shocked her, yet deep within a ribbon of hope began to unfurl from around the frozen recesses of her heart, and filled her with a gentle warmth.  

He stood and offered her a hand.  “I've got men checking with the medical examiner's office.  Initial police reports show a supposed self-inflicted gunshot wound.  They'll check with the M.E. but it will take a while.  Also waiting on the gunshot residue test, though I'm guessing it will show up positive.  Webster's pulled that before, and knows what he's doing.”

The bitterness in his words underscored Andrea's thoughts.  Oh, yeah, Webster had a lot to pay for.  

“Right.  So, let's sum things up in a nutshell.  Webster knew we were both here in New Orleans together.  He planted cameras throughout this building.  He watched us…last night.”  She couldn't help the slight break in her voice, remembering how she'd spent the previous night wrapped in Sam's arms, making love both on the rooftop and in his bed, yet today there was a gulf miles wide between them, because of that bastard Webster.  “We've got Lawrence Mitchell dead in my apartment in Dallas in an apparent botched murder suicide—though we both know there was never any murder intent, because Webster knew damned well I wouldn't be in my apartment.  He was definitely sending a message.  But is it for you or me—or both of us?”  

Carpenter scrubbed a hand through his hair, tousling the blond waves and she itched to run her fingers through it and muss it further.  With a resigned sigh, he spoke.  

“This seems more like a message for you.  Are you sure you don't have any information you haven't shared with me?”

“I know you don't believe me, but I honestly don't know anything else.  I've told you everything—wait, let's call Zach.  Maybe he'll have heard something about Lawrence or Webster.”  

“How could I forget about your stepbrother, who's also your CIA handler?”  Sarcasm laced each word, and she winced, feeling the direct hit.  Hey, she'd been honest with him.  A heck of a lot more honest than he'd been with her.  

“Go ahead and make the call.  I'll get us some coffee.”  

She appreciated the fact he'd given her a modicum of privacy to make the call.  Plus she really could use the caffeine.  It had been one hell of a day so far, and she needed all her wits about her.  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, trying to ease the tension coiled deep inside her.  

Zach answered on the first ring.  

“What the hell is going on?  Dallas PD is crawling all over your place.”  Typical Zach, no hello.  When business pressures mounted, his normal courteous and humorous demeanor gave way to professionalism to the point of abruptness.  Add in the cops, and he could get downright surly.  

“Lawrence Mitchell is dead, Zach.”

She heard his muttered curse over the phone.  “I know you're in New Orleans, so how'd you find out—never mind, Carpenter's probably on top of everything.  Tell me what you know.”

“There's not much yet.  Apparently Lawrence's body was found in my apartment—”

“What the hell was he doing in your apartment, Andi?”  

“I haven't got a clue.  I'm not there, remember?”  She squeezed the bridge of her nose, fighting back the beginnings of a headache.  With wary eyes, she watched Samuel set a coffee cup on the table in front of the sofa, and she mouthed thank you as she picked up the cup.  

“Right.  I'll get my guys on it, but any indication of cause of death?”  

“Police suspect a botched murder suicide plan.  Only I wasn't there for the murder part.  They suspect he killed himself, because he left a letter.”

“Suicide?  Lawrence Mitchell?  That vain little maggot wouldn't have the guts to off himself.  No, Webster did it or had it done.”

“I agree.  Sam's getting the handwriting analyzed, but you and I both know it'll be fake.”

She heard rustling papers, and could picture her stepbrother sitting behind his huge mahogany desk rifling through the stacks of papers.  His workspace to the untrained eye always appeared to be an organized chaos with three twenty-seven inch monitors across the gleaming wood top of the desk in a semicircle, and overflowing inboxes.  Yet she knew that was all for show.  He was meticulous in his organizational skills, almost to the point of obsessive compulsive, and to hear him rustling papers threw her off a bit.  What was he looking for?  

“Carpenter's guys are good.  See if they can shoot me a copy of the letter.  I can get one myself, but this way would be easier, since he's already on the job.”

“I'll ask him.”  

“Ask me what?”  Sam sat inches away, leaning back against the couch cushions, a mug of black coffee in his hands.  He appeared relaxed, though she could see the coiled intensity in the way he held his body, ready to pounce in an instant at the first sign of threat.  He wasn't fooling her, not one bit.  

“Zach wants to know if you can send him a copy of Lawrence's suicide note.”  

He nodded, pulled out his phone and began typing.  After a few keystrokes, he slid it back in his pocket.  “He'll have it as soon as we do.”

“You heard?”  She heard her stepbrother chuckle on the other end of the line.  

“Like I said before, sis, you're playing with the big boys now.”  

She huffed out a laugh.  “Yeah, I figured that out pretty quick, when they placed a tracker on me.”

Sam sat up abruptly at her words.  She gave him a saucy wink, smiling at the surprised look on his face.  

“You knew about the bug?”  

“I have to admit, Sam, it was very inventive, giving me a foot massage so you could slip it into the toe of my shoe.  But, I wasn't born yesterday, and I'm also a trained agent.  It was pretty slick though.”  

Her brother laughed.  “Foot massage?  I'll have to try that one myself.  Most people don't think to look in their shoes.”  

“Zach, we're getting off topic here.  Have you got anything new on Webster?  He said Lawrence's body was a message to me.”  

“Dammit, that's what I was afraid of.  We need to pull you out—”  

“Not going to happen.  This latest stunt of his only proves that he's afraid I'm onto something.  Have you found any more stuff Shelly hid?  There has to be something there to nail the son of a bitch.”  

Her brother sighed.  “We found another stash at her sister's house.  Shelly hid papers in her old high school yearbook in the attic.  More of the same.  Dates, routes.  There was one page, though, that didn't make sense.  It almost looked like it was written in code.”  

“Hang on a second, bro, Samuel needs to hear this.”  She tapped the button on her phone to put it on speaker, and Zach repeated what he'd just told her.  Samuel straightened beside her, intent on her brother's words.  

“Bennett, was the page in Shelly's handwriting or somebody else's?  Webster always writes things in code.  When we worked together at the DEA, all our mission-related briefs were coded in his own private code, nearly unbreakable.”  Carpenter scrubbed a hand along his jaw, listening intently for Bennett's answer.  

“Hang on, let me compare a couple of pages with the new one.”  There was a long period of silence and Andrea studied Sam, watching him from the side, trying to decipher what was going through his head.  He was an enigma, and at times like now, she didn't think she'd ever figure him out.  

“You're right, Carpenter, this writing isn't Shelly's.”

“Can you send me a copy?  I know how Webster's mind works.  I doubt it'll be the same code he used back then, but I'm probably your best shot at cracking it.  Plus I can have Carlisle start running his specialized program on it.”  The corner of his mouth kicked up after he finished talking, and Andrea felt hers curve up in response.  

“Gimme the number where you want it sent.  I'm trusting you with this, Carpenter.  Don't screw me over.  We share information fully from now on, got it?”  

“Sure, Bennett.”  Samuel picked up the coffee mug he'd set down earlier and took a sip, wincing at the taste.  Probably lukewarm at best now.  She doubted she'd want hers either.  

“Andi, give your phone to Carpenter for a second.”  Zach's tone brooked no refusal and she handed over her phone to Sam with an accompanying eye roll.  Zach was probably going into big brother mode, and didn't want to her to hear.  Like she hadn't heard it a thousand times before.  He'd been overprotective her entire life, and that hadn't changed, even when she'd moved away for college and been recruited by the CIA.  

Taking the phone off speaker, Samuel listened intently, replying with a series of monosyllabic grunts.  Gee, wasn't that helpful.  Standing, she grabbed her cup and his mug and carried them to the kitchen, dumping their lukewarm contents down the drain.  Looking out the window over the sink, it felt like the walls were pressing in, smothering her and she couldn't seem to catch her breath.  Drawing in a ragged one, she held it, felt the burning in her lungs, the rapid beating of her heart.  

With a measured, practiced slow exhale, she released the tension engulfing her.  Repeated the steps again until she felt almost normal.  She debated fixing them another cup, but decided against it.  There was a burning all-consuming need to get out of the penthouse.  As luxurious as it was, the walls were closing in and she needed to breathe fresh air.  

Sam walked up behind her, placing his hands on either side of her, grasping the edges of the apron-fronted stainless steel sink, effectively caging her within his arms.  He rested his chin on her shoulder, and leaned in close, his body pressed along her spine.  He wasn't hurting or intimidating her, but still her heartbeat raced, and she swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat.

“This day has definitely gone to hell fast, hasn't it?”  His warm breath tickled along the fine hairs beside her ear.  It took every ounce of strength she possessed not to lean back against him or turn in his arms and rest her head against his shoulder.  No, the events of the morning had changed everything.

“Where do we go from here, Sam?”  She wasn't sure if she was more concerned about the case or about the two of them and where they stood.  Over the last couple of days they'd started building something.  Something more than the pursuit of Richard Webster.  Realizing she loved Sam had opened her eyes, and made her look at the entire situation differently.  More objectively.  

“Hell if I know.  Your brother's sending a copy of the coded page.  I'll take a look, but I'll probably hand it over to Carlisle.  The cameras have been taken care of.  I'm waiting to hear back from a couple of local contacts.”  His hands moved off the sink edge, and his arms curved to wrap around her waist, pulled her back against him.  Leaning against him was as normal as breathing, and the warmth pouring off him surrounded her, easing the chill that seemed to encase her, both physically and emotionally.  

“Why don't we take a walk?  Maybe head down to Café du Monde and grab some more coffee and a couple beignets?”  His raspy voice whispered in her ear, and he nuzzled against her neck, inhaling deeply.  A shiver ran down her spine at that brief intimate touch.  After all the harsh words earlier and the mistrust, this sudden reversal puzzled her.

“Why aren't you still angry?”  She turned in his arms, needing to see his face.  

He met her gaze, no evasion.  “The last few hours have changed a lot of things, but from now on I want honesty between us, no more evasion or hiding.  We started something real last night, and I'll be damned if I'll let Webster taint it or twist it into something ugly.”  

The tight band around her heart eased.  Maybe they'd be able to salvage at least a tiny part of what they'd gained over the last few days, but it would take baby steps to keep it moving forward.  Going too fast might feel delicious but there was a huge possibility that they'd crash and burn.  If they had any chance of creating something beyond a mutual hatred of Richard Webster, they'd have to move slowly.  More tortoise and less hare in their race, at least emotionally.  

It would be hard though, stepping back from last night.  He'd made her feel things she'd never felt before—even with John.  She knew she loved Sam.  Admitted it to herself, but that didn't mean they had any kind of future together.  She'd have to play a wait-and-see game and find out what his true feelings were before she'd risk exposing her heart, only to have it crushed.

“I'd like that.  Definitely could use the fresh air.”  

“Great.  Let's fill in the guys on our way out.”


 


Chapter Twenty-Four

Playing with Sammy proved too easy.  He'd thought the boy would have learned better than to leave anything to chance.  Yet it had been a cakewalk to lure Mitchell to Andrea Kirkland's apartment.  The fool believed he was irresistible, and when he'd gotten a text message from Andrea that she wanted to see him, to talk about beginning a relationship that went farther than business, he'd followed along blindly like a sheep to slaughter.

Webster chuckled at his own cleverness.  Mitchell had definitely been slaughtered.  There wasn't any doubt the police would determine he hadn't committed suicide.  His highly skilled and definitely pricey associate made sure of that.  Leaving the murder suicide note had been a stroke of genius.  A taunt meant for pretty little Andrea.  

Executing the murder in her bedroom, that had been his idea.  Another red herring for the inept Dallas police.  Maybe if he left enough bread crumbs, they'd actually get their heads out of their asses and follow the trail straight to Ms. Kirkland.  Or Ms. Angela Wakefield, which was her real name.  

It had taken him a while to connect the dots.  She was good, he'd give her that.  He liked to give credit where credit was due, and she'd fooled him.  After her fiancé's funeral, he'd made it a point to express his condolences in person.  He'd been instantly riveted by her innate beauty and dignity.  Fascinated, he'd watched her every move until she'd retired to grieve in private after the funeral service.  

He'd silently watched her, his curiosity piqued.  Several weeks later, Angela Wakefield disappeared off the face of the earth.  And he'd looked.  Word spread around the Oklahoma City community through the police grapevine that she'd decided to travel, get away from the memory of her loss.  

Webster hadn't bought that ruse for a second.  Something in her eyes fascinated him when he'd met her tear-filled gaze.  He'd held her soft hand in his, expressed the usual platitudes one does at funerals.  Yet there'd been an intelligence, a veiled wariness, that shone through the grief and despair.  It was that intelligence which captivated him, and drew him to her.  

Close observation during the services revealed she'd watched the room like a true professional.  Like a kindred spirit, she'd assessed each person as they passed, taking note of those who didn't approach the casket or the mourners.  

Then as quickly as Angela Wakefield vanished, Andrea Kirkland had appeared as an executive assistant for Lawrence Mitchell.  He spotted her on the hidden cameras he'd secretly installed in the idiot's inner offices.  Money had its privileges and being the paranoid bastard he was, he didn't trust anybody, especially sycophants like Lawrence Mitchell.

Andrea definitely caught his interest her very first day.  He'd watched Mitchell fawning over her, practically drooling on her cleavage.  Yet something about Andrea intrigued him.  It was the eyes that gave her away.  Oh, the hair was different.  Her eyes were even a different color, and she'd dropped several pounds, but he didn't have a single doubt.  That same intelligence shone through what had to be contact lenses, and Webster was convinced—Andrea Kirkland and Angela Wakefield were one and the same.  

Of course, Mitchell did whatever he was told to do, and Webster'd known right away hiring Andrea was a good idea.  While working with Mitchell, he'd be able to keep closer tabs on her.  Plus, he had the added benefit of knowing that when things drew closer to their inevitable conclusion, if he played his cards right, he'd take sweet, lush Andrea with him in his self-imposed exile to an island paradise where he'd rule with more money and power than he'd ever imagined.    

Call it an added bonus.

But she'd proven more ingenious than he'd anticipated, and Mitchell had gotten careless.  The fool let her get her hands on one of the wire transfers.  The ones nobody was privy to except Mitchell himself.  

One stupid mistake and Sammy had connected the dots faster than a master safecracker.  Though he suspected Stefan Carlisle was the actual person responsible for uncovering that single breech.  Too bad he hadn't been able to lure the hacker away from Sammy.  That would have been a nice coupe de gras.  

Flipping up the lid on his laptop, he clicked on a key and a video began playing.  On the screen, he watched Sammy making love to the woman Webster considered his.  Every movement, every detail was examined in minute detail.  Lust curled through him as he stared at the plush handfuls of Andrea's breasts.  The lushness of her hips below the inward curve at her waist.  

Most people would have proclaimed her overweight, but to Webster, he'd delighted in her curviness, considered it an added bonus.  Or it had been until Sammy ruined everything by seducing her into his bed.    

“Damn him.  He's ruined everything.”  

The darkened sky behind the couple cast shadows across their skin as they writhed in each other's arms.  He adjusted the focus, zeroing in on Andrea's face.  The expression was one he'd never witnessed crossing her countenance before, and he'd been watching her forever it seemed.  A look of pure ecstasy shone as though illuminating her from within, and he slammed the lid closed, blocking her from his sight. 

It really was too bad.  He'd planned to set her up for Mitchell's murder, and then swoop in like an avenging angel and whisk her out of the country, to be her savior from a prison cell.  Now?  Well, plans changed when circumstances demanded it.  Maybe he'd let the Dallas Police Department find a bit more evidence against the lovely Ms. Kirkland.  

He smiled as he reached into his desk drawer and pulled out a plastic bag and stared at its contents.  Yes, that might work and it would kill two birds with one stone.   Once she was in police custody, he'd arrange an unfortunate accident to befall Mr. Mitchell's alleged murderer.  

It would remove Andrea Kirkland from the picture permanently, and cause Sammy to lose focus, and keep him two steps behind.  

Yes.  As much as he'd regret not having Angela Wakefield, A.K.A. Andrea Kirkland in his bed or kneeling at his feet where she belonged, there was only one solution.

She had to die.


 


Chapter Twenty-Five

The distinctive green and white striped awning of Café de Monde provided excellent shade from the mid-afternoon sunshine as they sipped fine café au lait and shared a plate of beignets.  A quick walk from his newly renovated building, they'd strolled past The Brewery and headed down Decatur Street.  Samuel checked the crowd, constantly on alert because the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention.  

Webster was close.  He could feel it, knew it deep in his bones.  His gut instinct roared, shouting that they were being watched.  Stalked like a lion sighting his prey.  He didn't like being the hunted.  No, he'd much prefer the roles were reversed, especially since he'd hunted Webster for far too long.  

