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“It’s a damn good thing I don’t suffer from motion sickness!” I muttered under my breath, feeling completely and utterly alone as the wind buffeted me along on the rolling waves. Somewhere nearby, a madman was searching for me, or rather, for my remains, as the sleek Sea Ray cabin cruiser trolled the waters of the Atlantic off the coast of Florida. Truth be told, I had no way of knowing where he was at this moment in time, and that only fueled my fear.

Back and forth went the powerful boat as the search for me continued, churning up a wake that rocked me against the soft rubber sides of my protective cocoon. Shivering, more from the chill that welled up in my soul than from the atmospheric temperature, I lay in total darkness. Tiny splashes of salt water sloshed in through the gaps in the heavy black tarp fastened to my inflatable dinghy and that made me nervous. How could I possibly bail out the boat?

“Found something!” hollered Coe, the deckhand. There was excitement in his voice. “It looks like a hat, captain!”

“Bring it here,” was the response. A minute or two passed before the conversation resumed. I hunkered down as the waves grew wilder, wondering if I should try to pull the tarp tighter. But then I remembered that those gaps provided the only fresh air available to me in this cockamamie contraption. Without them, I’d quickly suffocate. Still, the water was beginning to accumulate on the bottom of the rubber dinghy and that was worrisome.

“Do you recognize it, Mr. McMasters?” Captain North asked his client.

“No,” my tormentor answered, dismissing it quickly. “It probably belongs to some fisherman who lost it to a wind gust. Keep looking. I want proof that my wife is dead!”

His wife? Those words were like a knife in my heart. Of course I was not his wife. I was the victim of his warped scheme, the pawn in his devious game.

“Whatever you say, sir,” the captain replied. “Let’s go back over the area one more time, Firkin.”

“Aye-aye, skipper.”

Confined to this inescapable hell, I let my mind wander as I bobbed on the water. It had been one crazy week. Not only had I been kidnapped twice in two different states, I had witnessed a brutal double homicide. I probably also overheard the shooting of two men and a deliberate hit-and-run accident, but I couldn’t be sure. So, how did my life go so wrong? Was it something I did? Did I somehow bring this upon myself?

With time to kill, I turned my attention to the most important of the unanswered questions. I worked my way back in time, determined to review every piece of the puzzle that seemed relevant. Somewhere there was a common denominator that linked the incidents together. I just hadn’t recognized it yet.

Only yesterday I had been hiding out in Evans, Georgia, with my security team, when it all went bad. My desperate bodyguard had fired several rounds at the kidnappers as they grabbed me from the side of the road at Michaels Creek. As soon as I was immobilized, the white panel van jerked left and struck its target. There was no mistaking that sickening thump. After that, there were no more gunshots. I cringed at the thought that the woman hired to keep me safe had made the ultimate sacrifice. Nancy had been so good to me. She deserved better.

Hog-tied, blindfolded, and held captive in the windowless compartment in the back of the vehicle, left to roll around on the rough floor as we sped away, I fought to stave off my panic as my mind registered the desperate danger I was in. All I wanted was the chance to escape, to throw open that door and leap to freedom.

But there was no relief from the madness. Every time I thought the worst was over, it turned out I was wrong. Like a sleeper caught in a bad dream, I tried to wake myself up, but it was all for naught. This nightmare was all too real.

The second and third killings occurred several hours later, after the van pulled off to the soft shoulder of the road and stopped. We were parked there for about five minutes before I heard another set of tires on the gravel and a car pulled along side of us.

“This is it,” said the van driver. “Just remember to keep your cool. We don’t want to blow this.”

“No problem,” his accomplice replied.

They got out of the van, ready to greet the newcomer. I wondered why they were nervous. Had they been hired to snatch me? Maybe they didn’t know the mastermind. Maybe this was their first face-to-face meeting. As the seconds ticked on, my apprehension grew.

The other driver shut off the engine, opened the door, and got out. Feet crunched on the pebbles as they crossed the distance between vehicles, using long, even strides. I suspected the feet belonged to a man, not a woman, and that he was tall and fit.

I heard a few indiscernible words uttered in a brief, one-sided conversation by the van driver. I tried to maneuver myself closer to the open window, hoping to eavesdrop. Just then, his partner in crime suddenly cried out.

