
      
         [image: cover image]

      
   
      
         [image: title page]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication

         
         
            For my father

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Contents

            	Chapter 1

            	Chapter 2

            	Chapter 3

            	Chapter 4

            	Chapter 5

            	Chapter 6

            	Chapter 7

            	Chapter 8

            	Chapter 9

            	Chapter 10

            	Chapter 11

            	Chapter 12

            	Chapter 13

            	Chapter 14

            	Chapter 15

            	Chapter 16

            	Chapter 17

            	Chapter 18

            	Chapter 19

            	Chapter 20

            	Chapter 21

            	Chapter 22

            	Chapter 23

            	Chapter 24

            	Chapter 25

            	Chapter 26

            	Chapter 27

            	Chapter 28

            	Chapter 29

            	Chapter 30

            	Chapter 31

            	Chapter 32

            	Chapter 33

            	Chapter 34

            	Chapter 35

            	Chapter 36

            	Acknowledgments

            	About the Author

            	Also by Carey Baldwin

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            Six Months Earlier

            Late Morning

            Riverbend, Texas

         

         For the second time since Rose Parker entered her target’s backyard, the Ruger LCP nearly slipped from her sweat-slicked shaky
            grip.
         

         
         Damn nerves.
         

         
         Careful to maintain her hold on the pistol, she halted, wiped her palms on her jeans, one at a time, and then resumed forward
            progress. Papa hadn’t raised her to be a weak-willed helpless woman. If only he were here to give her a steadying slap—because
            she was going to take care of Tommy Preston or die trying.
         

         
         Scratch that.
         

         
         Dying wasn’t an option.

         
         Then there would be no one left to get the job done.

         
         Suddenly, the pulse in her ears seemed loud enough to burst her eardrums.

         
         You don’t have to do this.

         
         She checked out her toes. Dust obscured the newness of the two-sizes-too-big men’s Nikes that had arrived in the mail yesterday.

         
         Yes, you do.

         
         A bitter taste worked its way up the back of her throat. She spat onto the ground and instantly regretted it. Could they get
            DNA from dirt-spit? Better keep her saliva to herself from here on out, just to be on the safe side. She wasn’t worried about
            shoe prints though. If documented as evidence, these would only mislead the cops—something that was easy to do, and a skill
            she’d mastered at a too-young age.
         

         
         She pulled her shoulders high and tilted her face up. The rays of the white, west Texas sun had blanched the color from the
            heavens, changing them into a transparent film. Sweat trickling down her forehead stung when it reached her eyes. Longing
            to shuck out of every stitch of clothing on her body, she unbuttoned the top of her blouse. Weird how claustrophobia could
            hit you out in the open like this, but the soaring temperatures and the sheer, heat-wrinkled sky made her feel as though she
            were trapped in a giant earthen bowl covered by Saran Wrap.
         

         
         Gulping hot air to prove there really was oxygen to be had, she shaded her eyes. Her Ray-Bans would be nice to have right
            about now, but she had no purse to dump them in, and when it came time to set that bastard in her sights she couldn’t afford
            to have glasses slipping down her nose. Even on a good day at the shooting range with no pressure on her, she wasn’t a great
            marksman. So under circumstances like these, any distraction would add an unnecessary layer of risk.
         

         
         Up ahead, a column of dust lifted off the ground, stretched vertically, and then spun itself into a dust devil.

         
         Willing her heartbeat to slow and her mind to still, she curled her finger a hair’s breadth away from the Ruger’s trigger.

         
         Settle down.
         

         
         To kill a man she needed her head level and her blood as frosty as that mug of beer she’d been wishing for even though it
            was not yet noon.
         

         
         You can take care of your own self, girl. Don’t let anybody tell you different.

         
         She had to give Papa his due about one thing—he’d set no stock in the notion that a woman was less than. Sis claimed that
            had just been his excuse to be harder on them than he would’ve been on any son. But Rose disagreed—yet one more example of
            how she and Sis didn’t always see eye-to-eye. The way she looked at it, Papa had done them a favor by teaching them to live
            by their wits. Sure, they’d paid a high price for the lesson, and yes, she’d promised herself she wouldn’t carry on the Parker
            family’s vocation once Papa was gone, but at least life with him had prepared her to outsmart any trouble that came her way.
            So, no, it didn’t matter if she couldn’t match Tommy’s physical strength—she had a gun.
         

         
         And she might not be a stone-cold killer, but she could get the job done all the same. Her whole life had been about doing
            things she either didn’t want to do, or was ill equipped to do in order to please Papa and protect the family. And today,
            she was pushing her boundaries for a righteous cause. Not to mention she had to get rid of Tommy Preston if she was ever going
            to have that normal life she and Sis had always dreamed of.
         

         
         A normal life.

         
         Surely killing a man wasn’t the way to go about getting one.

         
         What if they lock you up and throw away the key?

         
         She couldn’t think about that.

         
         She had to act.

         
         Her unreliable breath hesitated yet again.

         
         There was still time to turn back. Why not just go to the police and tell them everything she knew about Tommy?

         
         Steer clear of the cops.

         
         The memory of her father’s words rebuked her hard. There was no exception to this rule.

         
         Parkers got a problem? Parkers take care of it.
         