“I love this place.”  Andrea smiled and sipped her coffee.  Her gaze met his across the small bistro-style table.  “So, how long are we planning to sit out here?  I know you're expecting Webster to make a move, or you wouldn't make yourself an open target like this.”  

Damn, she was smart.  After finding the cameras all over his building, and their confrontation earlier, he'd wanted to taunt Webster.  Rub his nose in the fact they'd discovered all his hidden hardware.  The sense of being violated lingered, leaving him feeling dirty.  One more strike against the bastard.  

“You're smart.  I know you've kept your eyes open.  What do you feel?”  

She smiled.  “Somebody's had eyes on us since we left your place.  Two people, both males, mid to late thirties I'd guess.  First one has dirty blond hair, about five foot eight, two hundred to two ten.  Dark blue shirt and black slacks.  I first spotted him when we walked past Crescent City Brewery.  He followed a few blocks then headed into an alley.”  

He nodded, impressed with her keen observation.  He'd spotted the same guy, which was when he'd grabbed her hand, and guided her through the afternoon crowd.  Their tail had matched them pretty much step for step until he knew he'd been made.  Though he'd been subtle, Carpenter had spotted the guy sending a text message and then turning off down the alley.  In less than a minute, they had a new tail.

“Like I said, you're smart.  What else did you see?”  

“Second guy, taller, maybe five eleven.  Brown and brown.  Green camo jacket and jeans.  He's across the street, leaning against the fence.  Been there since we sat down, pretending to be on his phone, though I think he's snapped a couple of pics of us since he's been there.”  

He resisted the urge to swivel in his chair and find the guy, though he'd noted him earlier, too.  Instead, he looked down at his phone sitting on the table, read the message from Nathan that he had the guy in his sights and would tail him.  While he'd love to pull him in and question him, stalking the stalker might get them a better lead on Webster, so he backed off, though it galled him.  

“I also spotted Nate about ten feet from Mr. Camo.  You gonna have him followed?”

Carpenter's lips quirked up in a grin.  “That's the plan.”  

She leaned back against the faded vinyl chairback and ran her hands across her jeans-clad thighs.  “I hate this cat-and-mouse crap.  Truthfully, this was the part of the game I hated.  Sitting and waiting for your opponent to make the next move.  Probably why I'm a lousy chess player.”  She blew out a breath and it ruffled her bangs.  “What's our next move?”  

He stood and lifted his phone, tucking it into his pocket and held out his hand.  “Now we head back to the loft and see if Carlisle or Jean-Luc have anything to report.  I want to get Webster as badly as you, but right now it's more important to find out what he's planning.  Something in my gut is screaming that whatever it is, it's big.  Probably the biggest score he's ever made.”  

She placed her hand in his and he inwardly heaved a sigh of relieve.  He was afraid after their morning skirmish she'd never trust him again.  They’d barely stepped out onto the street when a burning pain seared his left arm.  Working on instinct alone, he pulled Andrea into his arms, forcing her back against the wall.  At her gasp, he followed her wide-eyed gaze and saw the trickle of red seeping through the jagged gap in his sleeve.  

The intense burn wasn’t a new feeling.  He’d been shot before, and recognized the pain spreading through his arm and up his shoulder.  Teeth gritted, his first instinct roared to get Andrea to safety.  Screams echoed around them, and he knew Nate would be on the shooter.  He was a damned fine agent, and he wouldn’t let him get away.

“Are you okay?”  

“What are you talking about?  I should be asking you that question.  You’ve been shot!”  Her hand reached up and yanked at the tear in his shirt, making the hole bigger.

“I know.  It’s probably just a through-and-through.  Were you hit?”  He immediately scanned her body, looking for evidence of blood.  There wasn’t a pained expression on her face, so he was fairly certain he’d been the only one hit.  Damn it, he hadn’t heard the gunshot, which meant he’d either been so focused on Andrea he missed it, or the shooter had been using a silencer.

“That was stupid.  Webster’s getting careless, to make a move out in public like that.”  

“Actually, it’s pretty clever.  The shooter gets away, and the police will chalk it up to either random violence or a mugging gone bad.”  She looked around and accepted a handful of napkins from a woman who’d come out of the café.  

“Cops are on the way.”  Somebody from the crowd announced, holding up his phone.  “Nine one one said for everybody to stay put, so they can answer questions when the police get here.”  

“But we didn’t see anything.”  Another voice yelled out.  “I’ve got things to do.”  

“Shut up, bozo.  You’ll wait for the cops like everybody else.”  The angry caller yelled back, and Carpenter bit back a grin.  Damn, he liked a take charge guy.   

Carpenter glanced around, noted Nate standing toward the back of the crowd—alone.  He shook his head, one quick negative jerk, and Carpenter squeezed his eyes shut.  Damn it, the shooter had given him the slip.  

“Go.”  He mouthed the word, saw Nate’s eyes widen before he turned and headed away, disappearing into the lingering crowd like a puff of smoke.  Within minutes, the rest of the team would be informed about what happened.  Nate would have Carlisle digging into the CCTV cameras around the area, and they’d have a picture of the shooter before he and Andrea made it back to the office.  With the efficiency the guy had shown, he was definitely a professional.  Figured.  Webster only hired the best.  

He wished he'd brought along a jacket, to cover the blood stain on his sleeve, because he didn't have time to deal with being seen by the paramedics, which the cops would insist on.  Right now, his number one priority was getting Andrea to safety.  Glancing toward her, she remained calm, pressing the paper napkins against his wound, and watching the people milling around like a true professional.  

“I saw Nate.”  Her voice was barely above a whisper.  “He didn't catch the shooter?”  

He winced when she applied more pressure.  Damn, that hurt.  “No, the bastard got away.  He's heading back to the office to bring the others up to speed.”  

She nodded.  “Good.”  Her eyes darted to the right and her shoulders slumped as her body relaxed, and she sighed out a long breath.  “The cops are here.”  

He turned and bit back a chuckle.  Remy Lamoreaux stood three feet away, his hands on his hips.  His badge was clearly visible, clipped to his belt, and a scowl across his stern countenance.  

“Why am I not surprised when I hear there's been a shooting at Café du Monde to find you here, Carpenter?”  He gave Andrea a lingering perusal and Carpenter fought the urge to black his eye.  If it was swollen shut, maybe he'd learn to stop staring at his woman.

Whoa.  My woman?  When did I start thinking about Andrea in a possessive way?  

With an effort, he battled back the green-eyed monster threatening to overwhelm him like the Hulk on a rampage.  Remy was a friend.  Besides, the feisty Cajun cop had his own fiancée and wasn't interested in Andrea.  And could he really blame the guy for looking?  She was damned gorgeous.  

“Not my fault.  We'd just finished our coffee and were leaving.  Didn't see anything, just felt a sharp burning in my arm.”  He pointed to his blood-stained sleeve.  While he knew Remy would read between the lines and know Webster was responsible, they had to play it like it was a random, unconnected occurrence.  

“What are you doing here, anyway?  You're working vice now, right?”  

Remy quirked a brow, the tiniest smirk crossing his lips.  “Call it a gut instinct.  I was talking with Perkins,” he jerked his thumb toward the tall African-American officer behind him, “when the nine one one came through dispatch.  Decided to tag along since I was headed this way anyway.”  

Leaning closer, he whispered low enough nobody else could hear, “I was on my way to your place.  We need to talk.”  

Carpenter exhaled a long slow breath and bit back a curse before nodding.  Remy was a damned good cop, and had more contacts on the streets of the Big Easy than most seasoned professionals.  People trusted him to keep his word.   

He ignored Remy, turned toward Officer Perkins and answered all his questions, giving vague, nondescript answers, because what was he going to say?  That he knew who was responsible for the shooting?  He didn't have a shred of evidence, Nate had lost the guy in the crowd, and so far hadn't been able to locate the S.O.B.  

Finally, after a quick exam by the paramedics, and a bandage slapped on, the crowd dispersed and they headed back toward Canal Street.  Remy walked with them, though they didn't talk until they were inside his building, where he knew the conversation would be secure.  After their search for hidden bugs earlier, he felt at least a modicum of privacy.  They'd destroyed all of Webster's hidden devices.

Nate and Carlisle sat around the enormous table in the conference room, working at laptops.  Carlisle gave a grunt to acknowledge them when they walked in, his eyes never leaving the screen, his hands flying across the keyboard in a blur.  Nate was studying screen shots from CCTV cameras, looking for the guy who'd taken a shot at them.

Carpenter thought about the scene, replayed it in his head over and over and only came up with one conclusion.  The shooter hadn't been aiming for him.  The lone bullet that grazed his arm hadn't been meant to take him out, or he'd be lying in the street with his brains splattered against the walls.  No, there wasn't a doubt in his mind—the shooter had been aiming for Andrea.  

“Got him!”  Nate's shout brought him back to the present, and he leaned forward as Nate spun the laptop around, showing a freeze frame picture of a Caucasian male who looked to be in his early to mid-thirties.  Dressed pretty much like every other tourist strolling through Jackson Square, he didn't stand out in the crowd.  He was nondescript, with brown hair and brown eyes—that much Carpenter remembered from the quick glance he'd gotten, because he couldn't tell that from the black-and-white shot he was staring at on the laptop's screen.

“You sure that's him?”  Remy's voice broke through the silence.  He leaned closer, studying the shot.  “Doesn't look familiar.  Can you print me a copy?  I'll see if I can find out anything.”  

Nate nodded and hit a few keys.  “I've also e-mailed it to your phone.”  

“The quality's not great.  Carlisle, think the facial recognition software could get anything with this grainy texture?”  He spun the laptop around, showing Carlisle the shot from the CCTV feed.  

The computer guru reached across and pulled the laptop closer, squinting at the photo.  “Lousy quality.  Let's see if we can get a hit anyway.”  Once again his fingers danced across the keys, activating the facial recognition software he'd developed and implemented specifically for Carpenter Security Specialists.  The FBI and the CIA were chomping at the bit to get hold of his software designs, but so far Carlisle refused to budge on sharing it with the feds.  Another reason why Carpenter liked the man so much; he didn't play well with authority figures.  He didn't give a damn that the government wanted his prototypes.  Nobody got access to his programs without his consent, and he was damned picky about who he shared with.

He turned to stare at Remy.  “You said we needed to talk.  What have you found out?”  Andrea stepped around him and pulled out a chair, and with a gentle pressure on his uninjured arm, urged him to sit.  Damn it, he didn't need to be coddled.  The bullet barely scratched him, but he settled his ass into the chair anyway.  It was worth it when he saw her smile.  

She pulled out a second chair and scooted it over to sit beside him, close enough he could smell the subtle fragrance of the shampoo she'd used earlier that morning.  The sweet scent of roses and a slight citrus undertone tickled his nose.  It reminded him of summers spent in his grandmother's garden, watching her dig her fingers into the soil.  

Remy leaned against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest.  The look in his brown eyes wasn't that of a happy camper.  Whatever he knew, the news wasn't good. 

“I talked to a couple of guys I know.  Ex-military down on their luck men who panhandle down by the river.  They hang together and heard the same intel firsthand from a guy unloading shipments on the docks.  Said there'd been a lot of, and I quote, suspicious shipments coming in farther upriver.  Outside the parish limits.  You know damned well the battle the Coast Guard faces on shutting down the portable docks that seem to spring up daily.  Smugglers bring stuff in by the ton and only a fraction gets caught.”

Carpenter's spine tightened at Remy's words.  Yeah, he was more than cognizant of the drug smuggling taking place along the Mississippi River.  With its twists and turns and the strong currents, it was ideal for hiding things from the authorities.  He'd busted enough scumbags during his time with the DEA, and he'd never forgotten some of the atrocities they found once those seized boats were unloaded.  

“Anyway, these two vets mentioned a dock supervisor was looking for a couple of additional hands for a big shipment coming in two days from now.”  

He felt rather than saw Andrea stiffen in the chair beside his and reached over to squeeze her hand.  Her fingers trembled, and she wrapped them tightly around his hand, not letting go.  Did it make him a jackass that he liked her leaning on him for a little extra strength?  Tough, because he did like it—a lot.  

“I'm guessing this guy didn't say what they'd be unloading?”  Carpenter already knew the answer.  

Remy grinned.  “Nah, that'd be too easy.  But whatever's being brought in, they're keeping it under wraps.  These guys took the job because the money's too good to pass up.  Told 'em to come back tomorrow and get final instructions on where they'd be picked up and dropped off.  Apparently, they'll be taken to an undisclosed location where they'll be unloading the boats.  Somebody's being extremely careful about whatever's being brought downriver.”  

Carpenter caught one word that piqued his curiosity at Remy's statement.  “Downriver?  Doesn't that seem odd?  Most of the stuff comes up from points further south.  At least that's how it was when I worked with the DEA.”  

“I thought that was strange too.  Asked the guys and they were positive the man hiring them said stuff was coming downriver.  He might have misspoken or maybe gave them misinformation, in case things don't pan out with these two vets.”  

Remy ran his hand through his hair, before meeting Carpenter's eyes.  “I gotta tell you, Sammy, my spidey senses are going off like a Geiger counter.  Whatever they're bringing in is big enough to scare the crap outta me.  My gut is screaming Webster's behind this.  But I don't think its drugs.  It would make more sense to move those further upriver and away from New Orleans.  This is…bigger.”

Carpenter opened his mouth but before he could utter a word, Jean-Luc shoved through the doorway, the look on his face causing Carpenter to rise from his chair.  Jean-Luc was panting, chest heaving as he gulped in air.  Whatever it was, he'd been racing to get back and spread the word.

“What's wrong?”

Jean-Luc sucked in another lungful of air, and held out his hand, palm out.  “Things are a hell of a lot worse than we thought, boss.”  He bent over at the waist, and rested his palms against his knees, head hung low.  “Gator got word from one of his buddies.  He's being paid a butt-load of money to haul a package on his boat.  Course he said yes.  Money's tight since the fishin's been off in the bayou.  Folks are taking any side jobs, legal or not, to put food on the table.”  

Jean-Luc straightened to his full height, shoulders back, and stared him straight in the eyes.  “Abe explained to my pa about this opportunity to make huge money for a single boat trip.  Gator made Abe take him to his fishing boat.  Boss, he swears when he got there, he almost had a stroke standing right there on Abe's boat.  Abe had boxes hidden in the front, under some tarps.”  Jean-Luc paused, his gaze taking in every person in the room.  “Gator opened one of them.”  

He shook his head before running a hand through his dark sweaty locks, pushing them off his forehead.  “Abe's carrying four three by three boxes packed to the rim with C4.  Damn fool was warned not to open the boxes.  Course Gator didn't give a rat's ass about what Abe'd been told, he couldn't resist opening one.  At first, he couldn't tell what it was, by the packaging, but he figured it out damned quick.”

“C4?”  Why would Webster need explosives?  And so much?  Carpenter hadn't heard of him ever being involved with that kind of firepower.  Guns, automatic weapons, sure, those were easy money and easy transport.  Nothing of this magnitude.  Better question, what was he planning to do with that quantity of destructive explosives?

“Abe's supposed to deliver the packages tonight.  He'll meet up with a second boat at designated coordinates, and make the exchange.  Those four boxes for ten grand cash.”

Nate whistled.  “Nice chunk of change.”

“Can you imagine how many fishermen and shrimpers would be willing to risk their boats traveling up the Mississippi, delivering unopened boxes for that kind of money?  Or better yet, how many have already done it and not been caught?”  Jean-Luc's question drew curses from the men around him.  

“What about detonators?”  Andrea voiced the question Carpenter had been thinking.  

Jean-Luc shook his head again.  “Gator didn't see any, but that's the easy part anyway.  Hell, any kid in junior high could build a detonator.  C4 is regulated, with the military guarding the major supplies.  This had to come from outside the U.S., which means we have no idea how stable this stuff is.”

Remy reached for his phone.  “I need to contact ATF, have it confiscated—”  

“Remy, wait.  Let's think about this.  If we believe Webster is behind this,” Carpenter paused until everyone in the room nodded their agreement, “then he's got a specific target in mind.  The bigger question is who is bankrolling an operation this size, because it damned well isn't Webster.”

He walked across and squeezed Jean-Luc's shoulder.  “Good job.  Now we need to figure out who the target is and how we stop this from happening.”  He held up his hand when Remy started to interrupt.  “If the feds confiscate the C4, they'll only have more shipped in.  Hell, he may already have enough stockpiled to blow up half of New Orleans.  What's his endgame?  What or who is the target?”

The room remained enveloped in silence.  He knew everybody was trying to figure out Webster's next move, and he hated to admit it but he didn't have a clue.  

“Remy, I haven't been back long enough.  Is there anything big happening in New Orleans in the new few days?  Something that might attract national or international attention?”  

