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      Dane checked his rearview mirror. The damn perp was still on his tail. The French man had skills considering he wasn’t from the island. Considering he was supposed to be a con man, not a wheel man. It might be a disadvantage trying to lose a tail on an island the size of Martha’s Vineyard, but Dane knew it like a native and had a few tricks in reserve for such occasions.

      Stomping on the accelerator, Dane spun his rusty old Jeep around and sped back into town, leaving behind the winding ocean road. It was a damn shame he found himself tangled with another perp on another mission when he was supposed to be resting. Supposed to be healing at his beach shack after spending months in the last hell-hole, barely escaping. Leaving too many behind. He shut his mind down before he could think more. If he allowed those thoughts to grab hold, he’d drive straight to the Lucky Parrot and settle in with a bottle of tequila. Damn the governor and his favor.

      The last mission had been too nasty. He’d come home to the Vineyard like he always did between missions, to rest his soul, not to mention a few body parts that could use some healing.

      Heading for Vineyard Haven’s grocery store, he supposed he wasn’t in between missions anymore. He pulled into the lot and parked front and center. As he got out of the Jeep, he spotted Frenchie turning into the driveway and heading toward a parking spot a few rows over. Dane walked unhurried to the glass doors of the store and pushed inside.

      If he didn’t owe the governor more than he could ever repay, no way would he be playing hide and seek with some French con in his own neighborhood grocery store. He trotted through the aisles, skirting people and displays and pushed through the double doors near the deli counter into the storage room.

      And there was especially no way in hell he’d be working with an unknown partner if his so-called friend hadn’t insisted. Some young up-and-coming detective chick from the Met. Dane didn’t know enough about this mission yet, but it had damn well better be worth all the trouble. And the pain.

      In the storage room, if anyone had a problem with him being there they didn’t say. No one stopped him. He’d mastered that quality of seeming to be in complete charge no matter what the circumstance. People didn’t question him because he knew what he was doing. Even when he was racing through a grocery store, the assumption was that he was supposed to be running through the grocery store.

      On the back end of the storage room he found the unmarked door and slipped outside. Jumping down the steps, he landed in the alley behind the supermarket between two parked trucks. Ignoring his knee, he headed to the street and ran. It was under two miles to State Police Headquarters in Vineyard Haven. He could get there in under ten minutes. Never mind his left knee.

      Looking over his shoulder once before he turned the corner, he checked the door where he’d exited the back of the grocery store. Still closed. No one in sight. He stepped up his pace to full speed then and kept going.

      Passing by a white picket fence lined with rose bushes he reached out and plucked one. A rose would not make up for him behaving like an asshole to his unwanted partner Shana George.

      Because he was certainly would act like an asshole. But he couldn’t forget his mother’s words when he saw the roses. She’d told him something about the power of a rose once when he was not too young to understand.

      There’s something about a rose that makes a woman smile inside like a young girl.

      Thinking about his mother made him smile. So there was that. A good enough justification to do almost anything.
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      Shana sat across from the affable Captain Colin Lynch who looked comfortable in his office behind his desk. And wondered how long they’d have to wait. It had been a long trip. From Australia to London to Boston. And then to damn Martha’s Vineyard. All within seventy-two hours.

      “I don’t suppose you have a bowl of spaghetti in your top drawer?” She slung her right leg over her left knee and leaned back in her chair while the captain laughed.

      “Tell me about Dane Blaise.” She needed to know who her partner really was beyond the sketchy bio she’d been given. All she’d gotten from the bio was that he was seasoned. That made her uneasy. The last thing she wanted was some bossy old man not giving her respect, worse, not up to keeping up with her or whoever their opposition was.

      “What do you want to know?”

      Why should I trust him?

      “The usual.”

      “More like the unusual. He’s a legend in the business. Except the stories I heard are true.”

      “What stories? How do you know they’re true?”

      “I know they’re true because the governor told me.”

      “So tell me.”

      He looked at his watch. She hoped she wasn’t too sleepy to pay attention.