         
         Of course, Parker wasn’t her real name—Papa had stolen it from history. He’d robbed it off the guy who used to sell the Brooklyn
            Bridge to “marks” several times a week—but paired with her true Christian name, it had come to feel as natural as her two
            green eyes and her straight small nose, and the dimple in her right cheek that was a mirror image of the one in Sis’s left.
         

         
         She squeezed her eyes shut.

         
         Pictured Tommy prone on the floor of his luxurious home, a bullet in his back, blood pooling around his lifeless form, ruining
            his expensive Persian rug. But instead of steadying her, the image made her want to puke. She opened her mouth for more air,
            and her chest locked up. For a good ten seconds or so, she truly couldn’t breathe—maybe the world really was covered in plastic.
         

         
         One thing was sure—she was going to be sick.

         
         She eased her finger away from the trigger and covered her mouth, trying to quiet the sound of her revulsion, which had now
            become a physical, unstoppable force. Milk and soggy, undigested Cheerios, and a fluid resembling her morning coffee spewed
            around her hand and through her fingers.
         

         
         Oh, lord.

         
         She had to get it together.

         
         She mustn’t lose her nerve.

         
         In light of the very personal, present circumstances, Tommy was her responsibility. It didn’t figure into it that every cell
            in her body recoiled at the thought of taking a human life.
         

         
         She couldn’t let it figure in.

         
         Pretend you’re Anna.

         
         Her chest loosened at the idea. She should’ve thought of it before. When she and Sis were small, and Papa needed one of them
            to do something a good little girl would never do, he’d have her pretend to be a fearlessly naughty little girl called Anna.
         

         
         Make believe you’re someone else—someone who doesn’t mind doing the things you cannot bear to do.

         
         Like playing dress-up in your mother’s shoes—only she and Sis didn’t have a mother.

         
         The Anna game was a simple concept that even an eight-year-old could understand. One that had steeled her nerve and saved
            her ass on many occasions.
         

         
         Pretend you’re Anna.

         
         The tingling in her fingers disappeared.

         
         She looked down at the pistol, now steady in her hand.

         
         In the stillness, she heard branches crackling behind her.

         
         She whirled around to find Tommy’s black Doberman, Vader, lumbering toward her. A current of fear electrified Rose’s blood,
            but Anna refused to heed the warning.
         

         
         Instead, she wiped her hands on her shirt, met the guard dog’s big chocolate brown eyes, and willed him to be civil. He tilted
            his head in a not unfriendly fashion. Extending an open palm, Anna whispered, “Hey, buddy, it’s me.”
         

         
         The animal made a welcoming noise. She patted the top of his head, and when he didn’t sound the alarm, she set her pistol
            on the dirt and took his face between her hands. “Good boy. Sit.”
         

         
         Vader did not break eye contact with her as he lowered himself to the ground—a strange mix of sharp teeth, sinewy danger,
            and unconditional doggie love.
         

         
         “Stay.” She retrieved her Ruger and started to back away slowly.

         
         When Vader made a move to follow, she put up her hand in a stop sign. “Stay!” Hard to make a whisper sound commanding.

         
         Vader obeyed, but ventured a yelp of protest.

         
         She gripped the pistol, and holding her breath, dared a glance over her shoulder at the house. No curtains lifted. No face
            appeared in the window to check on the canine’s concerns.
         

         
         She backed up some more, keeping her eyes glued to the dog. Luckily Vader had seemingly lost interest in following her. He
            stuck his nose to the ground, sniffed her vomit, cautiously at first, and then, happily, he began lapping up the remnants
            of her breakfast . . . and along with it her DNA.
         

         
         Good boy!

         
         She sucked in more air, filling her lungs with oxygen and her heart with courage.

         
         You got this.

         
         She turned her back to Vader and with a determined step, crept closer to the house. She noticed a new coat of white paint
            refreshing the shutters and trim on the exterior of Tommy’s redbrick home. Had this estate been parked in a Dallas suburb,
            it would’ve been nothing remarkable. But in Riverbend—a low-end-of-the-middle-class county—the property drew envy and admiration.
            Here, six thousand square feet plus guest quarters, presiding over a two-acre lot, was more than a mansion.
         

         
         It was a dream.

         
         Proof of good character.

         
         A promise of what life could be if you worked hard and could coax a bit of luck your way in the process.

         
         Casting her gaze down, she noted new sod had replaced the gravel that had previously led up to the perimeter of the lap pool.
            Atop the back porch, colorful urn planters overflowing with cheery geraniums had appeared. Tommy must’ve added these touches
            in anticipation of bringing home his new bride.
         

         
         A new spasm of sick washed over her.

         
         Play the game. Pretend you’re Anna.

         
         A hot breeze blew around her ankles, bringing with it the smell of mown grass and summer flowers. Scents as wholesome and
            optimistic as the man Tommy presented himself to be. Tommy Preston wasn’t just a pretty face that turned the ladies’ heads.
            He was an industrious man. A solid citizen. He loved dog and country and minded the rules of the homeowners’ association.
            Ask anyone who lived in this town and they’d all tell you the same thing. He was a good neighbor—and a good guy. He was the
            first friend you’d call if your car broke down in the middle of nowhere. The Samaritan who’d dig out his cables and jump-start
            a stranger in the Kroger parking lot. He paid his bills on time and went to church regularly. He’d earned a master’s degree
            in marketing from the University of Texas at Austin, and now he owned his own small business—lots of them, in fact. Preston
            Enterprises employed nearly a third of the workers in this community.
         