Remy took a few steps, pacing by the wall.  He rubbed at the spot between his eyes, squeezing the bridge of his nose.  “Let me think.”  He started counting, ticking items off on his fingers.  “The usual local stuff.  Mayor making a speech.  Saints football, home game against Miami.”  He froze in place, eyes widening.

“Hell.  The presidential debates.  They moved the location two weeks ago to New Orleans because of some kind of scheduling conflict in South Florida.  The Republican Presidential debates are being held live here on Tuesday night.”  

“Why would Webster get involved with that?  He doesn't give a damn about politics—never has.”  Carpenter shot back.  

“Boss, there are lots of folks who aren't happy that McKinley is the frontrunner.”  Carlisle interjected, spinning around his laptop to display an article highlighting the national debate being held in downtown New Orleans.  “McKinley's ultraconservative platform has appealed to a lot of people, especially with ISIS threats escalating, and all the unrest in the Middle East.”

Carpenter tried to remember everything he knew about Edward McKinley.  A conservative republican, he'd served in the senate for the last two terms, spearheading financing for American troops and endearing himself to the moderates.  The democrats had tried and failed more than once to find any salacious scandal in his background, but the guy was squeaky clean.

“It's pretty much a given he'll be the republican candidate for the presidency.  He's riding an extremely high approval rating, with pledges to combat ISIS and to play hardball with any terroristic threats.  Taking him out would leave a pretty big vacuum this close to the elections.”  Nate's quiet voice echoed in the silence.  When Carpenter stared at him, he shrugged, a grin stealing across his lips.  

“What?  I read.  I like to think I'm an informed voter.”  

“I'm having trouble wrapping my head around Webster consorting with ISIS.  I mean, he's a mean son of a bitch, but this is low even for him.”  

Andrea touched his hand, just a brush of her fingers against his, and he drew in a ragged breath.  

“It might not be ISIS, at least not directly.  We have enough homegrown terrorist groups that would jump at the chance of making a statement.  And blowing up the building housing a national presidential debate would certainly qualify as making a major statement.”  

“She's right.”  Remy gave a nod toward Andrea.  “Would Webster have the clout or those kinds of contacts in the Middle East, especially Syria?”

“Hell, I don't know.  When we worked together, I'd have said no.  Now?  Anything's possible.  Local terrorists here in the U.S.?  I bet he'd love that.  He'd feel superior to what he'd call their redneck mentality.  He'd get a kick out of pulling their strings and manipulating them into doing whatever he wants.”  

“Getting back to the C4, we can't let it be delivered.  You know that, Sam.  I'm going to have to report this to the ATF.”  Remy leaned forward, resting his palms against the conference table.  “There's no way we can leave pounds of that stuff laying around, even without the blasting caps to power it.  It's too dangerous.”  

“If we take it from Abe's ship, Webster'll hear about it immediately and know we're onto him.  Dammit, we aren't even sure they're going to use it to disrupt the debates, though it makes the most sense.  Can we come up with an alternative—a way to get the C4 off Abe's boat without alerting the feds or having Webster snooping around?”  

Remy shrugged and flopped down onto one of the chairs.  “I'm open to suggestions, though as a cop I'm going to get in a hell of a lot of trouble for not doing my job.”  He grinned before adding, “Won't be the first time.  If I lose my job, big brother can always hire me.”  

After brainstorming for a few minutes, each person in the room throwing out ideas, they came up with a plan and Remy headed back to the station, ready to play his part.  

Now, Carpenter had to convince Max to play along.


 


Chapter Twenty-Six

Andrea left the men in their war room, strategizing about the best way to confirm Webster's target.  She'd whispered in Samuel's ear about heading back upstairs, and he'd nodded, his focus off her, at least for the moment.  All hell was about to break loose—she could feel it and she didn't want to be a distraction.  Instead, she had her own plans to make.

This could well be her final chance to bring down Richard Webster.  Revenge had driven her every move for years, so long she wasn't sure what direction she'd turn once he was out of the picture.  He was almost within her crosshairs, yet her focus was split.  That had never happened before.   She was a professional who did her job and moved on.  

When had this turned into more than a case?  Samuel Carpenter had tossed the proverbial monkey wrench into her carefully made plans.  From the second her eyes met his, she'd known he'd be trouble with a capital T, and damned if she hadn't been right.  

 A soft knock sounded, and she automatically reached for her piece before remembering she didn't have one.  Hadn't carried one since meeting Carpenter.  Another thing she'd have to talk to Samuel about.  With Webster this close, and after his earlier call, she felt naked without her Glock.  

Ms. Willie stuck her head around the door and wiggled her fingers in a wave.  “There you are, dear.”

“Hey, Ms. Willie.  Samuel's downstairs with the rest of the guys.”  

The door opened further and Ms. Willie walked into the penthouse.  “I know.  I wondered if we might talk.”  She looked around the space.  “Mr. Samuel did a wonderful job on this place.”  She chuckled.  “You should have seen it before the renovations.  Nobody with half a brain would have lived in this place.  The upstairs hadn't been touched since the nineteen forties, and it showed.  Movies and television may romanticize World War II era chic, but give me my creature comforts.”  

Andrea lowered herself onto the couch, and motioned Ms. Willie to join her.  The woman looked like she had something to get off her chest, and Andrea was her intended target.  Her brow furrowed and she opened her mouth to ask, then closed it.  Diplomacy was a better strategy when dealing with the sweet older woman.  

“There's obviously something on your mind, Ms. Willie.  Spill.”  

“Do you care about my boy?”  

Andrea shouldn't have been surprised at her question.   Part of her appreciated the woman's blunt approach.  A blind person could see how much Ms. Willie cared for Carpenter.  From talking with him, she knew that Ms. Willie was more than just his housekeeper.  She was a part of his family, a surrogate mother who'd been part of his life from the time he was a small boy.  

“Yes, I care about Sam.”  She huffed out a sigh.  “Probably more than I should.”  

Ms. Willie folded her arms across her ample bosom.  “I won't let you hurt him.  If you're only using him to get to Richard Webster, it ends here and now.”  

Andrea blinked in surprise.  “What do you know about Richard Webster?”  

The other woman waved a hand at her question.  “My boy isn't the only one with connections, dear.  I also know there's a whole lot more to you than meets the eye, Ms. Kirkland.  Or is it Wakefield?”  

Andrea's eyes widened for a brief second at the mention of both names.  She smirked and leaned back against the cushions, drew her leg up onto the cushion and curved around to face Ms. Willie directly.  “You're good, I'll give you that.  Legally, I'm Andrea Kirkland.  As far as the rest of the world is concerned, Angela Wakefield no longer exists.”

“You can never erase all the cyber footprints of an identity.  Whoever did yours is good, but…”  

“I'll make sure and tell Zach you're impressed.”

A twinkle lit Ms. Willie's eyes.  “That would be Zachary Bennett?”  

“My brother.”

“Hmm.  How did I miss that connection?”  She frowned, all trace of humor gone.  “Does Mr. Samuel know who you really are?  Because either you tell him or I will.”  

Andrea laid her arm along the back of the couch, and drummed her fingers along the cushion.  “He knows everything about Angela Wakefield and my connection, though tenuous, to Richard Webster.  I have my own reasons for wanting to see Webster pay for his crimes that have nothing to do with Sam or his case.”  

The look of sympathy on Ms. Willie's face caused her spine to stiffen.  She didn't need or want the other woman's pity, and wouldn't be swayed by emotions.  Wouldn't allow herself to be steered away from her final goal of taking down the monster.  She'd help Sam and his team find Webster, but when all was said and done and the dust settled, she'd be the one to finish him—permanently.  

Ms. Willie's hand touched her knee lightly.  “I'm sorry for your loss.”   

“Thank you.”  Andrea cocked her head, carefully studying the woman seated across from her.  There was definitely more going on with Ms. Willie than she'd first suspected, and didn't she feel like a fool for not having Zach check her out?  This entire case from beginning to end had been a huge black mark when it came to the skills she'd learned at The Agency.  She'd let her heart lead instead of using her head.  

“Wanna tell me who you work for, Ms. Willie?  Because I'm pretty sure, housekeeping skills aside, your intelligence gathering is top notch.”  

The other woman grinned and that smile lit up her face, making her appear younger and more vibrant.  The twinkle in her eyes revealed the humor lying beneath the surface, as if she was enjoying their back-and-forth.  

“I work for the Carpenter family, dear.”

“And?”  

“And I'm retired MI-5.”  

Andrea rocked back against the cushion.  “MI-5.  As in British military intelligence?  

“Retired, dear.  I have been for a very long time, but I still have a few connections left. Old friends who do me favors every now and again.”  

Now that she knew, Andrea could hear the slightest accent beneath certain words.  It wasn't overt or blatantly obvious, but there—if you knew to listen for it.  

“Why would a British Intelligence operative work as a housekeeper?  I'm not trying to be rude.  I just want to understand going from something like MI-5 to glorified babysitting…”

Her words trailed off when Ms. Willie quirked her brow, and like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, the picture took shape in her mind.  

“Who hired you?”  

“See, I knew you were smart.”  Ms. Willie's hand patted Andrea's knee gently.  “Mr. Samuel's grandfather hired me when Mr. Samuel and Miss Lily were young.  The family's wealth and social standing made them easy targets, and he wanted somebody with specialized training, somebody who could be with the children basically twenty-four/seven.”  

“I can understand that, but why go to MI-5?  Professionally trained bodyguards aren't hard to find in the United States.”  

“Precisely why he decided to look abroad, dear.”  Ms. Willie stood and brushed down the front of her simple black dress.  She headed for the kitchen and pulled a teakettle from a lower cabinet, as if she knew precisely where it was, and filled it.  Reaching into a cupboard, she pulled out two mugs and set them atop the granite.  

“Are you still with MI-5?”  

“Oh, no, I'd left my position with them months before Josiah Carpenter contacted me.”  A wistful smile crossed her lips and she stared off into the distance.  “My situation was similar to yours.  My fiancé died in an automobile accident and I wasn't handling the grief very well.  The job suffered because my heart wasn't in it anymore.  I lacked focus, a purpose or reason to go on.  My former boss gave Josiah my name, and the rest is history.  I've been with the Carpenter family ever since.”  

Andrea watched Ms. Willie bustle around the kitchen.  The kettle whistled and she plunked teabags into each cup and poured the hot water, before glancing at Andrea, her eyes filled with a fierceness she'd never noticed in the older woman.  “I will do anything for this family.  They gave me a reason to go on living, and I would die for Mr. Samuel.  Never doubt that.”

“You kept your hand in the game, so you could protect him, didn't you?”  

Ms. Willie leaned against the countertop, her hands flat against the surface.  “Once you're in, you can never really get out.  You know that better than anybody.  After so many years with nothing untoward happening, I got careless.”  

“Lily?”  

Ms. Willie drew in a shuddering breath.  “I didn't see how much trouble she was in.  She hid her drug use from everyone, until it was too late.  Mr. Samuel—he was devastated.  He blamed himself.”

Andrea grimaced, feeling a stab of guilt.  “He still does.”

Ms. Willie handed her a mug before sitting down again.  “He's carried the weight of her loss around ever since her death.  Nothing is going to ease that burden, not until Webster is behind bars.  Mr. Samuel couldn't save her, so he focused on taking down the ones who supplied the drugs, searching for a way to stop the influx.”

Andrea took a sip of the hot tea.  There was something about a good cup of tea that soothed her and helped her relax.  “That's when he went to work for the DEA?”

Ms. Willie nodded.  “Foolish boy joined up without saying a word.  He started at the bottom, but moved up through the ranks like nobody I've ever seen.  Went in under an assumed name, because his granddaddy, Josiah, pulled a few strings, but he didn't get preferential treatment.  Quite the opposite.  They pushed him harder, because they expected him to fail and run home with his tail tucked between his legs.”    

Andrea took another sip of her tea.  With an audible sigh, she leaned back against the couch cushion.  She hadn't realized how stiff she'd been, the tension in her muscles easing as they talked.  Ms. Willie turned out to be a surprising fount of information—at least as much as she was willing to share.  

“Samuel told me a lot of this.  And about his sister.  I've told him about John, too.”  She watched Ms. Willie's eyes widen slightly, though she never gave any other outward indication of surprise.  

“Let's put our cards on the table, shall we?”  

Andrea placed her mug on the coffee table.  “That sounds like a good idea.  Samuel and I both have our own reasons for chasing Richard Webster.  He's a monster with no regard for anyone or anything except himself.  That's going to be his undoing.”  

“Did you know where he was?”  The blunt question took Andrea by surprise.  

“Other than the fact he was in New Orleans?”  She shook her head.  “I only figured that out a short time before Samuel hit me with his car.”  

“What?”  

“He didn’t tell you?  Apparently Stefan Carlisle found a wire transfer that I'd made for my boss that connected back to Simco, which led straight to Richard Webster.  Samuel needed a way to get close to Lawrence Mitchell, and that was through me.  So he arranged a little accident, and bumped me with his car when I was crossing the street.”  

Ms. Willie's eyes roved over her, a speculative gleam in them.  “I always said the boy was clever.”  

“Wait, I didn't tell you about the tracker he put on me the next night.”  She smiled when Ms. Willie chuckled.  “He's definitely smooth.  He's got the whole James Bond sophisticated air perfected.”  

“But you found the tracker apparently.”  

“Of course.  He's good, but I'm not exactly a slouch either.”  

“We're getting off track.  What are your plans once Webster is captured?”  Ms. Willie held up her hand when Andrea started to speak.  “I don't mean with him—his backside will rot in a Supermax penitentiary for the rest of his miserable life.  No, what are your intentions toward Mr. Samuel?”  

“My intentions?  Isn't this usually the conversation that takes place between the man and the woman's father?”  

Ms. Willie smiled though it didn't quite reach her eyes.  “I think we're both liberated women, so the roles have reversed.  Are you planning to stick around once the dust settles, or am I going to have to nurse my boy through a broken heart?”  

What could she say to that?  She didn't really know what Samuel felt for her, not really.  All she knew were the feelings she'd held deep inside, afraid to hope.  Afraid to dream.  She'd lain awake in his arms, while he'd slept beside her, and knew without any doubt she loved him.  Somehow, with all the craziness spinning around them, she'd fallen head over heels for him.  

“I love him.”  She spoke the words, feeling their rightness on her lips.  “I don't know how it happened, but I've never been more sure of anything in my life.  Whether he feels the same—”

A loud crash sounded as the door leading to the rooftop slammed open under the weight of a heavy boot.  Two huge men dressed in black stalked through, guns drawn.  It was obvious they hadn't entered the building through the front door, because they'd never had made it past the men downstairs.  Which only left the fire escape as their sole means of entry.  She'd have to talk to Samuel about that little lapse in security.  

The men's eyes scanned the room, landing on Andrea and Ms. Willie.  Striding forward, they ignored the older woman, one of the men latching onto Andrea's arm.  

Without thinking, her training took over and she spun, yanking her elbow from the man's grip and slamming it backwards into his midsection.  He gave a satisfying grunt of pain and she kicked out toward the other, her foot missing its target, instead landing on his upper thigh.  

Ms. Willie leapt onto the back of the man Andrea had just kicked, wrapping her arm around his throat.  Andrea whirled again to the first man who'd attacked her, freezing when the barrel of his gun centered inches away from her forehead.  Raising both hands on either side of her head, she waited, hoping and praying his attention would waver and she'd get a chance to take him out.  

Unfortunately, his eyes never left her.   “Stop playing with the old broad.  Take her out.  We need to hit the road.”  

Andrea's blood ran cold as she watched an evil smirk cross the face of the other man.  He whirled and stepped back, slamming Ms. Willie's back against the fireplace with a resounding thud.  A grunt of pain escaped her, and her arm loosened from around his neck.  He took one step forward, and her body slumped down to her knees, a dazed expression on her face.  

“No!”  The cry burst from her when he raised his hand and coldcocked the other woman with the butt of his pistol.  Ms. Willie's body slumped to the floor, and Andrea watched as a small trail of blood seep out from beneath her head.  

“Let's go.”  

With a final look at Ms. Willie, Andrea gave a small sigh of relief when she saw the shallow rise and fall of her chest.  She wasn't dead—yet.  Concentrating all her thoughts and energy, she willed Samuel to realize something was wrong and to come home and find the older woman before it was too late.

Because it was too late for her.  She knew without a shadow of a doubt these men worked for Richard Webster.  And if he'd sent them to grab her, chances were good that she wouldn't live to see the next dawn.  


 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Unfurled blueprints covered most of the conference room table.  They were taking a huge risk, narrowing their focus to the conference center where the presidential debate would be held in less than forty-eight hours.  Carpenter didn't want to think what would happen if they chose wrong.  What if Webster had an entirely different target in mind?  

Remy, Nate, and Gunner studied the blueprints they'd obtained, looking for the most logical places Webster's men would plant the C4 for maximum impact.