“What the....” A couple of muted thwacks cut him off and then something heavy hit the side of the van. Was it a body?

“No!” the driver protested briefly, before he, too, was silenced.

When the engine started up again and the van returned to the paved road, I could tell that there was someone new sitting in the driver’s seat. But I swear to you it never occurred to me that it would be that horrible man, not even in my wildest nightmare.

He didn’t show himself right away. He was having too much fun toying with me, savoring the shock value of the terrifying surprise he had planned.

I found out soon enough what that was. He strapped a suicide vest onto my chest and armed the detonator. He called it his insurance policy. Knowing I had a conscience, he continually reminded me that I would be responsible for the deaths of innocent people if I dared to make an attempt to escape. He would push the button and anyone within range would die with me.

For a brief hour or two, I still hoped that I might save myself. But when he realized we were being tailed by federal agents, he not only gave them the slip, he found a way to evade capture that I never saw coming. After a wild goose chase that made my head spin, frequently changing directions as we went from highway to country road and back again, we pulled into a rest stop on the Interstate. I had no idea why we were just sitting there, concealed in darkness. We seemed to be waiting for something, but I didn’t know what.

After about five minutes, an elderly couple walked out of the restaurant. The man stopped to count his change under the light of the lamp post in the parking lot, while his silver-haired companion waited for him. That’s when the predator struck with all the speed and stealth of a cobra. It happened in the blink of an eye as I stood there, stunned. He cold-bloodedly and ruthlessly ended the lives of two innocent people, all because he needed a car that couldn’t be traced. With the bodies concealed and their belongings gone, he was free to force me behind the wheel of the Ford Fusion. In less than ten minutes, we were back on the road, making our untraceable way to Jacksonville.

I would have jumped out of the vehicle, given half a chance, if it weren’t for that damned vest. There was no way I wanted to accompany this lunatic to the Caribbean, to the bank where millions of dollars belonging to some very nefarious people waited in an account that bore my name. I hadn’t even known about the money. How could I? I was just a party planner...a party planner with a past, with a secret that enabled a vicious criminal to embed himself in my life and hide behind my former WitSec cover life.

“Mr. McMasters, the Coast Guard should be here shortly,” I heard Captain North call out. There was no audible reply. The man who wanted me dead was probably too busy making phone calls as he changed course and recalculated his plan. How could he now collect all that dirty money if I was lying at the bottom of the ocean? I had no doubt he would come up with some alternative scheme. I just wasn’t sure I would live to see him taken into custody. What if I died in my little rubber tomb? What would my obituary say about me? I had lived so many cover lives under so many assumed names. They would have to pick one to put on my headstone. Or maybe they would just assign a new one to my corpse.

An unexpected bump against the side of my dinghy startled me, forcing a tiny yelp to slip out of my mouth. Instantly, I regretted it.

“What was that?” I heard the man who claimed to be my husband say. I dropped onto the bottom of the rubber boat and flattened myself out, terrified that he would shoot at me. My rational mind tried to inform me that it was a useless exercise in wishful thinking, since any bullets fired would easily penetrate the soft, pliable material, but I choose to ignore the voice of reason. To my frazzled brain, it was a sensible thing to do under the circumstances, right up to the moment that I felt another bump, this time under the boat.

“Crap!” I hissed. My heart went into overdrive. The last thing I wanted to worry about was a confrontation with an ocean predator. Quivering, I tried to calm myself, but I couldn’t shake off the expectation that at any moment in time, the bottom of my flimsy rubber boat would be breached.

“What was what?” the deckhand called out.

“You didn’t hear that?” The voices were fainter now, as if the Sea Ray was heading in the opposite direction. I counted that as a small miracle, but I couldn’t afford to make any more mistakes. This was not the time to fall apart. If I ended up in the hands of the wrong people, I would be shark bait.

“No. What do you think you heard, Mr. McMasters?”

“It sounded like a woman’s cry.”

“It was probably a seagull, sir,” Coe replied confidently. “They like to follow the boat, in the hope that we’re jettisoning food. The birds are scavengers.”

“I know the difference between a woman’s scream and a seagull’s screech, you bloody moron!”

“I didn’t mean to imply....”

“North, go back,” ordered the aggravated man, ignoring the apology and the explanation. “And shine some light on the water!”

“Certainly, Mr McMasters. Firth, turn her around!”