         
         He was the kind of man men wanted to be and women just plain wanted. A favorite son in Riverbend, Texas. And that was precisely
            the reason she couldn’t back down or go to the police.
         

         
         Who would believe her—the daughter of a two-bit con man—over Tommy Preston?

         
         Her own sister hadn’t believed her.
         

         
         And she had no real evidence against him, only the whispered words of a stranger: Find Sadie.

         
         She tapped the pistol’s magazine against the palm of her hand.

         
         Tommy Preston was an evil, dangerous man.

         
         And she sure as hell wasn’t going to let him marry her sister.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Present Day

            Monday

            Papeete

            Tahiti Nui

         

         The carefully orchestrated plan Anna Parker had initiated back in Riverbend, Texas, hadn’t exactly gone off without a hiccup.

         
         But no matter.

         
         Any successful venture required a willingness to reevaluate along the way and make adjustments as needed. And that was just
            what Anna intended to do. She slipped on her Ray-Bans to cover her startling green eyes, smoothed the plain, conservative
            skirt she was wearing and smiled down at her dowdy low-heeled pumps. She’d chosen the perfect outfit for the occasion.
         

         
         She was going to meet Papa’s banker.

         
         Her step quickened.

         
         Right now, she was supposed to be at the spa with Sis getting a pre-wedding massage. She’d begged off, claiming a migraine,
            but she couldn’t stay away too long. After the spa, her sister would feel the need to check on her, and she needed to be present
            and accounted for.
         

         
         The small satchel she’d slung across her shoulder banged her hip as she hurried along. When she’d decided to walk the two
            miles to the bank, she’d been in high spirits. The morning air was still cool, and she’d had just enough time. She’d planned
            to cab it on the way back—by then she’d have plenty of cash—but at the moment, all she had on her was five hundred CFP francs,
            worth slightly less than five bucks. Now, her previously unworn pumps were working up quite a blister on her right heel.
         

         
         She wanted to hail a cab, and to Anna, lack of funds had never been an impediment.

         
         She halted in front of a bakery and stepped into the shade of its covered stoop. From the fold-over clutch she was carrying,
            she removed Anna Parker’s passport, driver’s license and birth certificate, along with Papa’s death certificate, and then
            transferred them into her small shoulder satchel.
         

         
         Clasping her five hundred francs, she snapped shut the now empty clutch and waved at a smiling, long-legged teenager across
            the street. He waved back before returning to his engrossing task of chasing something on the sidewalk. A lizard? Maybe a
            frog?
         

         
         She waved again, this time with a more obvious come-here motion.
         

         
         He pointed to his chest.

         
         She nodded.

         
         He looked both ways and crossed to her side of the street. Then he slowed his approach, as if torn between curiosity and timidity.

         
         She removed her sunglasses and waited for him to work up the nerve to meet her eyes. “Thanks for coming to my assistance.
            You speak English?”
         

         
         His smile revealed a set of crowded teeth and, she thought, a friendly disposition. “Yes. My English is good.”

         
         “Hooray. I’m Anna. What’s your name?”

         
         “Antoine. Are you lost?”

         
         She shook her head. She not only knew where she was going, she knew what she had to do to get there.

         
         “But you need help?”

         
         “Are you a fast runner?”

         
         His shoulders lifted. “I won a medal in school for the relay.”

         
         “Excellent,” she said, but nothing more.

         
         She didn’t want to come on too strong. Better to let him draw it out of her.

         
         “You need me to run somewhere fast for you?”

         
         “In a way.”

         
         He scratched his head. “Maybe my English isn’t so good.”

         
         “Oh, no. Your English is perfect. It’s my fault for not explaining properly. It’s just that I hate to ask such a big favor.”

         
         “Go ahead. I don’t mind.”

         
         She shifted back and forth on her feet, as if nervous. “I need to play a trick on someone, but I can’t do it alone. I’ll pay
            you five hundred francs.”
         

         
         His grin widened. “You don’t have to pay me. I like jokes.”

         
         “It’s only fair I pay you since the joke is a little . . . well, it’s different than what you might expect. I want you to
            steal my purse.” She held up her clutch.
         

         
         He scratched his head and stared at the purse. Stuck his hands on his hips.

         
         “It’s okay, really. It’s only a trick.”

         
         He twanged his bottom lip with his fingers.

         
         “I won’t let you get in trouble. But you have to do exactly as I say.” She reached out, and when he didn’t back away she put
            one hand on his shoulder and leaned in to whisper instructions.
         

         
         “What if I make a mistake?” he asked.

         
         “Then I’ll fix it. I’ll explain it was only a game, and you’ll still get your five hundred francs.” Stepping back, she swept
            her hand to indicate his long legs. “But you’ll have no problem. You won the relay medal.”
         

         
         Laughing, he reached out and snatched her purse.

         
         “Not yet.” She pressed the money into his hand and exchanged it for her clutch. “Be patient. We have to wait for our mark.”

         
         As she chatted with Antoine about nothing, her heart sped up, and a rush of endorphins bathed her brain. Much like running,
            the anticipation of a good con often triggered a physical high in Anna.
         