He rubbed a hand over his jaw, wishing he could wrap both hands around Webster's throat.  If he was right and Webster's twisted plans escalated to political assassination, the man didn't deserve redemption.  Gun running and drug smuggling carried hefty jail time, but this?  Nothing less than the death penalty would suffice, because the end result meant massive casualties if he wasn't stopped.

It didn't bear contemplating.  Hundreds of people would converge on the downtown conference center.  Definitely the national press would be front and center.  Citizens from in and around the city, the Secret Service, and the candidates themselves along with their entourages, converging in one location, making themselves the perfect targets.  

“What if we're wrong?”  He threw the suggestion out to the men in the room.  Several heads lifted.  “Webster's killed before.  Hell, he took out my entire team and set me up to take the fall.  But this?  The assassination of a presidential candidate?  What's he gain, because he doesn't do anything without a return on his investment.”

“Taking McKinley down is pretty high on a lot of peoples' agendas, boss.  But getting him out of the running is a lot different than killing the man.”  Nate's quiet voice broke the silence.  The atmosphere remained on high alert, each man focused on finding the answer to stopping Webster.  

“We're making our best guess, bro.”  Remy's hand landed on his shoulder.  “I wish we had more intel, but all we've got is second and third-hand info and a crap-ton of C4 on a boat about to be delivered to our suspect.”  

“Ranger's on his way to put trackers on Abe's boat and the boxes of C4.”  Jean-Luc added.  Ranger was another of the Boudreau brothers, a former Navy SEAL, currently stateside, dealing with the fallout of being captured in Afghanistan.  Jean-Luc vouched for his brother, and that was good enough for Carpenter.

“I can't wrap my head around Webster playing political games.  That's what's throwing me.  When I knew him, he didn't give a rat's ass about anything going on in Washington, unless it affected his salary or how he got the job done.”  

“People change, boss.  He's not the man you knew.  Money corrupts even the most decent people.  Especially if you never had much to start with.  The love of money makes a man do things he never imagined himself capable of.”  Gunner smoothed a hand over one of the blueprints, never looking up.  Carpenter heard the bitterness beneath his words, knew the significance of the message.  Gunner's past wasn't something he shared easily, and though Carpenter knew the whole story, the rest of the team didn't, and unless and until Gunner wanted to share, it would stay that way.  

“Okay.  Let's play this out.  We know about the C4 on Abe's boat.  We have no idea if it's the only shipment, or if Webster has amassed a larger quantity, correct?”  

A series of affirmative responses followed.  

“The convention center's a pretty big building.”  He pointed to the unfurled blueprints.  “We need to pinpoint where the explosives would do the most damage.  If we assume the bottom line is to take out McKinley, obviously the platform where the candidates will be speaking from would be a prime target.”  

He grabbed a Dry Erase marker and sketched on the enormous white board mounted on the wall.  

“Beneath the stage area—is there any way under it, to set the explosives?”  He marked an X on his crudely drawn sketch of the platform area.  

“Yes, there's a large crawlspace beneath, for running electrical and cables.”  Carlisle had schematics on his screen, spun it around, and pointed to the egress areas beneath the stage.  “Here and here, you've got entrance and exit points.”

“Perfect placement for optimal damage.”  Carpenter pointed toward the ceiling.  “What about access there?”  

Nate ran his hand across the blueprints.  “Yes.  An extra three feet or so above the acoustic panels, mainly ventilation and duct work for the A/C system.  You could place C4 every few feet for maximum strike coverage.  If Webster's got enough, it easily could bring down the entire building.”  

Carpenter scrubbed his hand across his face.  This scenario went from bad to worse.  There was no way they could cover every point where Webster might plant explosives.  


 


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Carpenter surveyed the huge room inside the convention center where the debates would take place.  His men had completed a sweep of the entire location, but there was only so much space they could cover with their limited manpower.  Remy had called in off duty cops, buddies he trusted to keep their mouths shut, but it still meant their numbers weren't enough to cover the enormous building.

Andrea had gone upstairs a little while ago, needing a break, but with the promise that he'd call her when they'd come up with a plan.  He'd agreed she could be there for Webster's capture, though he wasn't happy about it.  While in his head, he knew she deserved to be in on the takedown, he wanted to keep her safe and apart from this.

There was a good chance she'd show up anyway.  Although he adored her, she wasn't the type to sit on the sidelines.  No, she'd charge into the action head on, and damn the consequences.  Besides, she had as much right to see Webster pay as he did.  

And Webster would pay.  If, no when, the bastard showed his face, they'd take him down.  Make him atone for all the lives he'd cost.  

“We haven't found anything.”  Nate's voice whispered from his left.  What if they were wrong?  Could Webster's target be something other than the presidential debates?  There wasn't anything else happening here big enough to garner national attention.  At least not in New Orleans, and not right now.  

“I've got men stationed at every entrance.  Loading docks and back entrances are covered.”  Remy's quiet words echoed through Samuel's earpiece.  “All packages are being checked before they're allowed into the building.  My gut's telling me this is a bust.”  Remy walked across the staged area with multiple podiums and microphone stands lined up like soldiers down the center.  His eyes swept over the platform and the multitude of seats and he stood with his hands on his hips, staring down at Samuel.  “We've made a mistake.  Picked the wrong target.  Webster's not gonna show here tonight.”  

He wanted to smash his fist into the wall, because he knew Remy was right.  Webster wasn't going to show.  Maybe all the C4 had been intended for sale and not for his own personal use.  Which was a scary thought—that much C4 in the hands of somebody even more unstable than Webster?  That knot in the pit of his stomach expanded another couple of sizes.  

“Keep the men at their posts, even though I think you're right.”  He scrubbed his hands across his face, to keep from screaming.  Damn it.  Webster was up to something.  He'd practically taunted him about his next job being his last one.  It had to be happening soon.  Webster loved to gloat.  Even when they'd worked together at the DEA, and he'd considered the man a friend, it had been one of the few things he'd disliked about him—that whole attitude of self-importance.

He pulled out his cell and texted Andrea, letting her know things were a bust, and not to come.  He walked forward toward the platform where Remy still paced.  Minutes passed with no response from Andrea, and he didn't like it.  She'd have been practically sitting on her phone, waiting for him to give her an update.

“Something's wrong.”  Tapping her programmed number, he waited, hearing the phone ring over and over before finally going to voice mail.  He didn't bother leaving a message.

“Andrea's not answering her phone.”  

“Aw, hell.”  Remy leapt from the stage and sprinted to Carpenter's side.  “Do you think…”

“Yeah.”  He dialed Ms. Willie, praying she answered, while he strode toward the exit, Remy hot on his heels.  Again, nobody answered.

“I'm headed back.  Neither Ms. Willie nor Andrea are answering their phones.  Tell Jean-Luc to meet me at the office.”  He didn't wait for Remy's response, instead sprinting for the exit.  The deep burning in his gut grew, and he swallowed past the panic.  He'd made a mistake, leaving them alone.  Never anticipated Webster would go after the women—that wasn't his style.  But he knew Webster wanted to cause him pain, and what better way than to take out the two women he loved the most?

The drive seemed to last forever.  He didn't give a damn as he sped through red lights, weaving in and out of traffic which was a snarled, tangled mess of people trying to get downtown for the presidential debates.

How could he have been so blind?  Webster was a master manipulator.  He wouldn't do something so pedestrian as blowing up a building, even if it meant national attention on a massive scale.  No, he wanted to dig the knife in deep and twist it, because Carpenter was his one mistake.  His Achilles heel.

After an interminable drive, he slammed the car into park and barreled through the front door, taking the stairs three at a time.  The front door to the penthouse apartment was closed, but he had a bad feeling and pulled his Sig Sauer from its holster, the familiar feel of the weapon in his hand providing an odd sense of calm.  

A harsh curse escaped when he spotted Ms. Willie, sprawled on the floor in front of the fireplace, a pool of blood beneath her gray hair.  Kneeling beside her, he inhaled sharply when he found a pulse.  It was weak and thready but there.  Grabbing his cell, he quickly dialed nine one one, his focus alert.  He scanned the apartment while he gave instructions to the dispatcher.  Definite signs of a struggle, with a lamp shattered on the hardwood and the coffee table tossed over on its side.  

Adrenaline coursed through him as he visually checked every room within sight.  There wasn't a trace of Andrea anywhere—except her cellphone, which lay crushed behind the sofa.  No way to track her by GPS.

Paramedics paused in the doorway, and he slid the Sig back into its holster and directed them to Ms. Willie, who gave a slight groan when they started administering to her.  The need to question her seized him by the throat, to find out what had happened, but his affection for the older woman overrode his anxiety and need for answers.  

“Mr. Samuel.”  At her whisper, he knelt beside her.  

“Shh.  It's okay, Ms. Willie.  Let the paramedics take care of you.”  

“No, no.”  She struggled to sit up, and he placed a hand on her shoulder, easing her back down.  “Two men, they busted through the door.”  She stopped talking and winced when one of the paramedics touched the back of her head.  

“Don't try to talk.”  He ran his fingertips against her plump cheek, noting how fragile she looked, and felt a squeezing tightness in his chest.  When had she gotten old and fragile?  She'd always been a bundle of energy, buzzing around his home, tending to his every need.  He couldn't bear the thought he might lose her.  It was unfathomable.  She was the one good thing he had left from his youth.  The only person who gave a damn about a young boy who'd grown up way too fast.  

“Ms. Andrea—she fought 'em.  Could've gotten away, even with them having guns, except she stayed to protect me.”  Ms. Willie grabbed his hand and squeezed.  He clutched onto her hand like a lifeline.

“Did they say anything when they took her?”  The boulder-sized rock sitting in the middle of his chest seemed to have doubled in size since he'd walked through the broken front door.  

She started to shake her head and grimaced.  “Just that they were following orders.  One of them laughed, said you were chasing your tail.”  

“We need to get her to the hospital, and get this head wound checked out.”   The female paramedic gave him a look of sympathy.  Within minutes, they had Ms. Willie loaded onto a gurney and bundled into the elevator, ready for transport.  His heart ached to go with her, but finding Andrea took priority.  Webster would see her as a bargaining chip.  The bastard knew what she meant to him, especially after witnessing their shared night of lovemaking on the rooftop.

“Mr. Samuel,” her weak voice seared through him as he stood outside the elevator doors, holding them open with one hand pressed against the side.  He pulled in a deep breath, focused on his friend.  “Find Ms. Andrea.  She loves you and you love her.  Don't let Richard Webster win.”  

“I'll find her, I promise.  Now do whatever the doctor orders, and I'll see you in a little bit, okay?  And I'll bring Andrea with me.”  

Ms. Willie smiled.  “You're a good boy, Mr. Samuel.  You remind me of your grandpa.”  Her eyes got misty.  “I loved that old coot.”  

He jerked in surprise.  Ms. Willie and his grandfather?  He'd had no clue, though now that he thought about it, it made a weird kind of sense.  

The doors to the elevator slid silently shut, and in the moment following their closure he heard a noise.  Instinct had the Sig in his hand before he'd taken another breath.  Jean-Luc stood in the stairwell, his hands raised by his chest.  

“Remy told me to meet you here.  What happened?”  

Carpenter led him into the apartment, explaining what he'd found.  He picked up Andrea's smashed cellphone and handed it to Jean-Luc.  

“Webster's got her.  This was all a ruse to get me and the team away from here, leaving the women sitting ducks.”  

“Samuel, we followed the intel we had.  The odds were good he'd hit the presidential debates, it was the logical deduction from the facts.”  

Carpenter shook his head.  “We were wrong.  Now Ms. Willie is headed to the hospital and Webster has Andrea.”

“She's smart and she's trained.  The woman works for The Agency, bro.  Keep it together, and let's figure out where he'd take her.”  

“Right.”  He spun and slammed his fist through the drywall with a resounding crunch and a flare of pain shot through his hand.  Dust and debris floated to the ground at his feet.

“Feel better?”  

He huffed out a laugh.  “Hell, no.  Call the team and get 'em back here ASAP.  The cops and Secret Service can cover security at the convention center.”  

Jean-Luc made the call while Carpenter paced, his mind racing.  Had his backup plan worked?  Nobody on the team knew he'd set up a secondary security measure, but he liked to cover all his bases, even those so far-fetched they were implausible.  While they'd followed their intel, converging on the convention center, his gut had shouted they were making a mistake.  Damn, sometimes he hated being right.

His phone rang and he answered before the first peel ended.  “Tell me you got him.”  

“I don't have Webster, but I followed the two goons who snatched your girl.”  At Max's words, Carpenter's whole body deflated like a popped balloon, and he slumped against the wall.  Yet a spark of electricity fed the excitement building inside.  “Where are you?”  

At his answer, Carpenter started laughing.  It bubbled up from deep inside and he couldn't stop it, the irony of the whole situation screamed Richard Webster.    

All his planning, scheming, and machinations weren't going to work this time.  Richard Webster had made one fatal mistake.  

He'd underestimated The Ghost.  


 


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Andrea squinted her eyes against the sudden brightness.  The blindfold which had been over her eyes for the last hour was tugged free.  Her abductor clamped a beefy hand around her wrist and tugged her out of the SUV, slamming the door closed behind her.  

She stumbled as her vision adjusted from the pitch blackness to the late afternoon sunlight, but she wasn't given time to figure out where she was before she was unceremoniously dragged onto a rough wooden porch and inside.  But from the brief glimpse she got, the rundown building reminded her of the backwoods cabin from old Beverly Hillbillies black and white reruns.  The irony between where she'd been, in Samuel's elegant penthouse to this ramshackle and worn cabin, wasn't lost on her.

Andrea yanked her elbow free of her abductor's grip and he motioned her toward an overstuffed armchair.  It was covered with a threadbare pale blue sheet to keep off the dust and debris, and he tugged it free.  She eased down onto the seat, looking around.  So far, there wasn't much to help figure out where they were.

After she'd been snatched from Samuel's apartment, they'd wrestled her into the back of a black SUV and slapped a blindfold over her eyes.  Kidnapper number one drove, while kidnapper number two sat beside her in the back seat.  She knew, even without sight, he'd kept his gun trained on her the entire drive.

They'd driven around for nearly an hour.  Probably a lot of that was to disoriented her and keep her unsure of what direction they'd headed.  It worked.  She didn't have a clue how far away they were from New Orleans proper, but when they'd removed the blindfold she'd been outside a rundown old cabin that was little more than a shack.

Well, maybe shack wasn't the right word, but it wasn't anything on a grand scale.  Most likely, it was somebody's get-away-from-the-city and get-back-to-nature refuge.  It boasted a living room and kitchen, another door which led to a bathroom, she assumed, and another that probably housed the bedroom.  

Think, Andi.  Pay attention.  What do you hear?  What about smells?  Assess the situation like an agent, not a victim.  

Without a doubt Webster was behind this.  He'd led Samuel and his team on a wild goose chase, while she'd been the actual target.  She wasn't stupid—he planned to use her to get to Samuel.  She'd be the means to the end.  If he only knew how wrong his assumptions were.  Samuel wanted Webster with an intent bordering on obsession, and he wouldn't stop until the man was behind bars.  Catching Webster meant more than anything else, including her.  

“Where's Webster?”  

Neither man answered, not that she'd been expecting an answer.  Kidnapper number one stood glancing out the slightly ajar front door, his arms crossed across his massive chest.  Brawny arms and thick thighs proclaimed he definitely kept in good shape, though she might be able to outrun him.  Kidnapper number two remained beside her chair, arms hanging loosely at his sides, the pistol still gripped in his right hand.  These guys were definitely hired muscle, right down to the bad attitudes.  

“Can I use the restroom?”  

“Just sit there and shut up.”  This from kidnapper number two.  It wasn't dark yet, but it would be before long.  She rubbed her hands along her upper arms, and regretted wearing a sleeveless top.  It had been warm during the day, but now the chill of the evening brought goosebumps to her skin.  If she were honest, they might partly be due to fear, because she was scared half to death.  

“Look, I'm not fighting you guys.  I'm unarmed, and I need to go to the bathroom.”  She deliberately raised her voice with each word, ending on a high pitched wail.  Most men couldn't stand to hear a woman yell.  Maybe these two buffoons were no different.

“Take her to the bathroom,” kidnapper number one said, never turning around.  “Stand outside the door.”  He did turn his head and look at her then.  “Don't lock it or I'll break it down, and you won't like how I handle disobedience.”  

She walked into the bathroom and closed the door with a soft snick.  Flipping on the light switch, she looked around the tiny space.  Barely big enough for a toilet and sink, a cramped shower occupied the majority of the space.   Looking at the window, she grimaced.  It was barely a foot across, and maybe seven or eight inches tall.  There was no way she could get out through the narrow opening.  Not unless she could shrink herself down to the size of a Barbie doll.