“You’ve got it, boss.”

I decided I had to change my mental course if I was to survive. It was better not to worry about whether there were sharks lurking in the vicinity. I didn’t need to spook myself any more than I already was.

“Think about something else,” I instructed myself. “It doesn’t matter what.”

Immediately, my mind went back to the other morning, when I got the bad news about the man who had terrorized me. As I ran my roller over surface of the walls, spreading primer over the garish purple paint in the hallway, I heard footsteps approach.

“Honey, I have to tell you something.”

There was no mistaking that note of concern in Jeff’s voice. I glanced over my shoulder. “Oh?”

“It’s about Ron Wozniak.”

“Is he talking?” My greatest hope was that the creep would make a clean breast of his criminal past. There’s really nothing as awful as a former cop who has crossed over to the dark side, except maybe one still on the job, with access to sensitive data bases and vital information.

“Not exactly,” was my protector’s response. Those two words were ominous.

“What do you mean by ‘not exactly’?”

“He’s been killed.”

“Killed?” I felt like someone had punched me in the gut. “He’s dead?”

“Yes. I’m sorry. I know you were counting on him.”

“Of course I was.” Wozniak had set me up and stalked me, online and off, all in his effort to get at that bank account down in Curaçao. He had even hired accomplices to help him abduct me. I set down the paint roller in the tray and sighed, kneeling on the drop cloth that covered the marble tiles. “What happened to him?”

“Someone stuck him with a homemade shiv in the exercise yard.”

“Damn!” I groaned, greatly dismayed. Jeff joined me on the floor. He put an arm around my shoulder and kissed my forehead. “What are we going to do now? He took the answers with him to the grave.”

“I know it’s tough, sweet pea,” he commiserated. “We’ll keep working on it.”

“It’s just so unfair!” I fought hard to keep the tears at bay, and the harder I tried, the bigger the lump in my throat grew. Another two minutes and I would choke on it.

“It is.” Those brown eyes of his were watching me intently, expecting me to break down.

“I hate this. I really hate this,” I told him, feeling completely defeated. I felt cursed by some unseen hand of fate. Every time I took a step forward to clear my name, someone drop-kicked me two or three steps back. I couldn’t win for losing.

“You can’t let the bad guys claim victory, Liv, even when they’re dead. You have to believe where there’s a will, there’s a way.”

“Easier said than done,” I pointed out to him. “I can’t believe he’s only been behind bars for three days, three lousy days, and now this.”

We had finally caught a break in Palm Coast, Florida. We had the mysterious watch, with its cryptic message, in our possession. We knew the motive behind Ron Wozniak’s effort to kidnap me. We were relying on the former cop to tell us what we didn’t know about a financial scheme that left a trail of dead bodies in its wake. If he cooperated with the assistant United States Attorney, he’d get a plea deal.

“Was it just some kind of jailhouse argument, Jeff?”

“I don’t know, babe. It’s too soon to tell.”

I needed to know why my late fiancé, Jared Spears, chose me as his pigeon, and why hired killers were after me. I wanted to put all that behind me and get back to the business of building my new life with Jefferson Cornwall, but until I understood all the terrible things that had happened to me, I would remain haunted...and hunted.
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Chapter Two
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I gazed at the patch of primed white wall in front of me. I had spent six hours yesterday sanding off the silver leaf stencil in anticipation of covering over the hideous purple paint. This project was supposed to be my fresh start, one that would help me morph into my new identity. I was no longer in the federal witness protection program. Gone were Margot Floyd, wedding planner from Newport, Rhode Island, and Marigold Flowers, wedding planner from Lake Placid, New York. In their place was Olivia Michaud, experienced personal chef now working for Jefferson Cornwall, temporarily undertaking painting duties in his condo at Park Place on Peachtree.

“Liv?”

“Yes, Jeff?”

“Just because the guy is dead, that doesn’t mean we won’t solve this case. It just means it may take us a little longer to get it done.”

“I know,” I sighed heavily. “I know.”

“Listen, I’ve got to get to the studio for a screening of the new episode. We’ll talk tonight, love. I promise.”

“Sure.” I reached for the paint roller, but thought better of it. He deserved more from me than that. “Don’t mind me, Jeff. I just have to wrap my head around this mess. By the time you come home, I should be in a much better mood. Thanks for letting me know about Wozniak.”