         
         She was ready.

         
         And just in time.

         
         A man, midthirties, with short legs and expensive shoes, waddled toward them.
         

         
         “Leave me alone!” She took a sharp step back from Antoine and cowered.

         
         A big grin lit his face, and then he grabbed her clutch. To a count of ten, she struggled with him and then released the purse.

         
         He ran, clutch in hand like a relay baton.

         
         “Help!” she screamed. “Help!”

         
         The waddler rushed his steps into a semblance of a trot. “Stop! Stop thief!”

         
         Bringing her hands to her mouth, she bit her nails and bounced on her toes, watching the little man go. His arms pumped furiously,
            and he picked up so much speed for a second, she thought he might actually catch Antoine.
         

         
         But Antoine’s timing, like hers, was perfect.

         
         Antoine tossed the clutch behind him and disappeared into the alleyway.

         
         Her mark pulled up short, grabbed his knees and wheezed like a set of bagpipes that had seen better days.

         
         Nice work, Antoine.

         
         Red-faced and sweaty, Anna’s hero scooped her clutch from the sidewalk and limped back to her. “I believe this is yours, mademoiselle.”

         
         “Oh, thank you, sir. Are you okay?” Her hand flew to her heart. “I—I was so frightened. I—I mean what if that young man had
            had a weapon?”
         

         
         His bright red face blanched. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

         
         “Well, you’re very brave just the same. Let me give you a reward.” She huffed out a breath and held out her hand for her purse.

         
         “I couldn’t possibly take a penny.”

         
         “No. No. No. I insist.” As she opened her clutch she bit the inside of her cheek, making her eyes fill with tears.

         
         He peered inside her purse along with her, and sweat dripped from his forehead into her beautiful bag. That was going to leave
            a stain in the silk lining.
         

         
         “Your purse is empty,” he said, brilliantly.

         
         “I—I can’t believe it! I had five hundred dollars in there. That’s fifty thousand francs, my money for the whole month.”

         
         “Let me give you something to get you home. How about two thousand francs?” Now it was his turn to pat her shoulder.

         
         She stifled a sob. “Th-thank you but I can’t accept. I mean what good will it do me anyway? I—I don’t get paid again for two
            weeks.”
         

         
         “Two weeks?” He put his hands in his pockets.

         
         “Y-yes.”

         
         “I could maybe spare a little more.”

         
         “Oh, no. Unless . . .” She touched her index finger to her lips. “What about a loan? I insist on paying you back. Let me give
            you my number. Do you have a pen?”
         

         
         “No. But I’ll add you to my contacts.” He sounded pleased.

         
         And why not? He’d rescued a woman in jeopardy and then gotten her number. It was a story he could tell his friends at the
            bars.
         

         
         While he typed into his phone, she dictated her favorite phony number.

         
         “I’ve got ten thousand five hundred francs.”

         
         “I’ll take ten thousand.” She’d leave him what she’d had to begin with. “Call me!” she cried as she hailed an approaching
            cab.
         

         
         “Where to, mademoiselle?” the cabbie asked.

         
         “Première Banque Nationale de Papeete.”

         
         “Tout de suite.”

         
         She kicked back in the cab and transferred her papers into her purse once more. The traffic was light and within minutes she
            pushed through the door of the First National Bank of Papeete—an establishment large enough to handle major transactions yet
            small enough to know your name. Papa’s name anyway.
         

         
         She stopped in front of a chest-high counter, cleared her throat and signed the book.

         
         Rightly interpreting the throat clearing as impatience, a slender woman dressed in much the same manner as Anna headed toward
            her. “Sorry to keep you waiting.” The woman glanced at the sign-in sheet. “If you’ll follow me?” She indicated a desk situated
            near several other desks, distinguishable only by the family photos and knickknacks on display.
         

         
         Anna adjusted the satchel over her shoulder. “I’d like to speak to the manager please.”

         
         “I’m the assistant manager. How may I help you?”

         
         “I—I’m afraid I’ll need to s-speak to the manager.” 

         
         The assistant manager quirked an eyebrow. “I’ll see what I can do, mademoiselle.”

         
         She straightened her back and infused her voice with authority. “Tell him it’s Anna Parker. George Parker’s daughter.”
         

         
         Another lift of the brow and the woman left.

         
         Anna stood, eschewing the leather chairs until a beefy-faced man hustled into the waiting area. He extended his hand while
            still a good yard away. “Anna Parker?”
         

         
         He arrived, and she shook his hand. “Yes.”

         
         “I’m Bertrand Fontaine, the bank manager. I was sorry to learn of your father’s passing. A wonderful man.”

         
         “Thank you.” She cast her gaze around. “Is there somewhere private we can conduct our business?”

         
         “Mais oui!” He reached his hand toward her shoulder but it didn’t land. He directed her, by only the insulation of a touch, into his
            office. Like the lobby, the walls were painted in vibrant colors. The desk looked to be genuine wood rather than veneer and
            thank goodness there was a door for privacy. After pulling out a chair for her, he took his place behind his upgraded desk
            and tapped his fingers together. “Such a pleasure to meet you, Mademoiselle Parker . . . but before we speak further I’m afraid
            I’m going to need to see proper identification.”
         