A quick survey under the sink revealed nothing useful for escaping either.  Heck, the most dangerous item under there was a disgusting toilet brush, and she wasn't touching that thing with a ten foot pole.  The medicine cabinet yielded nothing but a half used tube of toothpaste, a nasty comb with three teeth missing, and an empty prescription pill bottle.

She picked up the bottle and looked at the name, and the corners of her lips tilted upward.  Damn, but Richard Webster had a sadistic sense of irony.  With a shrug, she stuck the pill bottle in her jeans pocket.  

“You almost done in there?”  The gruff voice on the other side of the door didn't sound happy and the last thing she needed was for the moron to bust down the door.  

She twisted on the water in the sink.  “I'll be right out.”  One more quick perusal of the room yielded nothing more than it had the first go through, and her shoulders slumped.  She wasn't giving up though, not by a long shot.

Pulling open the door, she stomped back to her chair and plopped against the cushions.  Wonder how long it'll be before Webster gets here?  There wasn't a doubt in her mind he'd be showing up.  The set up was too perfect.  

Kidnapper number two flicked on the overhead light and she got a better look at the cabin.  The furniture was worn, though not torn or ravaged by critters.  It wasn't high end stuff, but still good quality, the kind of furniture that held up over time and use.  The floral patterns weren't particularly pretty with browns and tans and rust colors, but she'd seen the same pattern hundreds of times before.  It was kind of a throwback to the fifties and sixties.  The pole lamp in the corner behind the sofa was definitely vintage, straight out of the sixties, with the three colored light covers definitely not sharing a color scheme with the rest of the stuff.  Blue, green, and yellow did nothing to blend in.  It was hideous, and she kinda wanted it for her apartment back in Texas.  

Except, I might never see my apartment again.

A flash of light peeked through the slit in the drapes, followed by the purr of an engine.  Oh, crap.  Webster had arrived.  

She rubbed her palms against the legs of her jeans, trying to whisk away the dampness.  Her stomach clenched into a twisted knot, and she had a really bad feeling she might throw up.  Wouldn't that be the topper for her craptastic day?  

Battling back the nausea, she leaned against the chairback, assuming a casual position.  She'd be damned if she'd let the bastard see how scared she felt, even if her brain screamed over and over with terror.  The monster who'd invaded her nightmares ever since John's death would walk through those doors any second, and she was unarmed and helpless.

Kidnapper number one pushed open the front door, and there he stood.  Richard Webster.  The larger-than-life boogeyman wore a charcoal gray Hugo Boss suit and maroon striped tie, his apparel totally inappropriate for the cabin's less than chic ambience.   He looked exactly the same as the last time she'd seen him, at John's funeral.  

Rotten bastard.

“Angela, my dear.  Good to see you.  Oh, I'm sorry, you go by Andrea now, don't you?”  The grin on his face never reached his eyes.  They were cold, calculating, and soulless.  Nobody sane lurked in their icy depths.  She read her demise in his frozen stare.  

“Andrea will do.”  She needed to stall, find out how he wanted to play things.  Maybe buy a little time, because she knew Samuel would come.  The only question was if he'd be too late.  

“You look lovely, my dear.”  Webster tossed back the sheet covering the matching armchair and sat, looking for all the world like a king on his throne.  Guess that means I'm the peasant.  “I'm sorry we had to meet again under these circumstances.  My intentions were much more civilized.” 

“Civilized?  Frick and Frack here killed somebody when they snatched me.”  She didn't have a problem spitting out the lie.  Let Webster think his goons left behind a mess that needed cleaning up.  

“Really?”  He turned toward kidnapper number one and raised a brow.  “I believe I said no violence.”

“Didn't have a choice.  The old broad jumped me.”  

Webster's body stiffened, the look on his face growing icy cold.  His expression sent a shiver down Andrea's spine.  “The old broad?  I sincerely hope you're not referring to Carpenter's housekeeper?”  

Kidnapper number one shrugged.  “Ain't got a clue who she was.  She was in Carpenter's apartment with her,” he gestured toward Andrea, “and latched onto me like some crazy spider monkey.  I thought she was gonna break my damned neck.”  

Webster leaned back in his chair and tapped a finger against his lips.  “I see.  I suppose discovering poor Ms. Willie's body will distract Sammy for a bit.  Oh, well…”  His voice trailed off and he glanced once again at her.

“That's all you have to say?  Oh, well?”  Andrea shook her head and deliberately crossed her legs, trying for a casual pose.  Webster's eyes zeroed in on her movement like a heat-seeking missile and she fought the urge to squirm in her seat.  “Damn, you are one cold bastard.”  

“I'm a reasonable man.  I just don't bother letting foolish scruples get in the way of what I want.”  The look in his eyes, the blast of heat, felt almost like a physical caress and made her skin crawl.  

“What do you want, Richard?”  

“Besides Sammy's head on a pike?”  He chuckled and tugged on the cuffs of his shirt.  “Money and power—and once the wire transfer hits from the sale of all that lovely C4, I'll be in the wind and nobody, not even the United States government, will be able to touch me.”  

She racked her brain to come up with a way out of this debacle.  How could she stop him?  Three against one—the odds weren't stacked in her favor.  

“Was it worth it?”

“Hmm?”  He cocked his head, contemplating her question.  

“The money.  The deaths you've caused with the drugs and the guns.  Did you ever consider the price too high?”  

He leaned back, his legs crossed with one foot swinging in a casual arc, a faraway look in his gaze.  “When I first started, years ago, I was a good soldier.  Believed in all the right stuff.  Mom, apple pie, and Uncle Sam.  I was fighting the good fight, knowing what I worked for, bled for, made everybody safer.”

“What changed?”  She whispered the question.

“The world changed, my dear.  People changed.  Human life became less valued than a ten cent toll on the highway.  I got tired of seeing my comrades gunned down without conscience because of the almighty dollar.  I learned quickly that money is the only thing that people understand.  Those without it want it.  Those who have it want more.  Nobody ever has enough to be satisfied.”

Andrea didn't utter a sound, afraid if she spoke he'd stop talking.  And she needed him to keep talking, buying her time.  She wouldn't give up, it wasn't in her nature.  There had to be a way to stay alive, because as long as she drew breath, there was a chance.  A chance for rescue.  A chance for revenge for John.  A chance she'd see Samuel again one last time.  Because she didn't want to leave this world without telling him how she felt.  

“I learned firsthand that people with money hold all the power.  They say money corrupts, but that's only partly true.  Money and power go hand-in-hand.  Power is fueled by wealth and vice versa.  You can't have one without the other.  When an opportunity presented itself, I grabbed it with both hands, and found I liked it.  No more living from paycheck to paycheck, struggling to keep a roof over my head on a lousy government salary.  All it took was turning my back for a few minutes.  That's all.  Letting a shipment slide past me without stopping it.”  

He stood and walked over toward the window, pushing aside the curtain and staring out at the blackness beyond.  Unable to see his face, she instead noted where the two goons were.  Their attention was focused on her, not Webster.  Too soon to try to make a move—yet.  

“It got easier.  Take some money and forget to inspect some boxes.  Funny thing, the more I turned my back on doing my job, the faster I got promoted through the ranks at the DEA.  Then I got approached by a man named Enrique Chavez.”  

Andrea knew that name.  Samuel mentioned Chavez when he'd talked about Webster's betrayal and murder of his teammates.  They'd been staking out one of Chavez's drops.  

“It was a very profitable relationship.  Chavez moved the drugs and guns, and I made sure the passages were clear for him.  Money flowed like wine, it was so simple.  Soon, Chavez was working for me.  I called the shots.  I had the power.  And it felt good.”  

He took a deep shuddering breath and turned back around to face her.  

“What happens now?”  She hated how her voice cracked on the last word.  Appearing weak in front of him—nope, she refused to be a coward.  She'd known what she was getting into when she started hunting him, and now it was time to pay the piper.  

“Now we wait.  As soon as the money is transferred, upon delivery of the C4, we,” he gestured to himself and the other two men, “will be long gone.”  

“You're planning on taking them with you?”  She nodded toward goon number one.  He maintained his rigid stance by the front door, not even bothering to glance toward Webster.  

“Of course.  They are my good and faithful employees.”  She knew better.  The utter lack of anything behind his eyes told her more than words that the two men would never leave the bayou.  Not alive anyway.  

“And what about me?”  

His eyes slid once again along her body, lingering on her breasts before he met her gaze.  

“That, my dear, is entirely up to you.”  


 


Chapter Thirty

“Can't you drive any faster?”  Carpenter braced his feet against the floorboards as Jean-Luc hit another pothole on the rutted dirt road.  It seemed to be taking forever, though it was only a thirty minute drive normally.  The way Jean-Luc drove, they'd make it there in fifteen.  Every minute that ticked by meant another minute Andrea was in Webster's hands, and the thought chilled him to the bone.  

“Calm down, you're not going to do her any good if you go in half-cocked, man.”  Jean-Luc swerved around another huge hole, and Carpenter made a mental note to have the road repaired.  It had fallen into neglect, since coming out to the old family camp hadn't been high on his list of priorities—his obsession with Richard Webster had consumed every waking minute.  He couldn't remember the last time he'd been out to the old camp.  Nobody had, as far as he knew.  Which made it the ideal hideaway for Webster.

The irony of the situation clawed at his gut.  The family's old fishing camp, the place where he'd spent weeks with his grandfather, hunting and fishing, was a sacred place in his memories.  How in the world had Webster even found the place?  The title to the property was buried under a layer of corporations, just to keep the public away from it.  

“I have to give him credit.  He's at the last place I would have looked.”  His cellphone vibrated in his pocket and he yanked it out, putting it on speaker.

“Remy?  What's up?”

“I called the ATF, told them about the C4 and gave them the tracking information.  Carlisle's busy monitoring its movements and relaying the info straight to their team leader.  Once we found the convention center clear, I had to bring them on board.  It was too big a risk, because who knows where the hell Abe is heading with the shipment.  Good news though, Gator's on the boat with him.”

“Damned fool, can't keep his nose outta business that don't concern him,” Jean-Luc muttered.  Carpenter knew he'd worry about his daddy until he heard that Gator was safe.  They might butt heads from time to time, but he loved the old goat.  

“That works.  You heard from Max?”  

“No, why?”  Remy drawled out the question, a wary tone in his voice.

Carpenter's gut tightened, and he glanced over at the speedometer.  Jean-Luc was pushing the car as hard as he could under the circumstances.  “Webster grabbed Andrea.  Ms. Willie's in the emergency room.  Can you—”

“I'll check in with the ER now and make sure she's okay.  I've got a couple of good men who owe me a favor.  She'll be kept safe, I promise.  Go get your girl, bro.”  

Carpenter closed his eyes.  “Thanks, Remy.  I owe you.”  

He hung up and braced his hand against the roof when they hit another deep groove in the pockmarked dirt.  Yes, he was definitely paying to get this damned road paved.  Bile rose in the back of his throat at visions of what Webster might be doing to Andrea.  He'd once thought he knew the man like a brother, but he'd changed.  Who knew what he was capable of anymore?  

“Just a few more minutes, boss.”  Jean-Luc's eyes stayed focused on the road, but the white-knuckled grasp on the wheel belied his calm tone.  They'd agreed to rendezvous with Max a half mile away from the cabin and trek in on foot.  When he'd been younger, he'd known this area like the back of his hand, could have walked it in his sleep.  But more than a few years had passed since the last time he'd been here, long before his stint with the DEA and Webster.

Things change in the bayou.  Water levels rose and fell with the changing seasons.  Tree roots spread out in all directions, changing remembered routes and pathways.  

Rounding a curve, the car's headlights illuminated a dark shape in the middle of the narrow roadway—holding a P90—pointed straight at them.  Max.  He stood in the center of the road, the faint outline of his car farther back in the trees, covered with a camouflage tarp, barely visible in the darkness.  He relaxed and lowered the gun when he spotted him and Jean-Luc.   Carpenter barely waited for Jean-Luc to come to a complete stop before bounding from the car.  The scents of the bayou welcomed him with open arms, familiar and comforting with its brackish water, the moldy mildew scent tinged with a tang of salt.  The darkness enveloping them was only broken by the headlights from Jean-Luc's car.  

A pile of gear sat at Max's feet.  He counted a long coil of rope, a backpack containing emergency supplies, and a flashlight.  Jean-Luc popped the trunk and began unloading their equipment.  Once they'd headed out from his apartment, they hadn't stopped, but Jean-Luc was a good ole Cajun boy and a former Navy SEAL.  The man was prepared for just about any emergency situation.  Within minutes, a second pile of gear was stacked next to the first.  

“Update?”  Carpenter looked at Max, knowing he'd have answers.  

“Two men came out of your building with Andrea, and hustled her into a black SUV parked at the curb and took off.  One drove, one in the backseat with her.  I followed.  They drove around town for about thirty minutes before heading out here.  Only one place this road leads to, so I parked here and went in on foot.  Webster showed up about thirty minutes ago.”  

“Was Andrea okay?”  Carpenter forced the words out, feeling the lump at the back of his throat constrict his breathing.  If Webster had already killed her, he had nothing left to live for except revenge.  

“She's fine.  The woman handles herself like a pro.  They were sitting and chatting like old chums when I left to meet you.  From what I glimpsed, there are only the two goons and Webster, so the odds are fairly even.”  

“Good.  Remy called the ATF, so the C4 situation is handled and all the contraband will be confiscated.  Unless Webster's got a stash here, which I doubt because he's not stupid, we're dealing with guns, probably automatic weapons.  Maybe knives.”  He stared at Max.  “You're out.  Go home.”

“What the hell, bro?”  Max straightened from his relaxed stance against the car.  “You're not cutting me out.” 

“Max, you've got a wife waiting at home.  I'm not dragging you into the middle of my problem.  Theresa would castrate me, and I really don't want to sing soprano.  We,” he waved a hand between himself and Jean-Luc, “can handle it.”  

“I don't think so.”  Max smirked and nodded down the rutted road toward the oncoming headlights.  “I had a feeling you were going to try and go all Lone Ranger on me, so I called in reinforcements.”  

Oncoming headlights illuminated the road, and three more vehicles pulled up on each side of the pot-hole and pockmarked dirt, its worn grooves apparent in the headlights' bright glow.  Gunner, Nate, Carlisle, and Remy spilled from the vehicles, along with the other three Boudreau brothers.  

Looking at the men assembled around him, a knot formed in the back of his throat, nearly overwhelmed by all the emotions coursing through him.  His friends, his brothers not by blood but by choice, surrounded him and he knew they'd do everything in their power to rescue his woman.

“Okay, guys, here's the plan.”  

# # # # # #

“I'm surprised you knew about this place.”  

Andrea couldn't help taunting the man seated across from her.  She'd been surprised when she'd spotted the name on the pill bottle she'd discovered in the dilapidated bathroom, but it made an ironic kind of sense.  What better place to hide out than right under Samuel's nose?  From all outward appearances, the old family fishing cabin obviously hadn't seen use in a long while, and delivered the perfect slap in the face to the man she loved.  It would gnaw at him that Webster had been right under his nose, on his family's property, and he hadn't had a clue.

“Sammy's smart, I'll give him that. One of the most intelligent men I've ever worked with.  But he's not clever.  There's a difference.  He's too focused on petty revenge.”

“Petty?  Only somebody with your overinflated ego would consider annihilating an entire team of DEA and ATF agents, shooting them in cold blood, petty.”  

Webster shook his head, giving her a sad-eyed look.  Clearly he thought she had the intelligence of a two-year-old.  “You don't understand.  Sammy wouldn't give a damn about the people lost.  He understands the risks.  There's always some kind of collateral damage.  No, his pride took a beating because I got away and he never once suspected his mentor of being the mastermind of the entire South Texas smuggling ring.”  

She shook her head.  “Don't tar him with the same brush as yourself.  It's not his pride you have to worry about, it's his determination.”

Webster laughed, throwing his head back as peels of mirth poured forth.  “Sweetheart, I've stayed four steps ahead of him for the last three years.  If Mitchell hadn't made a careless mistake, I wouldn't be on Sammy's radar and he'd still be chasing his tail.”  

“But you weren't off mine.”  At her words, he sobered quickly, his face a blank mask.  She stared at him, letting him read the hatred and loathing she'd kept bottled up inside since John's funeral.  

“I have to admit, you surprised me when you showed up in Mitchell's office.  He didn't tell me he'd hired you to be his executive assistant, not until it was a fait accompli.  I let it slide, because it made things easier.  Keeping tabs on you was simple child's play after that.”

She stiffened at his words, both feet planted firmly on the ground now.  

“That's right,” he continued, “Even though you changed your name and altered your appearance, I recognized you.  The poor grieving fiancée of the cop slain in the line of duty.”  