“Hey,” he smiled, lifting my chin with his fingers, “it’s just a little bump in the road.”

“Sure it is.” I leaned in and kissed those lips of his.  I took courage from the strength of his conviction. “I just wish I could remember everything that happened. I need to know why Jared used me to hide all that money.”

“Honey, we’ve been over this again and again. We got back your belongings from Newport and Lake Placid. You’ve combed over every item in those boxes. If nothing has leapt out at you by now, I don’t know that there is anything for you to remember. You can’t invent memories to make the clues fit.”

“Thanks for the reminder.” I told him, taking his hand in mine. I knew he was right. As hard as I tried, I just couldn’t summon the answers from within. “Sometimes I forget that I don’t have super powers.”

“You’re only human. You can’t beat yourself up for that, sweet pea.”

“No, I can’t.”

“Call me if you need anything. I should be home by six.” He stood up, stretching his long, lean frame before starting down the hall on his way to the front door.

“I’ll be here. I’m not going anywhere.”

Before I met him, the best-selling thriller author and head of Roaring Kill Productions had bought a home in one of Atlanta’s prestigious high-rises, Park on Peachtree. He was in the process of redecorating it when I arrived on his doorstep, cut loose from the WitSec program and suspected of complicity in the shooting of a United States marshal.

The previous owners had combined two separate units to create an enormous condo. For the most part, the units remained separate, accessible only through two doors, one of which was down this hallway. Jeff’s plan was to use the grander of the two for formal entertaining and work space. There was a high-end cook’s kitchen, one that any caterer would be pleased to use, attached to the palatial rooms. It was a perfect place to host social gatherings, both professional and personal. The elegant bedrooms would house family and friends who came to visit him. His den, just off the foyer, was convenient, giving him quick access to the entire condo.

But on the other side of the door at the end of this hallway lay his private sanctuary. It was his retreat at the end of the day, the place he went to sleep, to read, and to relax. My bedroom was next to his, and when I cooked for him, I used the smaller, more intimate kitchen.

Both the private and public spaces of the condo had large terraces. Eventually, Jeff hoped to connect them through a gate, but at the moment, he was still considering how best to do that. And while he contemplated that solution, I worked on transforming the rooms with paint.

I had to admit, picking up my roller again, that I was immensely aggravated that Ron Wozniak was dead. He had stalked me through four states, tried to kidnap me himself, and when that failed, conned a couple of bounty hunters into believing I was a wanted fugitive, so they would snatch me. To be denied the justice I deserved was maddening. And now that he was dead, my frustration seemed to escalate to the point where I worried it would quickly consume me if I didn’t get some self-control.

I worked on automatic pilot, throwing myself into my project as I let my thoughts settle. An hour and a half later, I had one long wall done and the result lifted my spirits. At least I was still capable of accomplishing something useful. Removing my painter’s overalls, I took a break to let the dog out and to grab a well-deserved cup of coffee.

The dog...it was hard to believe my adopted companion had been with me for less than a week. We were still getting to know one another, but I could tell he had been well-loved by his previous owner. I knew the Yorkie didn’t like loud noises or shouting, and once in awhile, he exhibited moments of shyness and hesitation. But overall, Cooper was a confident little guy who enjoyed long walks and hanging around with me.

That was good, because as someone who was still hiding from potential assailants, I did a lot of hanging around. It wasn’t like I could go out whenever I wanted to or go anywhere I felt like going. Everything had to be planned down to the tiniest of details before I set foot out of that door. And once I was out in public, I had to be vigilant. Even when I had people protecting me, I still had to be careful.

One of the first things I learned about him was that Cooper hated rain. Looking out the kitchen window, I saw the first of the droplets splatter on the concrete as the heavens opened.

“Well, let’s try anyway, boy. Do the best you can.”

As I opened the sliding door to the terrace, the little Yorkie hopped over the threshold and was pelted by the rain. Drenched and desperate, he made a beeline for a barrel planter by the back wall and lifted his leg.

“Who’s a good boy?” I asked him as he scrambled back, eager to escape the onslaught. “Come on, Coop. I’ll dry you off.”