         
         She slid her papers across the desk and studied his bald spot while he examined them.

         
         “It all seems to be in order. How may I be of assistance?”

         
         Smiling, she leaned in close and asked, “May I count on your discretion?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         
            Tuesday

            Plage Des Dauphins 

            (Dolphin Beach)

            Tahiti Nui

         

         A blade of light cleaved the sky into halves, giving Dr. Caitlin Cassidy the feeling she inhabited two worlds at once. In
            the distance, blood red dripped from cottony clouds over the South Pacific. But closer in, the sunset drama had not yet percolated
            through the pastel skies, and crystalline waves gently lapped the beach, imparting a sense of peace. When the tide retreated,
            it left behind a treasure trove of broken shells and polished stones.
         

         
         Even a starfish.

         
         Though the girl in her itched to claim the beautiful sea star as her own, she was a grown-up, and too conscious of its nature—it
            was a living, breathing creature—to grab it for herself. She settled for pointing it out and kept walking. The memory of its
            stunning blue arms sparkling in the sun would be souvenir enough. As she stored the image in her mind, a breeze lifted her
            long dark hair off her bare shoulders and played with the straps of her cotton sundress. The misted air felt wonderful against
            her basted skin and teased her senses with a delicious fragrance. “Is it my imagination, or does Tahiti smell like sugar?”
            She smiled at the man next to her, who kept shortening his stride to allow her to keep up—her fiancé, Special Agent Atticus
            Spenser.
         

         
         “It does.” Spense tightened his hand around hers, and her heart squeezed, as though he held it, too. “Science might assert
            the salty ocean breeze, by contrast, brings out extra sweetness in the scent of tropical flowers, but you know what the natives
            say it is.”
         

         
         Of course. Leave it to Spense to solve the puzzle. “Mana.”

         
         The life force. The sweet spirit surrounding the soul.

         
         “They say you can touch it, taste it . . .”

         
         “Smell it.” She took a deep breath.

         
         “Everywhere on the island. Happy?” The look he gave her was enough to make her burst.

         
         “Sort of.” There had never been a more perfect day in the history of the universe. She was certain of it. But a single adjective
            couldn’t fully describe her feelings at the moment. She was a bit like the sky—one part calm and at peace, the other, teeming
            with tumultuous color and excitement—and with trepidation, too.
         

         
         According to her mother, Arlene, all brides-to-be had the same nervous worries. But Caitlin didn’t think so. She didn’t have
            cold feet. Not at all. And considering how warm the sand beneath her toes was, and how high her spirits soared every time
            she caught so much as a glimpse of Spense’s profile, she couldn’t imagine such a thing to be possible.
         

         
         He was her world.

         
         Their wedding day couldn’t come soon enough.

         
         He stopped and turned to her.

         
         “I was hoping for a hell yes,” Spense said.
         

         
         “Then hell yes, I’m happy.”
         

         
         “But?” He arched an eyebrow, and she couldn’t help noticing how devastating he looked with his thick brown hair, normally
            clipped Bureau short, grown out longer than usual and blowing in the breeze. Greg Peck anyone?
         

         
         “But nothing. I am happy . . . and nervous.” She recognized how ridiculous she was being. There was absolutely nothing to
            worry about . . . only . . .
         

         
         “You nervous about the ceremony? And here I thought I had the only bride who didn’t go bananas over the little things. It’ll
            go off without a hitch. I promise.”
         

         
         “I hope so, but even if it doesn’t, as long we’re together when it’s over, that’s all that matters to me.”

         
         “So what’s wrong? Are you thinking about your father?”

         
         “Keep moving.” She tugged Spense’s hand, leading him farther down the beach. They were here to pick a site for their nuptials
            and hadn’t yet found the perfect stretch of sand. She missed her father terribly, but that wasn’t the problem—not directly.
            “Of course I wish my father were alive to share my wedding day. But I truly feel his presence—like he’s here with us.”
         

         
         “Good . . . and . . . I’m still listening.” Spense sounded the soul of patience.

         
         Which was very un-Spense-like. Maybe the slow pace of the island was having a soothing effect on those hypersensitive neurons
            of his. She should just come out with it before her hemming and hawing became too distracting. In fact this was usually the
            point where he’d pull out his Rubik’s cube and solve it in order to sort his unruly thoughts.
         

         
         “Caity?”

         
         She met his gorgeous brown eyes and, like always, melted inside.

         
         Life was so good, so perfect, and that was the problem.
         

         
         The last time she’d felt this secure, this happy, she was a teenager planning a month-long tour of the national parks with
            her dad. The cross-country trip was to have been both a high school graduation present and a reward for her becoming class
            valedictorian. At the time, she’d believed she’d had the world by the tail, and in typical adolescent fashion, she’d been
            sure she always would. But then, without warning, the universe had spiraled out of control. She and her father had never taken
            the trip—because he’d been arrested, and later, executed for a murder he didn’t commit.
         

         
         She watched a plumeria blossom drift down from a nearby tree, and her hand fluttered to her stomach. She’d tried, but she
            couldn’t ignore the uneasy feeling that had been gnawing at her since yesterday when they’d arrived in this island paradise.
            “It’s as if this is all too good to be true.” Though complaining that life was too good certainly made her seem a grade-A dolt, if she didn’t explain herself, Spense might get the wrong idea and think she was
            having second thoughts about marrying him.
         