“Is that why you had Lawrence killed?  I know you were behind his apparent suicide.”  Her eyes never left his face, looking closely for any clue, any sign of emotion.  This interminable waiting for her knight in shining armor to arrive was getting old fast.  Outnumbered, even with her Agency training, made taking on three physically larger males really lousy odds.  But if a chance presented itself, she'd willingly take it.  She just needed to stay ready and focused.  

“Mitchell was a fool.  The idiot couldn't keep his grabby fingers out of the shipments.  Why can't people do the jobs they're hired to do?  Move the product and collect your payment?  No, he constantly whined about needing more.  More money.  More pot.  He'd become a liability.”  

“You thought killing him at my apartment would make me the prime suspect, right?  Only you didn't know at the time I wasn't in Dallas.”  

The corner of his lip curved up in a tiny smile.  “True, I hadn't anticipated Sammy working so swiftly to snatch you away.  To be honest, I fully intended to ride to your rescue.”

She felt the blood drain from her face.  No, she couldn't possibly have heard him correctly.

“You, my dear, have fascinated me since the first moment I laid eyes on you, pale and grief-stricken, yet carrying yourself with such dignity and grace.  I had plans for you—yet like everybody else, you succumbed to Sammy's charms and fell into bed with him at a snap of his fingers.  Oh well, plans change.”

The icy coldness of his tone sent shivers down her spine accompanied by the realization she couldn't wait much longer for the cavalry to arrive.  Samuel might not even know she'd been kidnapped or that Ms. Willie was injured.  She was well and truly on her own.

“What are your plans now?  Samuel knows about the C4.”  She threw out the taunt, hoping to divert him, keep him talking.  The longer he spouted his grandiose nonsense, the better chance she had of getting out alive.  It was pitch black outside, but she'd rather take her chances with the snakes and alligators than with this soulless monster.  

Webster sighed and leaned back, a tiny smirk on his lips.  “Moving so much C4 at once was a risk, especially since I had to hire outside help.  Good help is so hard to find these days.  There's just no sense of loyalty to your employer.”  

“I'm curious.  Were you planning on selling it or using it?  I've gotta admit, I think Carpenter's team was wrong on this one—they thought you'd hooked up with some local yokels to use the C4 at the televised debates.  Are they right?  I mean, that would be a ballsy move.”  

“Really, my dear?  I don't give a damned about politics.  The United States has been going to hell for the last two decades.  I gave them my loyalty and dedicated service, and how did they repay me?  Lousy pay and even lousier benefits.  No.  I don't care who wins this election. I won't be around to watch.  And as far as hooking up with radical extremists, I've never seen the need.”

“I knew it.  The C4 is part of your last big score, isn't it?”  

Webster chuckled.  “You might say that.  It's on its way to a buyer who paid a pretty penny for that much in one shipment.  That's the key.  Supply and demand.  I told Sammy that in the beginning, but he didn't get it.  It's the way this world works.”  He stood and straightened his jacket, buttoning the two buttons with deliberate movements.  

Andrea's heartbeat ratcheted up, pounding in her chest like a prisoner trying to escape.  Adrenaline shot through her bloodstream.  If he'd finished talking, her time was up, literally and figuratively, because he wouldn't leave her behind.  Not alive anyway.  She'd become one more loose end to tie up, and her death mimicked a two-edged blade—taking out a potential witness and striking a blow at Samuel.

“What happens now?”  

He stared at her, his gaze roaming from the top of her head to the tips of her toes and back again until he finally met her eyes.  “It's a shame really.  We could have been good together.”

“We still could.”  Acrid bitterness burned her throat as she uttered the bald-faced lie, but desperation won out over everything else.  She needed time.  As long as she was alive and breathing, she had a chance.  “You said you wanted to rescue me.  Well, you have.  I'm not an idiot.  I'm a realist.  I've never believed in fantasies of happily ever after.  You hold the position of power—and I've always liked power.”  She gave him what she hoped was a sultry smile.  “I've got connections too.  I can be useful, if you take me with you.”  

She knew playing the femme fatale or the weak-kneed little princess in need of rescue wouldn't work.  Maybe appealing to his avaricious side would gain her a few brownie points.  Make him believe keeping her alive held more benefits than leaving her corpse rotting in a backwoods shack in the bayou, where she might never be found.  

“Do you know who my brother is?”  

Webster's eyes narrowed and he jammed his hands into his trousers' pockets.  “Don't you mean your stepbrother?  Yes, I'm well aware of your relationship with Zachary Bennett.”

“Then you know he adores me, and he'll do anything to keep me safe, including paying a huge ransom for my return.”  

Please, please, take the bait.  You're not stupid, but you are greedy.  

He shook his head slowly.  “Andrea, Zachary Bennett is first and foremost a businessman.  The first thing he'll do is call in the feds, and they'd never allow him to pay a ransom.”

“You don't know my brother.  He'll pay anything to get me back.  Trust me, he'd never involve the government—especially if I begged him not to.”  She stood and took a step forward, placing her hand on Webster's chest, fighting to hold back the bile inching up her throat.  “We can make this work for both of us, Richard.”  

His hand came up and covered hers, and she could feel his heartbeat speed up beneath her fingers.  A good indicator he was interested in more than just her proposal.  The thought of his hands on her made her skin crawl, but she'd do anything, say anything, to stay alive.  Because alive, she had a chance to bring Webster down.  Dead, the game was over.  

“Let's contemplate your scenario, my dear.”  A cynical smile spread across his lips.  “What would you consider you're worth?  Fifty million?  A hundred?  What would Zachary Bennett's breaking point be?  And then there's always Sammy.”  

She huffed out a laugh.  “Samuel Carpenter was a means to an end.  The entire time he thought he was playing me, I used him to get what I needed.  Information to get to you.  And it worked.”  Taking a step back, she turned away from Webster, not able to look at the man one minute longer.  She'd been such a fool, but she'd find a way to stop him—for Samuel—because he was all that mattered.  She couldn't let Webster take down the man she loved with all her heart and soul.  She'd lie, cheat, and manipulate Webster in whatever way necessary, whatever worked, to keep him from harming Samuel Carpenter.  

Stepping forward, she leaned up and whispered in his ear, “Let's make a deal.”  


Chapter Thirty-One

The sounds of the night felt eerily quiet.  Carpenter knew he'd come far enough into the bayou the sounds of nature should have enveloped him.  Instead, even the wildlife seemed to understand the gravity of his task and quieted their normal nocturnal serenade.  

Carpenter's men would follow every instruction.  And they only had a single objective—get Andrea out alive.  She'd become priority number one.  More important than anything else—including capturing Richard Webster.  

The huge full moon shone down on the uneven ground, and illuminated the landscape enough for him to make his way up the gravel-lined drive.  Hopefully, he'd delayed long enough for his team to cover the half mile trek from their rendezvous site to the outskirts of the cabin, because he wasn't waiting another second.  

Slamming his foot on the brake, the car fishtailed before he corrected it, shooting a spray of gravel in its wake.  He shoved the gear into park, and eased from behind the wheel.  With a bravado he didn't feel, he strode forward, knowing there'd be at least one gun trained on him the second he stepped from the car.  

“Webster!”  His shout reverberated and echoed through the stillness of the night.  “We need to talk.”  

For long, interminable seconds there was only quiet.  A deafening silence.  No visible movement inside his family's cabin.   The glow of lights through the slit in the curtains showed somebody was there or at least had been.  Am I too late?  

“Sammy, I wasn't expecting you quite so soon.”  Webster's voice wafted across the night air, laced with charm and charisma, sounding for all the world like this was some chance encounter in a crowded café, and not the reality of a life and death situation.  

“You left enough breadcrumbs a blind man could have followed that trail, old man.”  

He heard a bark of laughter from inside.  “Indeed.  Come in, but keep your hands where I can see them.  We wouldn't want any unfortunate accidents, would we?”  

Holding his hands loosely at his side, he walked up the two cement steps and through the front door.  A large muscle-bound goon, well over six feet, patted him down, taking the SIG tucked into his waistband.  He had to give him credit, the guy was good, also finding the knife sheath and blade attached to his left ankle.  

“I'm glad we'll get a final chance to talk, Sammy.  Clear the air before I leave the country for good.”  Webster motioned to the sofa in front of the large window.  With a nonchalance he didn't feel, Carpenter leaned back against the cushions, and propped an ankle atop his knee.  He slid his arm along the top of the couch, reclining like it was the most comfortable seat in the place.  Yet his mind was ever active, scoping out the fact there were only two men visible with Webster.  So, three against one.  Not great odds but he faced worse.  Two against three, since Andrea wouldn't sit idly on the sidelines.

Plus he had backup if things got ugly.  Knowing Webster, things might get dicey pretty damned quick.    

Andrea sat in one of the two armchairs, and he noted she wasn't tied up or secured in any way.  “You okay?”

She nodded, not uttering a word.  That bothered him.  It wasn't like her not to talk.  Hell, she never had any problem tearing into him when she felt he was in the wrong, or being a jackass.  Yet now she remained mute.  

“Andrea and I have been having a lovely chat, haven't we?”  Webster moved to stand behind Andrea's chair and placed a proprietary hand on her shoulder.  Carpenter noticed her barely contained shudder, almost imperceptible, but her eyes couldn't hide the revulsion she felt at Webster's touch.  

“What'll it take, Richard, to let her walk away from this?”  He knew whatever the cost, he'd willing pay it to keep the woman he loved safe.  Even if that price means my own life.  Nothing else mattered.  No amount of money would fill the void if she was gone.  No, the price of revenge was too steep.  

Webster ran his hand along Andrea's shoulder, smoothing it along the naked skin of her upper arm.  His eyes stayed glued to Webster's every move, though he maintained his casual posture.  It wouldn't do to tip his hand too soon.

“Andrea, my pet, why don't you tell Sammy about our discussion?”  Webster's hand tightened on Andrea's upper arm, his grip tight enough to leave white indentions around his squeezing fingers.  Her grimace of pain quickly morphed into an indulgent smirk, and she raised a hand and laid it atop Webster's.  

“Samuel, I've decided to go with Richard.  We're leaving the country tonight.”  

What?  She hates the man's guts, and now she's thrown her lot in with him?  None of this made sense.  The woman he'd spent days with hunting down the bastard standing behind her despised Richard Webster nearly as much as he did.  What had changed?  

“Andrea?  Sweetheart, what's going on?  I don't understand.”  

She laughed, the sound bitter and ugly.  “You are such a fool.  I needed to find Richard and you were a means to an end.  Richard and I had unfinished business, and now that we've reconnected,” she rubbed her cheek against Webster's hand, “he's helped me see there are other options besides revenge.”   

Webster leaned down and placed a kiss against the top of her head and Samuel exploded off the sofa, his blood boiling with rage.  His only coherent thought focused on choking the life out of the man who dared touch his woman.  His.  He loved her with all his heart, and knew deep in his gut she felt the same.  Strong hands latched onto his arms, one of Webster's flunkies on each side.  

With a well-aimed blow, he kicked to the side, his heel landing against the kneecap of the guy on his right.  He heard the sickening sucking sound of the kneecap dislocating.  Down went threat number one.

The feel of a gun barrel against the back of his head froze him in place.  Very slowly he raised his empty hands to either side of his head, palms out.  Thug number one still rolled around on the floor, groaning in pain.  The gun he'd dropped lay a few feet away on the floor, so close and yet it might as well have been miles away for all the good it did him.  

“Let her go, Webster.  This is between you and me.”

“Wrong as usual, Sammy.  Andrea made herself a part of this with her vigilante-style crusade to find me after her fiancé died.  Don't you think she should be rewarded for her diligence and single-minded determination?  She's hunted me almost as fanatically as you, Sammy.  Both of you are misguided fools, with an outdated view of good and bad.  There is no right or wrong anymore.  It boils down to who holds the power and money.  That's the only thing that gets you anyplace in the world.”  He chuckled.  “But you'd know that, since you've got more money than Midas.”  

While he spoke, Carpenter barely paid him any heed.  Where was his team?  Jean-Luc or Ranger Boudreau should have found the hidden entrance by now.  His granddaddy had been a smart man, but also a paranoid one.  He'd kept a secret hidey-hole even in the depths of the swamp, a secret escape route, because as he said, you can never be too careful.  

He doubted Webster knew about the hidden crawlspace leading from the guest bedroom closet underneath the house and out into the depths of the bayou, but the Boudreau brothers should've been able to find it.  Hell, he'd practically drawn them a map with a giant X marks the spot.  

The gun barrel at the back of his head eased away slowly, and he drew in an unsteady breath.  The guy whose knee he'd dislocated had crawled over to lean with his back against the couch, and groaned in pain, his hands wrapped around his rapidly swelling joint.  The gun he'd dropped was halfway across the room.  Which meant it wasn't all that close to the goon either.  

He knew Webster carried a piece, even if he hadn't pulled a weapon yet.  The man never went unarmed.  In the dense blackness outside, it was impossible to see whether his team moved in closer to the cabin, or whether they still maintained their distance.  Remy was coordinating them since Carpenter couldn't from inside the cabin, and he was a damned fine cop.  He wouldn't let any of the men go off half-cocked.  

“So this is all about money?  Hell, I've got money.  How much do you want?”  

Webster's eyes narrowed and his mouth turned down in a frown.  “With this last shipment, I've got enough socked away to last the rest of my life.  I don't need yours.  What I do want is your head on a pike.”  

Faster that a striking snake, Webster's hand wrapped around Andrea's throat, the fingers of one hand squeezing, while the other pulled a Glock from out of nowhere.  Carpenter's stomach dropped at the sound of her indrawn breath, choked off by the squeezing fingers.

“Don't move.”  Webster's hand tightened, locked around Andrea's neck and her eyes widened in panic.  Her fingers clawed at Webster's hand, but couldn't break his hold.  

“You want me, you son of a bitch?  I'm right here.  Let her go and I'll do whatever you want.”  Carpenter held both hands out in front of his body, his empty hands silently promising no threat.  “Do you want me to beg, is that it?”  

He dropped to his knees, arms thrown out to his sides.  Where the hell were his men?  

Webster rubbed the gun against the side of Andrea's face, the black finish a stark contrast against her pale skin.  One wrong move, even a twitch, and he knew Webster would shoot her.  Hell, he was going to shoot her anyway.  There was no chance he'd let either of them live, because he knew Carpenter wouldn't give up.  He'd hunt the sorry son of a bitch to the ends of the earth to see justice served.  

Thug number one groaned loudly, and Samuel cut his eyes toward the man.  He noted the slight jerk of his head toward the opening leading to the hall.  Hope flared in his chest when he spotted Ranger Boudreau's face peer around the corner before disappearing back behind the wall.  

They'd found the underground opening, which evened the odds a bit.  Still, he couldn't take a chance, not with Webster's gun so close to Andrea's head.  

“Hey, Samuel, you almost finished in there?”  Max's voice echoed through the silence, and it sounded like it came from right outside the window.  What was he doing?  

“Who's that?”  Webster glared at him, and Samuel chuckled, knowing it would drive Webster crazy.  

“Just a friend, something you'd know nothing about.  A little insurance, in case you proved to be unreasonable.”  Rising from his knees, he straightened to his full height and smiled at Andrea.  “You ready to leave, sweetheart?”  

“You ain't going nowhere.”  The thug who'd held the gun to his head earlier muttered from behind him.  “Anybody comes through that door and I'll put a bullet in their gut.”  

Samuel didn't even bother turning to look at the idiot, who didn't know he was outnumbered and outgunned.  “Hang on, Max, we'll be out in a minute.”  

“Damn, but you've got some brass balls on you, Sammy.”  The barrel of Webster's Glock shifted into Andrea's side, though she remained silent.  

The phone in his pocket vibrated.  About damned time.  He gestured toward it.  “Mind if I answer this?”  

“Why the hell not?  Put it on speaker.”  Webster's fingers around Andrea's throat eased and she drew in a shuddering breath.  Samuel pulled out the phone.

“Carpenter.”  

“Hey, boss.  It's done.”  Carlisle's voice sounded abnormally loud and cheerful.  “It was a piece of cake.”

He smiled.  “Excellent work, Stefan.  Text me the details please.”

“Already done.  You need anything else?”

“No, I think we're about finished here.”  He hit the off button, ending the call, and pulled up the text message and chuckled.

“What's so funny?”  

There it was, that barely disguised hint of panic lacing Webster's words.  He'd lost—everything—he just didn't know it yet.  

“I'm just looking at a listing of all your offshore accounts.  Funny, I thought you'd have bigger balances.  I'm surprised they let you keep accounts open with nothing in them.”

“What!”  Webster's high-pitched voice screeched out the single word.  

“Well, to be honest, those are only the ones in the Cayman banks.  The Swiss accounts, though, oh wait—they have zero balances too.  Well, well, looks like the Russian bank's empty too.”  