I poured myself a cup of coffee and grabbed a dog treat from the jar on the counter. We settled on the sofa in the adjacent sitting area off the galley kitchen. Wrapped up in a towel, Cooper contentedly napped on my lap while I watched a handful of dreary news stories about unspeakable crimes. It seemed like the Ron Wozniaks of the world were in charge, wreaking havoc with society. It was a relief when the weather report came on. The forecast predicted some sun later in the day.

“There’s only so much bad news a person can handle, Coop. Some days, I think civilized society has been taken over by depraved criminals who enjoy inflicting their utterly anti-social behavior upon us,” I told him.

The little dog glanced up at me briefly with those dark brown eyes and then went back to sleep. Smiling, I stroked his tiny head, appreciating his unflappable attitude. He was a good reminder that not everything in my life was going wrong.

“Maybe I should take a page from your playbook, boy, and learn to chill out.” I told him, as I moved him off my lap and stood up to go. “Well, it’s time for me to tackle the next wall. I’ll see you in a little while.”

By quarter to one, the hallway was primed. With every stroke of the roller, I bid adieu to the dark purple walls and my foul mood. There wasn’t anything I could do about Wozniak’s death. It was what it was. I had to find a way to accept it.

Coop was waiting patiently for me by the kitchen door when I carried in my paint brush. I cleaned and dried it before I scrubbed the sink, removing the residue. “Well, now it’s time for us to have some lunch. Maybe I’ll just run you outside first, since it looks like it finally stopped raining.”

I trailed after him as he made his rounds. Suddenly, unexpectedly, he pricked up his ears, on alert.

“What’s up, Coop?”

He trotted over to the wall that divided the two terraces, curious about something. I followed him. That’s when I heard what he heard. Someone was speaking.

“That’s weird. I thought Jeff said he wasn’t coming back until six,” I whispered to the dog, scooping him up. Creeping closer, I leaned in to listen. That definitely wasn’t Jeff.

Panic welled up inside me. Ron Wozniak might be dead now, but before that shiv had pierced him, he could have hired another hitman. I had to let Jeff know about the man on his terrace, but first I had to get to safety. I hurried to the back gate and carefully unlocked it, quietly shutting the door behind me as I left. Walking quickly along the path, the dog tucked under one arm, I punched letters onto the screen of my cell phone with my finger, on my way to the main entrance of the building. I finished my message to Jeff and hit the “send” button just as I went through the lobby door.

Man on your terrace. Who is he?

Marlon was talking on the phone when I approached the concierge desk. He gave me a smile as he finished the call.

“Good afternoon, miss. What can I do for you?” His friendly smile gave me confidence.

“I hate to bother you, but there seems to be a stranger having a conversation on Mr. Cornwall’s terrace. Do you know anything about that?”

“Oh, yeah,” he nodded several times. “It’s the building inspector, here to examine the condo for the renovation. He told me Mr. Cornwall wanted him to go through the rooms and identify issues.”

“You didn’t speak directly with Mr. Cornwall about this?”

“I...I didn’t think it was necessary, miss. I mean the guy showed me his inspector’s license and said Mr. Cornwall gave him a key.” Marlon’s smile faded as he tensed up “Is that not true?

Just then, my cell phone rang. It was Jeff.

“Livvy, get out of there now!”

“I already did, Jeff. I’m at the concierge desk. Marlon says it’s the building inspector and you know about the visit.”

“Put him on the phone, Liv.”

Nine minutes later, two Atlanta police officers, accompanied by Marlon, confronted the thief who, by that time, had found his way into Jeff’s den. Erskine Beaton was well-known in law enforcement circles as a con artist who broke into the homes of the rich and famous in Atlanta. He was apprehended with a duffle bag full of goodies he had removed from the shelves.

As for the phone call I overheard on the terrace, it was to his favorite pawn shop owner, to brag that he had broken in and stolen personal items belonging to the famous thriller author, Jefferson Cornwall. He wanted to know whether they would fetch top dollar in New York or LA.

“I really don’t think the guy’s involved with Ron Wozniak,” Rocky Mangione, the head of security for Roaring Kill Productions, told us. “The cops are checking now to see if Beaton was hired to snoop on you, but they don’t think so. It could just be a weird coincidence. Time will tell.”

It didn’t take long to get an answer. It happened the following afternoon. Jeff and I took a trip to the grocery store to pick up ingredients for dinner.

“How about some fresh sole?” he suggested, steering me over to the seafood department.