         
         His lips tensed, as if he had something to say, but he didn’t interrupt.

         
         “I haven’t exactly been walking through life with a lucky charm in my pocket.”

         
         He nodded.

         
         “So it’s hard for me to believe this is really happening. I want a life with you in it—I want that so badly I’m worried something
            will go terribly wrong.”
         

         
         “You mean like a natural disaster? Are you cooking up a tsunami in your head?”

         
         She forced a laugh. “More like man-made trouble. I dread the phone ringing because I’m afraid it will be the Bureau. ‘We’ve
            got a serial killer loose in French Polynesia and the locals are in over their heads. We need you to postpone your big day
            and come up with a profile ASAP,’” she boomed out in her best imitation of their boss, the special agent in charge of the
            FBI’s Behavioral Analysis Unit, thus owning up to one of her fears, but not the other. Not the one that made her shiver, even
            on balmy days like today.
         

         
         If anything ever happened to Spense . . .

         
         Why hadn’t she thought to bring a sweater?

         
         “That’s one of the reasons we chose Tahiti for the wedding. Remember? Murder rate: zilch. I give you my word there are no
            psychopathic killers here, and the BAU will not come calling. And even if there were and it did—which there aren’t, and it
            won’t—we would simply say no.”
         

         
         She realized he was being utterly sincere, but . . . “We never say no.”

         
         “Then this would be a first. We’re getting married. Nothing will stop that, because I won’t let it.” His gaze fixed on her
            with an intensity that made her tremble. “You have my word of honor. Five days from now, I’m going to make you my wife. I’m
            going to prove to you that life is good . . . great, in fact, and it’s going to stay that way. So start the countdown, Caity.” He checked his watch. “Sunday at sunset we’re going to be standing up in front
            of a preacher, somewhere on this very beach, gazing dumbstruck into each other’s eyes.”
         

         
         “Not a preacher. A Tahitian priest.”

         
         He waved his hand in the air. “The point is that nothing is going to get in the way of me making you mine forever.”
         

         
         Her heart steadied. “I’m already yours forever.”

         
         Spense closed his arms around her waist and pulled her against him. She looked up, blinking a moment, before the best face
            in the world descended to hers and literally blotted out the sun. She had more to say to him, but as his delicious, sun-warmed
            lips pressed against hers, she knew a longer conversation would have to wait. Sparks were flying over every inch of her skin,
            short-circuiting her brain. She couldn’t remember how to breathe. Her mouth opened beneath his and, as his tongue swept hers,
            she became completely lost, tasting a strange and compelling sweetness.
         

         
         Mana.

         
          

         Spense could kiss Caity all day long, but if he didn’t end this right this minute, he wasn’t going to be able to walk down
            the beach without embarrassing her. Reluctantly, he broke their embrace. Keeping hold of her hand, he moved to her side and
            waited for her to open her eyes.
         

         
         She took her sweet time before allowing her lids to open, and when she finally did, he saw that her irises, usually a stunning,
            bright blue, had darkened to a color that reminded him of the ocean at midnight.
         

         
         His fevered blood climbed another degree.

         
         He’d done that to her—and it had been so easy.

         
         While he stood there, admiring his handiwork, trying to decide whether he should comment on his kissing prowess or wait for
            her to bring it up, Caity suddenly pointed down the beach.
         

         
         “There!” she cried. “That’s it! The perfect spot.”

         
         She meant for the wedding. To him the entire beach seemed like the perfect spot, but he followed her gaze anyway. “I see what
            you mean.” And he did. Thirty yards or so down, the sand formed a smooth crescent with an outcropping of rocks on one side.
            On the other, a line of thatched huts rose on stilts out of the ocean. To add to the idyllic scene, moored to a nearby dock,
            a group of brightly painted boats bounced atop the waves, their reds and yellows reflected off the ocean’s surface, transforming
            it into a churning kaleidoscope of color.
         

         
         The setting sun hit the shore in such a way that the wedding party would not be squinting. The angle of light was ideal for
            photography, and, it seemed, another couple had arrived at the same conclusion. Spense’s gaze homed in on what appeared to
            be a bride and groom posing for post-nuptial photos.
         

         
         Spense didn’t see any guests, but they had probably already headed off to the reception. Judging by the abundance of equipment
            the photographer was wrangling into submission—tripods, cases, lights, and a giant reflective umbrella—this wasn’t a Tahitian
            quickie but rather a planned affair, and, like his own upcoming wedding, would entail at least a few family and friends flying
            in to help celebrate.
         

         
         The bride, whose long blond hair kept whipping into her face, wore white: a slim-fitting gown that revealed an impressive
            amount of cleavage, elaborately shored up with expensive-looking beadwork. The gown had a long train, but in keeping with
            the destination-wedding style—something Spense had heard quite a lot about lately—an absence of poof and net. It was a look
            he found pleasing. Caity hadn’t let him see her gown, but he suspected it would be simpler and would probably show a bit less—still
            he wouldn’t complain if it hugged her slender curves. Truthfully, he wouldn’t complain if she wore a T-shirt and jeans, or
            layered herself in big fancy petticoats, or wound a stuffed swan around her neck, as long as when the preacher said do you take this man? She did.
         