“No!”  Anguish coated Webster's vehement denial.  His face took on a ruddy hue and beads of sweat dotted his forehead.  

“By the way, the feds confiscated the C4 shipments too.  Yep, ATF says they are gonna have a party after that haul.”

Webster's posture deflated, yet he kept the gun dug deep against Andrea's side.  Carpenter lobbed another taunt at him.

“Gotta admire a man who does his job well, and Carlisle is really good at his job.  He tracked every single one of your accounts, and emptied them all.  You are now as poor as a church mouse, Dick.”  That last jibe had to hurt, because he knew Webster despised being called by the nickname.  

The gun in Webster's hand rose away from Andrea's body, finally giving him the opening he'd been waiting for.  Diving in low, he felt the heat from a bullet scrape across his biceps, but he barreled forward, knocking into Andrea and Webster.  A dark blur sped past him.  Ranger and Jean-Luc.  They'd take care of the other idiot thug with the gun.  The one on the floor had rolled out of sight, and Carpenter didn't spare him another thought.  

“You're dead!”  Webster lunged forward, Andrea all but forgotten in his rage, which was exactly what Samuel wanted.  Webster fought dirty, but he'd been expecting that.  After all, he'd trained Samuel.  As long as Andrea was free and clear, he could concentrate on taking down the man he'd been hunting for so long.

The anger riding Webster made him sloppy.  Letting his emotions control him was a big mistake, and Samuel took advantage of every one of them.  Sinking his fist into Webster's gut felt damned good.  He blocked the blow aimed at his head with a forearm, followed by an uppercut straight to Webster's jaw.  

The son of a bitch dared lay his hands on Andrea, threatened her, and now he'd pay the price.  Blow after blow landed, with grunts of pain from the downed man.  A hand grabbed his arm, and he tried yanking it free, but couldn't.  Ranger held him firm.

“He's down, man.  I'll take care of him.  You go get your girl.”  

The rest of his team spilled into the cabin, and Remy slapped handcuffs on Webster, who didn't resist.  He was a broken man, and he'd spend the rest of his miserable life in prison.  Preferably a Supermax, where he'd never see the light of day again.  

Andrea flung herself into his arms.  “Are you alright?”  

“I'm fine.  More worried about you.  Did he hurt you?”

She shook her head.  “You know I didn’t mean a word of that nonsense, right?”  

His hand trembled as he ran it through her hair, and cupped her cheek.  “I understood what you were doing.  Very smart move, by the way.”  Her body relaxed against his, and he realized how worried she'd been that he'd bought into her act.  

“I know you, sweetheart.  You'd never align yourself with a man like Webster.”  

She gasped.  “What about Ms. Willie? Is she…”

“Shh.”  He held her against him, running a soothing hand along her spine as she shivered in his arms.  “She's going to be fine.  Right now she's in the hospital, and I'm going to make sure that she's spoiled and pampered and gets everything she wants.”  

Andrea burrowed closer in his arms, and he inhaled her scent, suddenly overcome with the knowledge he could have lost her.  His arms tightened around her, and she hugged him back.

“So, it's over?”  

“That depends.”  He drew back and cupped her face between his hands.  “The hunt for Richard Webster—yes, that's over.”  Adrenaline still coursed through his bloodstream at the realization he'd almost lost her.  One misstep, one wrong move, and she wouldn't be in his arms.  

“But we're not over,” he whispered against her lips.  “Not by a longshot.”  

She tilted her head back and stared up at him, her jade green eyes searching his face, and he read the answering hunger in their depths.  

“We're just getting started.”  


 


Chapter Thirty-Two

If she didn't hurry up, Samuel would be pounding on the bathroom door.  Tonight the whole gang was celebrating Richard Webster's arrest.   A shudder coursed through her when she thought about the close call from two days ago.

Still, it was all over except the shouting.  The mountains of evidence against Richard Webster ensured the man would spend the rest of his natural life in prison, if he didn't get the death penalty.  With all his illegal funds confiscated, he'd been assigned a public defender, but neither she nor Carpenter expected that would last long.  Webster still had friends in high places, and sooner or later somebody would step up and provide some fancy, high-priced lawyer to try and get him out of trouble.  That or he'd end up on the wrong end of an assassin's bullet.  

He'd cold-bloodedly murdered several federal agents, both DEA and ATF, during the raid in Brownsville and tried to frame Samuel.  That, added to the list of drug smuggling, gunrunning charges, plus the smuggled C4 confiscated by the ATF—there wasn't a chance he'd ever walk around a free man again.  

The hairbrush she dragged through her hair paused.  Who'd have guessed one of the two guys working for Webster at the cabin would end up being an undercover FBI agent, compiling evidence to put the man away?  Samuel's temper tantrum had been legendary, heard all the way to Washington, DC.  She'd bet their ears were still ringing from his curses.  The feds knew where Webster had been the whole time Samuel'd been searching, and they'd never said a word.  

Close to making an arrest, Webster somehow always made the evidence or witnesses disappear.  Once he'd been taken into custody, a beaten man, the feds duly authorized Carlisle to get his hands on several of Webster's computers.  Hell, they knew he'd find anything Webster had buried faster than anybody else they had working for them.  

And they'd been right.  He'd uncovered enough documentation to bring down not only Webster but a string of other high-ranking government employees, as well as one state legislator.  

Andrea stared in the bathroom mirror, wiping away the droplets of water clinging to its surface and looked at the woman reflected back.  Finally, she'd gotten justice for John's murder.  Though the whole thing started out as a need for vengeance, it felt right that Webster live out the rest of his life without all the things he'd held important.  Money and power.  Where he was headed, he'd have neither.  

Andrea winced when she remembered Webster's hand wrapped tight around her throat, cutting off her air.  The gun jammed into her side.  Through it all, she'd known Samuel would find a way to keep her alive.  He'd been her real life hero.

“The guys will be downstairs any minute, hon.  You ready?”  Samuel's voice sounded through the closed bathroom door, and she slid the brush through her hair one final time.  She was as ready as she was going to get.  A heavy layering of makeup hid the bruises on her neck.  The sight of them bothered him—a lot—so she'd covered them up.  Tonight was a night to celebrate, not relive Webster almost killing them both.  

“I'm ready.”  

She stepped out of the bathroom and did a quick spin, the skirt of her dress flaring out around her.  The soft lavender color was a lovely foil against her skin.  Its halter-style neckline emphasized her assets without putting too much on display.  The skirt skimmed softly over her hips and flared outward, the style highlighting her body perfectly.  Samuel had great taste.

They planned to meet up with the whole team, plus Remy and his fiancée along with Max and his wife.  Samuel rented out an entire restaurant, where they'd be free to talk without being overheard by half of New Orleans.  Ms. Willie was home from the hospital and recovering nicely.  She'd the guest of honor at their party.  

Andrea wasn't sure if Samuel knew about Ms. Willie's extracurricular and unusual background, and had no plans to tell him.  It was Ms. Willie's place to share her secrets—or not—with Samuel.

His appreciative whistle made her smile.  

“You look gorgeous.” 

“Thanks.  You clean up pretty good yourself.”  

A dark charcoal Armani suit fit him like the designer had him in mind when he'd created it.  Maybe they had.  The deep gray of the suit was a perfect complement to his eyes.  The color also accented his blond hair.  

“Limos are waiting to pick everyone up.  Though I'd rather stay here with you.”  He swept her into his arms, her back against his front, and nuzzled his lips against her nape, warm arms wrapped beneath her breasts.  Tonight she wanted to be beautiful.  For him.  He'd changed her world.  It had nothing to do with his money.  Her stepbrother was probably worth as much as Samuel, maybe more.  No, Samuel made her see life was worth living again.  Pulled her out of her pool of loss and despair over John's death, and her quest for revenge and made her feel complete.  

“We promised the team we'd celebrate.  But maybe,” she turned, smoothing her hand down his shirt front, “we can have a private celebration when we get home.”  

His eyes lit with an inner hunger and she knew hers reflected it back.  She loved this man with all her heart, even if they had only known each other a short time.  They'd lived a lifetime in those days and she wouldn't change a minute of it, because it brought her the man she loved.  For however long they had together, she'd spend it loving him.  

“It's a date.”  

# # # # #

The party had been a rousing success.  Champagne flowed and stories exchanged about not only the Webster case, but several others the team successfully completed in the past.  Remy and Max Lamoreaux teased Samuel with stories of their school days, and it had been a wonderful time.  Yet, she couldn't wait to get home.

Somehow, in the span of just a few short days, the penthouse apartment had become home.  It felt like a place she belonged, especially when Samuel was there with her.  Tonight she intended to make a memory, something to last a lifetime.  They'd celebrated Webster's arrest, and now it was time to celebrate the renewed lease on life Samuel had given her.  

Andrea straightened and checked her reflection one final time before opening the bathroom door.  She pulled the clip from her hair as she entered the bedroom, the waves cascading over her shoulders and spilling halfway down her back.   Sprawled across the king-size bed, Samuel leaned against the headboard, his muscular shoulders resting against pillows piled high behind him.  Storm-cloud gray eyes gleamed in the dim light from the bedside lamp on the night stand, its soft glow illuminating the room.  He gave a soft whistle when she stopped at the foot of the bed.

“You are so damn gorgeous.  I'm a very lucky guy.”

Andrea snorted, nearly choking on her laughter.  “And you're about to get even luckier.”

She untied the belt of her satin robe and allowed the edges to part in a slow ripple of pale pink.  It slid from her shoulders and down to her hands.  With a flick of her wrist, she tossed it onto the foot of the bed and stood before him naked and open to his heated gaze.

At his quick grin, she knelt on the edge of the mattress and tried to be graceful as she crawled toward him, and hoped she wasn't making a total fool of herself.  His eyes devoured her, his gaze an almost tactile caress against her skin.  Her gaze never left his.  Shoving aside the light sheet covering him, Samuel's body was exposed to her feasting eyes, as naked as her own, and she again marveled that he wanted her.  The physical evidence of his arousal was evident with a simple glance.  Her own desire spiked higher, and her stomach muscles tightened in anticipation.

Reaching out, she traced her fingertips against his cheek and he turned his face into her palm, pressing a moist kiss there before drawing her fingertip into his mouth with a quick gentle nip at the tip.  She grinned at his playfulness, an open invitation for more.  She loved it when he was in this mood.  Sexy and oh so masculine.  Confident in the way he made her feel wanted, as though she were the most precious thing in the world.

Pressing her lips against the hollow of his throat, she trailed kisses along his jaw, pausing at the spot where his neck met the curve of his shoulder.  It was one of his hot spots, a place that sent him into a passionate frenzy.  Precisely how she wanted him tonight.  After the fallout from Webster, the C4 shipments, and multiple hours dealing with the authorities, which segued into days of interviews with the government, they were finally absolved and cleared to pursue their lives.  A life she meant to live to the fullest.  

A groan escaped his throat and she smiled.  Her tongue swept along the exposed skin of his shoulder, savoring its salty tang before grasping it lightly with her teeth.  A quick nip and his shaky inhaled breath added to the need spiraling deep in her core.  Desire coiled low in her belly.  She knew it wasn't easy for him to cede control to her in the bedroom.  Dominant by nature, all their previous times together he'd been the one who'd set the tone, and she'd been the one who submitted.  

Tonight was different.  Tonight she wanted, no needed, to express her feelings for Samuel.  She planned on saying the words, but more than words, her actions would prove beyond doubt she loved him.  Her hands continued their downward exploration, gliding across his chest, fingertips skimming his rigid abdomen, the muscles outlined and defined.  His body was perfection.  A work of art.  The gym workouts and the physical demands of his job honed him, sculpted him into her ideal of perfection.   Swinging her leg across his thighs, she pushed upward and straddled him, his rock hard erection pressed against her belly. 

Her mouth encircled his nipple and another groan escaped him.  Drawing the taut flesh into her mouth, her tongue teased and licked, abrading the hardened tip.  She pressed her nose against his throat, inhaling the masculine scents of her lover.

The word love didn’t begin to encompass the depths of feeling this man aroused within her.  He was the very air she breathed, every beat of her heart.  Without him, she was nothing.  She yearned to say the words, tell him how much she loved him, but sometimes the words weren’t enough.  

Tonight she’d give him those words—and let him know with the worshiping of his body—she was his.  Heart, mind, and soul, forever and always.  

“Babe, you're killing me.”  Samuel's voice sounded low and guttural.  His hand stroked a soft trail down her spine and back up again, clasping the back of her neck as he pulled her up for an all-consuming kiss.  Lips met lips, tongues and teeth meshing in a jumble of mindless need.  He devoured her with that mind-numbing kiss, and Andrea poured all the love she felt into it.   

Pulling back from the kiss, her eyes met his stare boldly.  “I think you can handle anything I dish out.”

Samuel chuckled.  “Bring it, babe. Just remember, I'll get my turn soon.”

Reaching between their bodies, her hand wrapped around his erection firmly, encircling the swollen turgid flesh.  Like the rest of his body, he was big all over and she adored every inch of him.  Her hand pumped up and down, building a rhythm and his indrawn breath and the bunching of his muscles under her thighs told her without words how she affected him.   

“What would you like me do?”  Andrea's voice came out as a husky whisper, raising her head as she voiced the question, peering at him through the tangle of hair falling around her.  Tonight she wanted everything to feel special.  

They'd come through a life-and-death situation, survived against all odds and she wanted to celebrate being alive, and being with the one man in the whole world who meant everything.  The idea of giving him his fantasy wish didn't seem like too much.  It barely scratched the surface of all the things she planned to do and say to him this night.

“You on top.  Ride me.”  Desire pooled low in her belly at his words.  Tonight nothing was taboo or out of bounds.  The few times they'd made love, Samuel had demanded control with his words and his actions.  Tonight she was in charge, and she intended to make it special.  A celebration of life and living and loving the man in her arms.  

Each time she thought she couldn’t possibly love him more, he’d do something like this, handing her the reins and ceding control, letting her guide their lovemaking, and the boundaries of her heart expanded and filled even more.

“I love you so much, my darling.”   Andrea's whispered words held a promise.

Samuel's eyes widened at her proclamation.  His hand swept up, brushed the curls from her face and tucked them behind her ear.  “No more than I love you.  You are my everything.”

With the declaration of his love ringing in her ears, Andrea lifted her hips, tilted and angled her body, and grasped Samuel's shaft firmly in her hand.  Her thumb slid through the moisture coating its tip. Guiding his firmness through her slick folds, she positioned his straining erection at her opening.  Easing down inch by delectable inch, she slid lower, wiggling and rotating her hips to take him deeper.

Samuel's low moan was a symphony that fueled her soul.  Knowing she could make him feel loved, feel cherished, those things were important.  Tonight, she wanted his control gone.  Wanted him wild and free, on the edge of desperation.

Hips lifting, he rocked up into her.  Her body burned as it stretched to accommodate him.  Andrea moved in a sensuous rhythm.  Leaning forward, she captured Samuel's mouth with hers while she slowly undulated, putting a little swivel movement into each downward slide.  She gasped as his mouth broke free from hers.  His head fell against the pillow, his hands reaching for her.

Head thrown back, her hair spilled across her shoulders and down her back.  Samuel threaded his hands into its mass, fingers tightening on her scalp and pulling lightly as he drove up into her, hips thrusting in concert with the rhythm she'd started.  She'd tried for slow, seductive.  Instead, a fast and furious tempo took over.  Breath hitched in her throat when Samuel's fingers slid through her wet folds, teasing her clit.  His hips pistoned up, her body matching each rhythmic thrust of him deep within her core.

So close.  Sensations fluttered inside her.  His talented hands and mouth slid along the underside of her breast, then grasped the nipple gently in his teeth.  It sent her soaring into a mind-shattering orgasm.  He laved the areola before blowing a gentle breath of air across the dampness.  Nipples sensitive to his abrading tongue, she gasped as he moved from one to the other, showering it with the same dedication and attention he'd showed the first.

Her climax swept through her and she screamed Samuel's name, back arched as wave after wave of delicious warmth filled her as he joined her moments later.

Taking an exhausted breath, she rolled off him and snuggled against his side, her head resting against his chest.  She heard the thundering heartbeat beneath her ear slowly return to normal, and with a sigh, wrapped her arms around him, flinging one leg across his.  

“Love you.”  The words were a light caress across against her forehead and her lips curled up.  He'd said it earlier in response to her declaration, but this was different.  The heat of passion had died back to a subtle glowing ember, the urgency diminished, and his utterance was both deliberate and evocative, because he meant the words.  

“I love you too.”  She wiggled closer against his warmth, and he wrapped her within his embrace with a contented sigh.  

“Marry me?”

“What?”  She lifted her head off his chest and stared into those pale gray eyes.  Had she heard him right?