      He said, “Okay. This is my favorite. Dane was with a team and they were in a situation in a foreign country—undisclosed location. They had chased down a guy in a car with a high-value hostage who was unconscious at the time. They had reason to believe the hostage needed medical attention. The team trapped the car between them on three sides and a building on the fourth with nowhere to go.

      “But the target had a gun on the hostage. It was a standoff. The team leader negotiated with the target while they tried to line up a sniper. Unfortunately, the locals got involved and put the kibosh on the sniper. The standoff went on for a while—some say close to an hour. Until Dane had had enough. He snuck out of the line, away from his team and back around the perimeter behind the car. No one saw him. They were all busy jawing and keeping an eye on each other. He went to the ground and crawled under the car—still no one noticed. They shouted and negotiated until they told the perp they’d cooperate and the local police ordered everyone to drop their weapons.

      “That’s when Dane popped up from under the car and stood right in front of the target at the driver door. He grabbed the perp by the neck and yanked him and his weapon through the car window and out of the vehicle.” The captain paused and shook his head, staring at some mental picture of the scene in amazement.

      Shana wished she hadn’t shuddered. Gooseflesh popped as the story took hold of her imagination. Captain Lynch turned back to her and she closed her mouth, holding her breath in anticipation of the rest of the story. She tried her best mental messaging to urge him on, tried not to seem as captivated as she was.

      “Then Dane punched the perp once in the face. Popped his nose wide open. I heard it was gushing blood. The guy went down in a heap to the ground. By then Dane’s team stormed the vehicle. He was lucky no one shot him. Then—this is the legendary part—his team leader yelled at him, ‘What the hell were you doing? You could have got killed. That bleeping crazy move was never in any protocol.’ And Dane said, ‘It’s lunchtime—you were taking too damn long. I’d have starved by the time you all wrapped this up.’”

      She listened and strained to keep her eyes from widening, to keep a modicum of the cool disdain she’d been working on. But the telltale quickening in her chest was all about excitement. Captain Lynch must have heard it or seen it or sensed it. She licked her lips, stalling for a beat, then said in her best scoffing voice, “That story has to have been embellished.”

      Captain Lynch shook his head and gave her a sympathetic you-don’t-fool-me look.

      “That’s what I thought. The first time I heard it. But since then I heard it from the gov and two others from the special ops team who all saw it go down the same way—especially the wise-ass comment at the end. So now I tend to believe every last word of it is true. That man is one tough son of a bitch.”

      “Who was the team leader?” She had a suspicion.

      “The gen—governor. We used to refer to him as the general, but only in the field and only amongst ourselves. The name stuck. All of us from his team still use it whenever he calls on us.”

      “You served with him too? Did Governor Douglas recruit everyone on this assignment from his special ops team?”

      “Yep. We’re all the governor’s men. Except you. In a way though⁠—”

      “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be happy to get back to London and the Yard.”

      “We’ll see. Maybe the beachcomber will change your mind.”

      “Beachcomber?”

      “Dane Blaise.”

      “He’s not going to change my mind. Why would he even bother?” She tried to go for rhetorical, but she hadn’t been fooling nice Captain Lynch and in spite of his niceness, she had to give him some of her stingily held respect.

      “Trust me. You have his respect.”

      “I don’t trust you either.” She snapped. She couldn’t afford blind trust and studied him as she considered this. She could handle him. But Dane Blaise?

      The captain’s cell phone sounded and he jumped to answer it.

      “Captain Lynch here.”

      She watched his face go serious. He had to be telling the truth about Dane, but so far she didn’t get why this mission would warrant a superhero and having her shipped from London to handle it. Why couldn’t Captain Lynch and his troopers handle it? Her superiors at the Met wouldn’t have sent her here to waste her time. She had no doubt. None at all. But there was no shaking her unease and the sense that she was being set up somehow.

      He finished listening, said a curt good-bye and hung up. She waited for him to tell her about it. There was something big about this she didn’t know yet. He leaned forward with his elbows on his clutter-free desk and looked at her, his brow furrowed.