         
         Like Spense, this groom was tall—well over six feet—and in shape. He was suited up in a gray tux. Spense had yet to be fitted
            for his, and he made a mental note to confirm his appointment at the rental store. Both the bride and groom were barefoot.
            Two pairs of shoes had been left to sun atop a large boulder, safe from the whims of the swelling and receding tide. The couple
            frolicked, not a word Spense used often, but it was an apt description, along the shoreline. The photographer shouted instructions
            Spense couldn’t quite make out over the roar of waves and wind. With an obviously practiced eye, the man choreographed the
            shoot, directing the couple from a hand-holding stroll, to a cheek-to-cheek dance, to a bent-over-backward kiss.
         

         
         Beside him, Caity seemed mesmerized by the happy couple’s antics.

         
         “Want to get closer?” Spense asked.

         
         She shook her head. “I don’t want to intrude. I feel a little guilty, staring.”

         
         “This is a public beach. You can’t go putting on a show like that and expect no one to notice. In fact, I think it would be
            an insult if we didn’t stop and stare.” He let go of her hand to shade his eyes, watching the man lift the woman in his arms
            and carry her along the water’s edge. Sea spray bounced off the rocks, getting her good. The man turned, facing the ocean,
            showing them his back. He continued his forward march until the waves were up to his ankles.
         

         
         Spense paced ahead with Caity on his heels. “Spense,” she called after him. “Not too close.”

         
         “I’m sure they don’t mind.” He strained his neck as the groom carted his bride farther into the ocean—the water was past his
            knees now. “What the hell’s he doing?”
         

         
         “Not too far!” the photographer yelled. They were close enough now to make out his words.

         
         Spense frowned. He’d never been one, but he couldn’t imagine a bride wanting the train of her wedding gown dragged through
            the water like that. The thought unsettled him enough to make him pick up his pace, but Caity, who’d caught up to him, didn’t
            seem the least bit bothered.
         

         
         She beamed her beautiful smile. “I give up. Let’s go watch. This is going to be fun.”

         
         The bunched muscles in his shoulders loosened. Caity was grinning like she was in on a private joke. She obviously knew something
            he didn’t, and since it had to do with wedding photo-shoots, she was more the expert than him. “What’s going to be fun?”
         

         
         “Trash the dress. Sign of a free spirit. Wish I were brave enough to throw convention to the wind like that.” She passed him
            up. “Hurry up. I’ve changed my mind. I’m all in.”
         

         
         She trotted ahead, not giving him a chance to remark that she was the bravest woman he’d ever known, or to ask what the hell
            trash the dress meant. But he didn’t have to wonder long. With the camera clicking away, the groom carried his bride waist deep into the
            water, and then the real action started. Making a big show of it, he dumped her into the waves. She screamed, a laughing,
            happy scream, and splashed water in his face. The wedding dress was definitely a goner, but the photos and the fun would preserve
            a priceless memory. Maybe more so than a fancy dress packed away in mothballs for a hypothetical daughter who probably wouldn’t
            want to wear her mother’s outdated gown at her own wedding anyway.
         

         
         Trash the dress. Got it.

         
         “You’re asking for it.” The groom’s deep voice boomed over a lull in the wind. He grabbed his bride by the hand and ran farther
            into the ocean. She resisted, trying to hang back, or maybe it only seemed that way because she was struggling against the
            train of her dress, which seemed to be tugging her down, as if it had caught on something underwater.
         

         
         A wave crashed over the couple, and the dress broke free from its unseen anchor, its long white train now topping the water
            like frosting on a cake.
         

         
         “Too far, Tommy!” The photographer stood at the edge of the sand, motioning the couple back in. “I need closer shots.”

         
         Tommy seemed not to hear.

         
         But the woman looked back . . . and when her gaze landed on Spense, adrenaline blasted through his body, shooting his pulse
            into the red zone.
         

         
         The groom dragged the bride against him, locked both arms around her and began swimming, towing her out to deep water, with
            the train floating behind.
         

         
         Spense kicked off his shoes so he could move fast.

         
         A person who hadn’t experienced the perils of this world firsthand might have hesitated. Might have reasoned away the rush
            of blood to his gut. Told himself the distress signal he picked up from the woman’s body language was a product of his imagination
            or just his eyes playing a trick on him.
         

         
         Spense did not.

         
         It didn’t matter that there might be a logical explanation for the groom hauling his bride farther and farther from shore.

         
         He didn’t hear the photographer over the wind.

         
         He didn’t realize how quickly the bottom would disappear.

         
         Nor did it matter that Spense couldn’t clearly see the woman’s expression. The moment she’d jerked her head around, he’d known,
            with a certainty that came from too many years of chasing down trouble:
         

         
         This woman was in it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         
            Tuesday

            Plage Des Dauphins

            Tahiti Nui

         

         The photographer either sensed something was wrong or didn’t have a long enough lens for a decent shot. He lowered his camera
            and began pacing the shoreline.
         

         
         “FBI! Stop!” Spense shouted the words, so loud and hard his vocal cords continued to resonate afterward.

         
         The photographer dove for the sand.

         
         Guy must’ve thought he was talking to him.