“That sounds good. Shall we roast some asparagus to go with it?”

“Sure. If you want to wait in line here, I’ll go to the produce department.”

I stood at the seafood counter, waiting for my number to be called. I only turned away just a few seconds, to reach for the paper-wrapped fish and to thank the white-coated woman, but it was long enough for someone to steal my purse from the shopping cart.

“Oh no!” I cried out. The clerk notified the front desk. Hoping that I could spot the thief, I did an immediate loop of the area, to no avail. The store employees in the area joined in the search, making it clear to other customers that they were hunting for a tan leather handbag. A couple of minutes later, a customer found it three aisles over, stashed on a shelf with the canned tomatoes. I saw a tall woman, wearing the store’s trademark tee shirt, waving it above her head as she flagged me down. By the time Jeff got back with the asparagus, the drama was over.

“Check your wallet. Make sure everything is there, Liv.” He hovered over my shoulder as I unzipped it.

“It looks like it,” I told him, doing a quick inventory of the contents. All of my cash was still there, as were my checkbook and my credit cards. Nothing seemed to be missing.

“Maybe whoever took it didn’t have time to steal anything,” he decided.

“Maybe. But do you think this is related....”

He cut me off, bumping against me to emphasize his point. “Not here, babe.”

We finished our shopping, picking up other sundries, and then checked out. Jeff seemed distracted on the drive back to his condo. He had something on his mind.

He parked in his assigned spot and we carried the packages from the garage. As soon as he deposited the groceries on the counter, he leaned over and whispered in my ear.

“Check your purse again. Let me know if you find anything.” He put a finger to his lips and winked at me, and then he said out loud, “I’ll be right back. I have to make a call about our production schedule.”

I took my time putting the food away. I was still baffled by the purse-snatching and Jeff’s odd reaction. When the last can of tomatoes was on the shelf, I took my purse over to the kitchen table and dumped it out. And that’s when I found it.

It looked like the pen I got from my bank. The logo appeared to be the same, but it didn’t feel the same in my hand. The pen was just a little too heavy. “Oh, dear.”

“What’s wrong?” Jeff came back into the kitchen. I shook my head to warn him.

“I dropped an earring,” I announced. I reached for a piece of paper and jotted down a note. I don’t think this is my pen.

“Liv, can I borrow your pen a minute?” he asked loudly. He didn’t bother waiting for an answer. Instead, he snatched it up in his hand, twirled it a couple of times, and pocketed it. Then he glanced back at me, expectantly.

“Is there something else you want?” I asked him. Without speaking a word, he picked up my purse and handed it to me, gesturing with his hands. I reached in and pulled out the next item.

I placed my Smartphone on the table and swiped it, waiting for the screen to light up. There was something different about it, but what was it? All the usual icons seemed to be in order, as were my photos. But the smeared fingerprint that I got on the pink case when I was priming the hallway was gone, and there was a tiny nick on the surface of the cover, one I didn’t remember incurring.

I reached again for the piece of paper and added another message to Jeff. Something is different about my phone.

He nodded. He wrote a note of his own just below mine. I need that phone and that pen. I turned them both over to him. Without another word, he got up and disappeared.

Fifteen minutes later, he was back. I was in the middle of preparing the asparagus.

“Hey, can you show me what I’m supposed to do with the asparagus on the grill?” He beckoned me to follow him out onto the terrace. Cooper padded after us.

“You’re not going to believe this!” he announced triumphantly once we were twenty or so from the building.

“Okay,” I replied, my curiosity rising. “I’ll bite. What’s going on?”

“Your purse was taken by a reporter from FAMOUS!”

“The celebrity gossip magazine?”

“None other. The pen contains a microphone that allows eavesdropping by anyone within fifty feet who has a receiver.”

“Cripes!” I groaned. “That’s just so wrong!”

“I know,” he smiled. “It is, isn’t it?”

“And the phone?”

“It was cloned.”

I felt my heart sink at the news. “Why would someone want to copy my phone?”

“Have you forgotten that I’m a world-famous author?”
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Chapter Three
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“This isn’t about me?”

“It doesn’t seem so,” he smiled. “Remember Veronica?”

“Do you mean the actress who left her red muffler behind?”