“Yes, you heard me.”  The corner of his lips ticked up.  “Marry me.  Move to New Orleans.  With Webster out of the picture, we're both starting a new chapter in our lives.  I love you, you said you love me.”  She nodded at his words.  

“You don't think it's too soon?”

“I think we've lived through more in the last week than some people do in their entire lifetimes.”  He reached forward and brushed back the tears running down her cheek with his thumb.  “We've got a chance to make a fresh start, here in New Orleans.  What's that old saying—come live with me and be my love?”  

“Yes.”  She couldn't stop the grin spreading across her lips, even as the tears continued to fall.  Flinging herself into his arms, she repeated, “Yes, yes, yes!”  

He leaned back against the pillows, pulling her back against his shoulder.  “There's one catch, though.”

He's already trying to hedge his bets?

“What?”  

“You've got to quit The Agency.”  

She'd already planned to quit, but what kind of a partner would she be if she gave in too easily.  

“Well, Zach isn't going to be happy, you know.”

“He'll get over it.”  

She liked the possessive growly tone in his voice.  It sent a little fresh tingle through her sated body.  

“It won't be easy.  They let me go once, but I'm not sure they'll be happy about letting go a second time.”  She had to be honest, things might get tricky, especially if The Agency tried to play hardball.  

“It won't be a problem.  You're part of Carpenter Security Services now.”

She struggled to sit up and leaned over him.  “I am?”  

“It's a package deal, sweetheart.  Marry me, you're part of the team.”  

Reaching down, she grabbed the edge of the sheet and pulled it up over them.  They'd butt heads, there was no question.  They were two strong, independent, and stubborn people.  But working for CSS would give her focus and a new purpose.  It was a chance she wasn't going to turn down.  

With a grin, she snuggled back into his arms, and patted his chest.

“Whatever you say, dear.”  

“Keep saying that and we're going to get along fine.”  She heard the smile in his words.  Yep, it was going to be a bumpy ride, and she couldn't wait for it to start.  
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Excerpt:

 

A pool of matted dark red blood spread out in a macabre halo beneath the gray hair of Mrs. Abigail Spencer.  For one brief moment, Connor gave thanks he hadn't eaten breakfast yet.  It wouldn't do to spew chunks all over the poor old woman.

He whirled around at Alyssa's sharp intake of breath right behind him.  Damn it, he'd told her to wait outside.  Then again, why was he surprised she hadn't listened?  The whole time they'd been married, she'd never listened to anything he'd said then, either.

“Connor?  Is she . . .?”

“Dead?”  Connor knelt beside the old lady, careful not to touch anything.  Reaching forward, he pressed his fingertips against the side of her neck, checking for any indication of life.  He felt nothing.  No pulse.  No rise and fall of her chest.  “Looks that way.”

“Oh dear,” she whispered.  “There's so much blood.” 

“Yeah.” 

Standing, he took a couple of steps back, reached into his pocket for his cell phone and dialed nine-one-one.

“I need the police at the Wayward Wanderer Inn on I-10.  There's been a death . . . That's right . . . No, there are two of us in the room . . . Yes, ma'am, we'll wait right outside the door for the officers to get here.  Thank you.”

Within minutes the familiar wail of sirens drew closer, accompanied by flashing lights.  Killing the siren, one uniformed and one plainclothes officer alighted from the patrol car and walked toward him.  Since all the rooms were located on the ground floor, spectators filled the parking lot and milled about in the now crowded hallways. 

Connor spotted several folks from the tour group standing a few doors away, anxiety and concern clear in their expressions.  Mrs. Spencer was one of their own.  He knew Alyssa would deal with the aftermath of this tragedy, offering compassion and sympathy to each Whispering Pines resident.  Who'd share a little sympathy with her, he wondered?

“Lyssa, why don't you talk with your group while I explain to the officers what’s happened.”  The only thing that would keep her from dwelling on finding a dead body, especially someone she knew, was to keep her busy.  He knew Alyssa well enough that giving her something to focus on, a task to perform, made the most sense.  Pale, in obvious shock, she went into immediate helper mode.  He wished he could hold her, comfort her through the trauma of what she'd witnessed, but he had to deal with the cops. 

The people from Whispering Pines Senior Living Center needed to be handled gently. 

Damn.  First a bus crash and now one of them is dead.  How much more can these old folks take?

The clearing of a throat brought things rushing back to the here and now. 

“Officers, I'm Connor Scott.  I called in the death.”

Without a word, the uniformed police officer, a tall, rail-thin Hispanic man walked through the door into Abigail Spencer's room.  The other stayed next to Connor.  Pulling out a notebook and pen, he got right down to business.  That's good, Connor thought. 

“Mr. Scott, I’m Detective Taglier.  How did you know the deceased?”  The southern drawl followed by an 'I'm your good buddy' grin immediately grated on Connor's nerves.  Hell, he didn't even know this guy and already the hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention and he wanted to growl a warning to back the hell off. 

“Mrs. Spencer was a passenger on our tour bus.  We had an accident yesterday afternoon.  Slid on an icy patch on the interstate.  Veered off the road.”

“Yeah, I heard about it down at the station.  Was she injured in the accident?”

“Nothing serious that I'm aware of.”  Connor stood with arms akimbo, looking at the policeman.  Something didn't sit right about him even though he was just doing his job. 

“She had a bump on her forehead, I think.  It bled a bit but she was checked out at the emergency clinic by a physician and cleared.  Everybody was, except for the driver.”  At the officer's raised brow, Connor continued.  “Broken leg, fractured pelvis and a concussion.” 

“Ouch.”  Jotting down notes, the detective glanced through the open doorway behind Connor. 

“The young lady with you, where does she fit into all this?  Was she with you when you found Ms. Spencer?”

Connor bristled at his tone but answered.  “Her name's Alyssa Scott.  She's the Activities Director for the tour group.  Works at the senior living center where they're from.”  The officer nodded again.  He gave an exasperated sigh before continuing.  “A few of the other passengers were worried when Abigail, Mrs. Spencer, didn't come to the restaurant for breakfast.  They sent Alyssa to check on her.  I came with her.”  

“Was the door locked when you arrived?”  The officer's question was directed at Connor, but his eyes kept straying to Alyssa, and it pissed Connor off. 

“No.  I knocked several times.  When there was no answer, I turned the knob and it opened.”

“Uh, huh.” 

The second officer came out of the room, pulling the door closed behind him.  After a quick whispered conversation with his partner he strode over to the patrol car, his wide steps quickly eating up the distance. 

“So, Mr. Scott, you opened the door and . . .”

Connor turned back to the cop.  “I told Alyssa to wait outside and I went in to check on Mrs. Spencer.  Immediately upon entering the room I saw feet sticking out from beside the bed.  When I got closer, that's how I found her.” 

“And Ms. Scott stayed outside the whole time?”

He would like to say yes but knew forensic evidence would show she'd been in the room.  “No, she came into the room and saw the body as well.” 

“Did you notice anything else, Mr. Scott?” 

“Yeah, I noticed blood on the edge of the night stand by the body.”

The officer jotted down a few more notes in his bent, crumpled notebook before continuing.

“Anything else?  See anybody hanging around the parking lot?”

“No.  I called nine-one-one and waited here for you.” 

“Okay.  Thanks.  I'll need to speak with Ms. Scott, take her statement.  Same last name.  Any relation to you?”

“Ex-wife.”

“Huh.  Amicable I take it.”

Connor quirked a brow, refusing to rise to the subtle baiting question. 

Connor knew most of the questions were standard procedure, he'd been around enough cops in his job with the fire department to know it, but he didn't want this guy talking to his wife. 

Ex-wife, dammit. 

End of Excerpt
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Excerpt:

 

All Jinx noticed when she peeled her eyes open was darkness.  A wall of nearly impenetrable blackness, though her eyes slowly adjusted and images formed.  Well, that plus the fact her head was killing her.  Flat on her back a heavy weight pinned her to the ground.  A warm, solid, breathing weight.  Muffled sounds began penetrating the fog of smoke, and the smell of…was that sulfur…as her brain kicked into gear and she remembered the explosion, and the gorgeous dark-haired cop throwing himself on top her, protecting her from the blast.

“Are you okay, sweetheart?”  The words whispered beside her ear rumbled in a hoarse voice laced with concern.  Gentle fingertips brushed the tousled hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear.  A bright light shown downward, and she instinctively raised her hand blocking out the glaring intrusion.  Flashlight, she realized, squinting against the beam. 

“I'm okay.  What happened?”

“Bomb.  Probably a homemade pipe bomb from the look of things.  Lots of bang, though not as much damage as C4.  The pizza delivery guy carried it into the station.”  The cop's weight slowly eased off her, and Jinx immediately missed the security of his body pressed tightly against her.  Odd, she usually couldn't wait to get out from beneath a man's heavy bulk.  This felt different.  Comforting, protected.  Safe. 

“Here, let me help you up.” 

“Thanks.”  She placed her hands into his outstretched ones. He gently tugged, steadying her when she wobbled on her cut heel. 

Damn, why'd I take off my brand new shoes?  Oh, yeah, right.  Crazy Russians in my house. 

A controlled kind of chaos surrounded them as a tall black man with salt-and-pepper hair, she thought she remembered him being called Hilliard, directed people, plainclothes and uniformed.  Another uniformed cop lay on the ground as several people tried to stem the blood pouring from his mangled right hand.  The beams from multiple flashlights streaked down the walkway between desks, and the warm humid night air poured through the gaping hole in the side of the building where the windows had blown outward.  Outside, the shouts of officers trying to control the unruly crowd of ghoulish spectators, and the murmurs of the growing crowd hoping for a glimpse of the controlled chaos, could be heard.  

“Ambulances are on the way, cap.” 

“How many injured?”  The captain's deep baritone oozed confidence and calm, a rumble that echoed over the babble of voices.  Jinx rubbed her hands along her upper arms, felt the trembling wash through her in the aftermath of the earlier adrenaline spike.  Hold it together.  Gotta get out, check on Carlo.  

“Are you hurt?  Bleeding anywhere, sweetheart?”  The detective, the one who'd been protecting her, what was his name again—Remy—was asking her questions.  Concentrate, Jinx.  Tell him everything's great so you can get to Carlo.

“I'm fine, just had the wind knocked out of me.  Look, things are crazy right now.  You need to help your friends.  I'll head out and you can…”

“Lamoreaux, she doesn't leave,” Hilliard's voice interrupted. His sharp brown gaze seemed to see straight into her, plumb her every secret. 

“You don't need me to stay.  Obviously I made a huge mistake.  I'll head home and straighten everything out and…”

“Sorry, sugar, but you're not going anywhere,” Remy's voice interrupted.  His hand latched onto her elbow, cementing her in place.  She tugged, trying to wrench herself free, without any luck since his grip was solid, forceful and oddly comforting.

Remy glanced once toward his captain, nodded and turned back to her.  “You heard the captain, you're here for a bit longer.  Let's get out of the way and let the emergency crews do their stuff.”  Turning to the captain, he added, “Cap, I'm taking her down to interview two.  Keep me posted.”

Hilliard gave a brief wave of dismissal.  Remy's hand slid against the small of her back as he guided Jennifer through the rubble and debris as they carefully made their way past the blast zone, and into the open area of the entrance to the station.  The front doors were splayed wide, the warmth of the night air permeating the foyer.  Temperatures had soared during the afternoon, and the atmosphere felt muggy, making it hard to breathe.  Dust particles danced in the flashlight beams, yet Remy trudged forward continuing to the other side of the building.  Guiding her down another hall, the darkness was illuminated by cops rushing forward, more flashlights and even a couple of lit flares penetrated the bleak gloom.   Pausing in front of the second door they came across, Remy glanced at her.  She knew he checked for signs of injury, his eyes raking her from the tips of her toes to the top of her head. His scorching look pooled heat deep in her belly and a spark of attraction arced. 

Merde, now was not the time to be thinking about how attractive the cop was. How his eyes had crinkled at the corners when he'd smiled earlier, or the slight upward tilt of his mouth when he'd called her sweetheart.  Think about your brother.  Dubshenko denied shooting him, but Jinx knew what she'd seen.  The argument she'd heard.  The loud pop of the gun firing. 

“Have a seat, Jennifer.   Make yourself comfortable,” Remy chuckled then added, “at least as comfortable as you can get under the circumstances.”  He laid the flashlight on its side so the light shone across the table top and onto the brick wall. 

“I believe you.  About Dubshenko shooting your brother.  The good news—Carlo is still alive.  The bad news—Dubshenko has him.”  He stood and walked over to a file cabinet in the corner of the small interrogation room, yanked open the second drawer and fumbled around inside. 

Jinx waited with her arms wrapped around her body, not saying a word. She was afraid to say anything at this point. He was right.  Dubshenko had Carlo, and if she gave the cops any information he wouldn't hesitate to kill him and dump his body in the swamps, never to be found. 

“Ah, ha!  Here we go.”  An old fashioned cassette tape recorder landed on the table. The light from the flashlight gleamed against its black and chrome plastic surface. The sheen was dull and worn from age and heavy use.  Next, a couple of cassette tapes were plunked down on the table.

“Normally, we'd videotape our interview for both documentation and for your protection.  Since the electricity is off, we're gonna do this the old-fashioned way.”  Grabbing up one of the cassettes Remy fed it into the recorder, and pressed play.  The scratchy sound of the tape feeding was audible in the quiet of the room.

“Great.  Hopefully this baby has halfway decent batteries, and doesn't conk out on us partway through.”  He smiled, and Jinx felt that little zing she'd noticed earlier. 

Grabbing his chair he flipped it around, straddling it so he faced her.  He pressed the play and record buttons simultaneously with an emphatic stab of his fingers. 

“This is Detective Remy Lamoureaux of the New Orleans Police Department interviewing Ms. Jennifer Smith at 9:15 p.m., July fifteenth.  This is a witness statement being recorded strictly on audio as there has been a bomb explosion at the station and power is currently off, so no video recording is possible.  Ms. Smith, in your own words, I need you to repeat what we discussed earlier this evening regarding the shooting of your brother, Carlo.”

Taking a deep breath, Jinx stated, “I have nothing to say.”

 

End of Excerpt
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Excerpt:

 

Sprawled on his back, Carlo Marucci felt the warm sunshine ooze into every pore of his skin. Dark glasses covered his eyes, which were closed at the moment, and the soft Texas drawl of George Strait playing through the earbuds obliterated the outside world. Oh, yeah this was exactly what he'd needed.

Rest and relaxation. Those had been his chief's orders when the case he'd been working exploded all over the front pages of every newspaper in the country. After all, its big news with the head of the New Orleans Russian mafia is taken down in a major sting operation, netting not only said big fish, but also a candidate running in the special election for Lieutenant Governor of the state of Louisiana. Ah, yes, corruption at its finest.

Of course, no one in the media mentioned the kidnapped daughter of one of the biggest Russian syndicate leaders, who'd been smuggled into of the country and landed literally in Carlo's lap. Those details were kept on a strictly need-to-know basis and the vultures of the press definitely didn't need to know. The explosive situation was diffused before retribution

rained down from the heavens. Anatole Sokolov was satisfied everyone connected to his beloved daughters abduction had been dealt with by the United States government and currently resided in the Louisiana State Penitentiary, having made plea bargains or awaiting trial. Keeping a lid on that potentially explosive international incident—yep, total media blackout.

A splash sounded from the pool at his feet, but he didn't bother opening his eyes. Probably the teenage boys he'd met the day before. Vacationing in the Florida Keys had been a stroke of genius on his sister's part. She'd suggested it, arranged every detail, right down to the bed and breakfast reservations, plane tickets. Carlo was halfway convinced she'd been instrumental in his boss's unyielding demand he take an extended leave, at least a week. His sister, Jinx, was a walking, talking miracle and he'd never forget how close he'd come to losing—and it would have all been his fault.

No yells from the boys followed the splash. No tidal waves of water soaked his chair from their horseplay like they had the previous day. Opening his eyes, he took in the sight of long golden limbs gliding seamlessly across the surface of the water, toward the far end of the pool. The deep ruby red of a one-piece bathing suit encased what appeared at first gland to be a voluptuous woman's curves.

He slid the sunglasses further down on his nose, peering over the top to get a better look. Oh, yeah, long dark hair flowed over her shoulders with each stroke. He watched her flip beneath the surface and kick off the far wall, pushing forward with a strength and speed he envied. He could swim well enough to get from point A to point B, but nothing like this. This woman's movements were poetry in motion.

When she reached the pool's edge where his chaise was, without even a curious glance his way, she turned again, headed for the opposite side. Not that it was a problem, he wouldn't mind watching her for hours. Folding his arms behind his head, he leaned back with a grin. Oh, yeah, this was his kind of vacation. Sunshine, an ice cold beer, and a nearly naked beautiful woman.

 

End of Excerpt
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