         
         Elbows tucked to his sides, Spense sprinted into the ocean.

         
         Cold.

         
         And then warm.

         
         Far in front of him, the couple disappeared beneath the waves.

         
         Spense ran, knees high, all but hitting his chest, until he was in deep enough to get his six-foot-four body horizontal.

         
         His feet left the sand.

         
         Keeping his head up, he swam toward the long white train bobbing in and out of the water, his cupped hands motoring salt and
            water and wind into his open eyes. Despite the painful burning, he didn’t close them. He had to keep the target in sight.
            The telltale train might sink at any moment.
         

         
         The woman’s arms appeared, flailed, disappeared.

         
         The world went quiet.

         
         As if someone had dialed down the volume on a pair of headphones, the seagulls cawing, the ocean crashing around him, the
            voices shouting from somewhere behind him faded to black.
         

         
         His heart thumped powerfully in his chest.

         
         This, his body’s reaction to danger, felt safe, and familiar. Adrenaline fired up his muscles while his pulse beat strong
            and steady. His body didn’t panic.
         

         
         And neither did he.

         
         He was trained for this.

         
         His arms surged and pumped, like pistons, propelling him forward, through water that seemed to absorb his body heat. It felt
            hot and hard around him, like a cocoon of molten glass he had to break through over and over again.
         

         
         Until the silence broke.

         
         A distant voice—the only one he could never unhear—was calling his name.

         
         “Spense!”

         
         Caity.

         
         She’d be right behind him, he knew, but he didn’t turn, didn’t stop.

         
         He trusted her, not because he had to, though in a moment like this he really had no choice, but because she’d earned it.
            Whatever she meant to tell him, he couldn’t stop. Probably she was just letting him know she was here. By his side. Which
            was good.
         

         
         Always.

         
         But now especially, since both the bride and groom had disappeared beneath the water. There might be two people drowning.

         
         As he stroked furiously across the ocean, it occurred to him he had no idea what the hell kind of a mess he was swimming into.

         
          

         Caitlin’s feet kick boxed the surface of the water as she swam straight toward the waves, diving under before they broke to
            avoid being towed back toward the shoreline. Unlike Spense she wasn’t a strong enough swimmer to power over the cresting waves,
            but she was strategic. Each time she pulled her body beneath a wave, she lost her sight line for a moment, but it was worth
            it to maintain forward progress. And Spense was making enough of a splash up ahead to guide her, creating a road map of turbulence
            for her to follow. She’d have to trust that he had the couple in his sights even if she didn’t.
         

         
         Another wave broke and she dove a split second too late.

         
         A gush of salt water seared her nostrils, driving pain up her sinuses. The pull of the current was strong, and the muscles
            in her arms complained. She dove deeper, swimming under the surface, not coming up for air until her head threatened to explode
            from lack of oxygen.
         

         
         But her strategy was working. Swimming deep and under the waves, she was making progress. She’d caught up to Spense’s wake,
            and then she saw them.
         

         
         The bride and groom, underwater.

         
         The bride kicked hard, blasting to the surface, and the man, hanging on to her by one arm, went with her.

         
         Caity rocketed to the surface just in time to see the couple butt heads and go back under. She was dizzy from holding her
            breath, and her vision dimmed by the salt water. She’d only caught the briefest glimpse.
         

         
         Who had head butted whom?

         
          

         Spense reached the spot where he’d last had eyes on the couple.

         
         He dove beneath the surface and kicked in a circle, spotting them, underwater at 2:00.

         
         Gun!

         
         The bride had a gun in her hand.

         
         The groom’s foot flew up, catching her beneath the chin.

         
         Blood poured from her mouth, swirling in the water like red finger paint.

         
         The groom grabbed her by the elbow, applied torque, and they rolled, weightless in the water, moving with the rhythm of the
            ocean, gun pressed between their chests.
         

         
         Spense kicked toward them, his eyes locked on the compact pistol in the woman’s hand. There was a chance it wouldn’t fire
            under water, but it wasn’t one he was willing to take.
         

         
         Spense pulled water with all his might, kicking at the same time.

         
         The couple summersaulted.

         
         The woman jammed her knee into the man’s groin, used her feet to push off, and broke free, floating backward in a sea of blood.

         
         A muffled boom.

         
         A ball of gas in the water.

         
         The groom’s body flew back, knocking Spense in the chest, and they spun together like shirts in the wash. With a series of
            tiny shockwaves reverberating in his ears, he locked an arm across the man’s chest and dragged his dead weight toward the
            light shining through a curtain of blood. When he popped through the ocean’s surface, his eyes scanned everywhere.
         

         
         No bride.

         
         No Caity.

         
         He mashed his fingers on the man’s neck checking for a pulse.

         
         Found one.

         
         His thoughts turned back to Caity. She was a good swimmer. She knew how to handle herself in just about any kind of mess,
            but he didn’t like how long . . .
         

         
         Caity

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780062495631_coverimage.jpg
“If you like Lisa Jackson
and Karen Rose,
Carey Baldwin is
right up your dark,
twisty alley.”
—WENDY CORSI STAUB

CAREYB D

USA Today bestselllng author





9780062495631_tpimage.jpg
Countdown

A Cassidy & Spenser Thriller

CAREY BALDWIN

WITNESS
IMPULSE
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