The first time I met Jeff, I was introduced to Harvey, the life-sized knight in shining armor that stood in the foyer. Veronica’s knitted scarf was draped around the neck of the statue that Jeff had won in a poker game. She tried to lay claim to him by leaving her personal items in his condo, but Jeff had no interest in pursuing the relationship. Was this a case of a woman scorned?

“So you do. Well, it turns out that she tipped off the press that there was a new woman in my life, hoping to embarrass and humiliate us. One of my sources said that Veronica gossiped that you must have some kind of checkered past and that’s why I don’t want anyone to know about you. Only she didn’t really get much satisfaction from all that effort, did she?”

“Someone is spying on us, Jeff. Why is that not a problem?”

“Honey, have you forgotten that you had to change phone numbers and phones?”

“After Ron Wozniak and his associate attacked me?” I studied his face, the one I was still getting to know as our blossoming relationship took shape. Jeff was definitely not as upset as I was. In fact, he was as smug as a cat with canary feathers sticking out of his mouth. “What are you getting at here?”

“The only photos I saw on your new phone were of some pretty flowers and a dog playing.”

“So?”

“It’s not like you have a bunch of photos of us together. Those are all on your old phone.”

It was true. I had barely had time to do much of anything with my new one. “Oh. But what about my contacts list—did the snoopers copy that?”

“You have phone numbers for employees of Roaring Kill Productions. So what? That’s hardly unusual, considering you work for me and I sign your paycheck.”

“You’re right.” I sat down on one of the chaise lounges. He sat on the other. “I haven’t really had time to add any personal information, have I?”

“No, you haven’t.” He leaned back and got comfortable. “How would you like to teach Veronica a lesson in snooping?” As I looked into those dark brown eyes, I thought I saw a gleam. He was looking forward to the opportunity. How far would he go in that endeavor?

“It depends on what that entails.”

“Well,” said the man with the big grin on his face, “Not only will we give them the chance to spy on us, we’ll let them think they’re getting away with it while Rocky’s team keeps tabs on them. Once we’ve got them dead to rights, they’ll find out the cops are closing in on their illegal activities. They won’t want to publish anything about us because it will be proof they were involved in violating laws. By the time we’re done with the overzealous reporter and the overly ambitious actress, they’ll get a taste of their own medicine. Turn about is fair play, is it not?”

“I guess it is.” I’ve never been a big fan of retribution, but I also can’t afford to have people spying on me, not given the fact that there are really horrible people who would love nothing more than to bury me.

“We want the press to know that I stopped dating Veronica because of her bad behavior, not because I met another woman and fell madly, deeply in love with her. No one should feel sorrow for Veronica.”

“No?” That came as a shock to me. I had thought that Jeff was serious about our relationship.

“Not that I won’t eventually admit that I’ve fallen in love with this amazing woman that I met.” He reached out and took my hand. “Later, after we’ve had a chance to enjoy being together in private, behind closed doors, we’ll make it official. You aren’t mad at me, are you, sweet pea?”

“I just thought that we had an understanding,” I told him. I was crestfallen.

“We do, babe. But at the moment, I would like to take this time for us, without the world prying into our business. And there’s still the matter of you being a possible target. Have you forgotten that?”

“Oh, right.” I took a deep breath, relieved. His explanation made sense to me. “Maybe I had a momentary lapse....”

“We still haven’t found that damn money,” Jeff reminded me. “As long as people think you’ve got access to millions of dollars, they will continue to believe there is something worth stealing, and that puts you at tremendous risk.”

“Are you telling me that if we solved the mystery of the watch, we’d be that much closer to being together as a couple?”

“Of course.”

“So, if we figure out why people want the watch and me....”

“...We’ll know who’s been setting you up and why. We’ll get the bastard, Liv. You won’t have to always be afraid.”

“Hmm...I like that idea, Jeff.”

“So do I.”

The pen with the eavesdropping microphone and the purse with the cloned phone remained in the kitchen. Since we knew that all of our conversations might be overheard at any time we were in there, we were very careful to keep our comments benign and impersonal. Jeff made sure to sound like my boss. I deferred to him, as an employee would do.

After dinner on the terrace, he retreated to his den and got to work crafting a script that would send Veronica and the reporter on a wild goose chase, giving Rocky and his team the chance to observe the culprits from a safe distance.