      “That was Dane. He’s had trouble losing the con so he’s on foot and coming in the back door.”

      “Okay.”

      

      Two minutes later, the door to the office opened. A man who she presumed to be Dane Blaise walked in and pulled up the empty chair next to her. She smelled the strong scent of tropical sun lotion. Shana had a sudden wistful longing for home and the beach in Sydney. Feeling on edge, like the room had gotten too crowded and there wasn’t enough air, she kept her professional demeanor and gave Dane a polite smile and a nod.

      He nodded back without smiling. Instead he held out his hand to her and gave her a small pink rose.

      “A beach rose. They grow wild near here. Welcome to Martha’s Vineyard.”

      Confusion mingled with a small bubble of pleasure which she immediately tamped down.

      From his pocket, he pulled out a key. Taking her empty hand in his, he turned it over and dropped the key in her palm

      “That’s the key to the Whittier house where you’ll be staying.”

      Before she could respond, because her mouth was too damn dry and her chest too tight with tension while he still held her hand. Feeling like she’d been holding her breath, as if he’d sucked up all the air in the room and somehow had a stranglehold on all the energy, as if he controlled it, Dane dropped her hand and turned away.

      A thank you stuck in her throat where her pulse pounded in pent-up excitement. She had no idea what to make of the rose gesture, of him. On the heels of hearing his legend and after convincing herself he was an old curmudgeon. The last thing she’d expected was the raw sensual pull and energy he exuded, like he had his own force field, like a sun with planets.

      As she stared at his streaky sun-bleached hair, windblown and longish, her will cemented. There was no way in hell she would be caught in his orbit. He was all sin.

      If the Marlboro Man was a beachcomber instead of a cowboy, this guy could be the model. Then again, maybe she could picture him in a cowboy hat on a horse. But he was a good ten years past her age limit for eligible men, unprofessional thought or not. Either way, the moment passed and her temptation to flirt went by as she gathered her wits.

      “Peter call yet?” Dane asked Cap.

      “No. I’ll call him now.” Captain Lynch picked up the phone and scanned his computer screen for the number until Dane rattled it off for him, then turned his attention to Shana. She braced herself and felt a flutter of adrenalin. The strong sense that she needed to defend herself from him gripped her. Knowing he was a tough guy didn’t diminish the charisma and she wished she wasn’t so damned impressed with him. Nerves made her double down on her defenses. How would she ever trust him as her partner?

      “I had to lose the tail—not easy to do on the island.”

      “How’d you do it?” Captain Lynch asked with the phone still on his ear.

      “I parked my car at the grocery store, left by the back door and jogged here. I have the advantage of knowing the island like my own balls.” He winked at her. “What’s your story?” He waited. Not even blinking.

      She refused to flinch. She would not respond to his baiting. She would tough him out. She’d done it before with crasser men than him back in Sydney.

      “I’m a beach bunny who knows how to shoot straight. What’s your story?”

      “You leave the shootin’ to me, bunny.”

      “You forgot to tell me your story.” Besides that you’re an insufferable…

      “No story. I’ve been around the block. If the world could be called a block. Shot and caught my share of bad guys. I owe the governor, so here I am.”

      The captain cleared his throat.

      “I’m putting the governor on speaker phone—you ready?”

      She nodded, struggling to keep her cool. She was in the deep end of the pool with no life jacket. And a cement block named Dane Blaise chained to her ankles. Her new partner was an asshole in the skin of a lady killer.

      “Governor Peter John Douglas here. Sorry we don’t have a screen for our conference call.”

      “Then I’d have to see your big head. Bad enough I have to take orders from you again,” Dane said.

      “How the hell are you, Demon?” The governor laughed.

      “Did he just call you Demon?” Shana said.

      “That’s Dane the Demon. You’ll find out you couldn’t have a better man covering your back, Detective George.”

      “Listen to the general. He should know,” Dane said.

      “Did you just call him general?”