While he did that, I took a cup of coffee to my bedroom, determined to sort out the puzzle that had tied my life up in knots for too long. Cooper followed me, ready for a nap. Settling into my arm chair, I set the coffee mug down on the table next to me and pulled out my laptop. I was prepared to slog through my past in search of anything I had missed previously. But where should I start?

“Maybe we’ve been looking at this all wrong,” I said softly, speaking out loud. The little Yorkie’s head popped up, wondering if there was something he was supposed to do. “What do you think, Coop?”

I opened a new Word file and stared at the white screen, with my fingers poised above the keyboard. The first order of business was to write down what I knew for certain and what I suspected. I hoped the information would, like a thick coat of dust disturbed, miraculously settle back down in my brain and reveal the truth to me. To do that, I had to revisit one of the most painful events in my life. It was the stuff of nightmares, but I could see no way to avoid it.

Even now, after all that time, I could still see the body on the floor of my condo in Newport, Rhode Island. The image was forever burned into my memory. Jared and I were supposed to be married. Life was supposed to be good, even though I was in the witness protection program. I had been, ever since my grandparents were murdered when I was sixteen. For nearly two decades, I had lived a carefully crafted life of lies, all designed to protect me and my family. But after my mother died, I had the chance to start a new life, one that wouldn’t be jeopardized by my father’s research into poppy hybridization. There was a bounty on his head, thanks to the wrath of drug cartels that wanted to punish him for creating a means to end the potency of opium.

“Go, have a good life,” my father encouraged me. With great reluctance, I agreed, and that was the beginning of my downfall. The day I met Jared was the tipping point.

Ours had been a whirlwind romance. Not long after we met, he invited me to join him on business trips to places like the Caribbean. Each time I left the country, I had to clear it with my WitSec handlers. Shaun Duggan had expressed his concerns about my fiancé. There was nothing specific that the marshal could prove, just a vague unease about Jared’s business interests.

Jared had wanted me to quit witness protection. He chaffed under the long list of rules and insisted that I would be safer with him than with the United States marshals. He was certain that his money could buy more than enough protection to keep me safe. That promise came crashing down on the day his life was cut short by an unknown assassin.

I was hustled away so quickly by my WitSec team that the Newport police never had the chance to question me about the murder. No one ever asked me what I knew about my fiancé or his multi-million-dollar business enterprises, including Quicksilver Enterprises. I wish they had, because in the subsequent months, I began to suspect that there was something very duplicitous about all those investments that Jared put into my name.

Relocated to Lake Placid, New York, I got busy establishing myself as an event planner, and it went well enough, right up to the moment that Marshal Tovar Abajo showed up unannounced at the Gilded Nest. He arrived just as a contract killer tried to kidnap me and was gravely wounded in the shootout.

I wrote down everything I could think of about those two incidents in great detail, my words coming fast and furious. And then I sat back, staring at the wall, feeling like there were still puzzle pieces missing. I pressed on.

After the murder of Jared and the attempted murder of my WitSec handler, I didn’t ever think I could be stunned like that again, but I was wrong. It occurred at the Ocean Hammock Resort in Florida, when I found out that before he died, Jared tried to have me killed. Me, the woman he supposedly loved. That’s when Rocky, the head of security for Jeff’s production company, let the cat out of the bag that there was another woman in Jared’s life. She was, as he put it, the real fiancée. That made me the stooge...the dupe...the dope.

Now it was time to delve into the mystery, despite my reluctance to open myself up to that heartache. Who was she? Where did Jared meet her? And what happened to her after Jared was murdered?

I decided these were all good questions that needed answering, so I got serious about tackling the truth. Did I know her? Maybe that’s why Jared wanted me dead. It could be a motive for hiring contract killers to kidnap me, couldn’t it? But how could I identify her if I wasn’t even sure I had ever met her?

Was she someone he worked with, or someone who worked for him? Or was she some society maven, with a very public profile? Perhaps she came from a wealthy family and couldn’t risk tarnishing that silver spoon. And yet, I reminded myself, Rocky had referred to her as Jared’s real fiancée. They obviously planned to be married in the future.

I made a list of all the people that I knew from Jared’s business circle that I thought he trusted enough to keep his secrets. There were only three strong contenders. Rick Neuberger was his mentor at Mercury Industries and helped him get his start in Boston. I had
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