      “We go way back.” Dane drawled. She got the message. She wasn’t part of the boys’ club. Too bad for them.

      “Down to business, your mission is to find the missing young lady, Susan Whittier, and to track down the person or persons who kidnapped her, including whoever is working behind the scenes. I hope to God she’s alive. According to the FBI this isn’t a kidnapping. Not yet, anyway. There’s been no ransom and the most likely suspect—our French con man--is hanging around the island, so nothing is as we’d expect. The last thing Susan did before disappearing was sign up for the American Invitational Surfing Competition. Something more than the usual is going on with this competition. It’s more than coincidence that Interpol alerted us about the French con man on the island. You made contact?”

      “At the airport,” Dane said. “He followed me after he spotted me scoping out detective George. It went well.”

      “Until I showed up in the cruiser,” Cap said, “and almost blew Shana’s cover⁠—”

      “We’re okay.,” Dane said. “We’ll know soon enough. I’ll do some fake surveillance tonight to reinforce my role as a con staking out his mark,” Dane said.

      “Fake surveillance?” Shana said.

      Dane turned to her. “All you have is parrot questions. You sure you’re up to this assignment?”

      “She’ll be fine.” The governor interrupted. “Shana is perfect for this assignment. I’ve been told she’s cool under pressure and fits the part. And she’s a champion surfer from Australia. What do you think, Captain Lynch?”

      “I agree. She’s definitely cool.”

      “Shana, you’ll sign up for the competition and see what you can find out from inside. Dane says there’s something not right about it.”

      “I’m in as a judge,” Dane said. “I have the forms. I’ll need to file them at the Competition’s offices.”

      “Detective Chauncey Miller will be arriving tomorrow to work with you. He’ll pose as Shana’s gay friend and stay at the Whittier house with her. You’ll all work together. Dane, Shana, you can rely on Chauncey.”

      “I know. Got the word on him. Any other leads?”

      “How about some background? I didn’t get a full briefing yet,” Shana said. “How do we know this man at the airport is our guy?”

      There was a brief pause where Captain Lynch raised his brows at her, Dane smirked and the governor cleared his throat.

      “Very well, Detective George.” Governor Douglas said, “I’ll catch you up. Susan Whittier’s parents are friends of mine. They happen to be very wealthy and Susan is an heiress and so it’s not a leap for them to worry about kidnapping. They called when they couldn’t reach their daughter, and when they checked their Vineyard beach house, everywhere else they could think of and with all her friends, decided she was missing.

      “I had Captain Lynch do an under-the-radar investigation. Other than routine contact with her usual friends and typical activities on the island—which ceased as of last Sunday—the police have found nothing. I also asked the Whittiers to check their daughter’s bank account and asked them about their last contact with her. She was an attentive daughter and they had a loving, respectful relationship. When she last called them, she mentioned meeting a charming French man and that she’d planned to enter the surfing competition. They also found that she’d withdrawn ten thousand-dollars in cash from her bank account around the same time.

      Shana listened, concern for the young woman heightened as her own role became clear.

      “Checked all the hospitals and usual ways off the island and turned up nothing—but that doesn’t mean she didn’t leave. There are plenty of private planes and boats she could have left on, but no one knows about any plans and no one saw her leave. After hearing about the French man and the ten-thousand dollars, I had Interpol do some checking about known cons that may be in the area.”

      Dane said. “Turns out Frenchie is a known con—or likely is. There’s a record of him arriving in Boston a month ago and we tracked him to Martha’s Vineyard. Captain Lynch found him parading around using the name Jean Luc Ruse.”

      “What does Frenchie have to do with the American Invitational Surfing Competition?” Shana asked.

      “Unclear, except Susan was seen with him and she entered the competition, according to friends and her parents,” Dane said. “So it’s unlikely she would leave the island voluntarily.” Dane looked her over in a not strictly business manner, not so obvious as to be rude, but it made her feel… something. Not discomfort, not exactly a zing. A disturbance.

      He said, “I know something about surfing competitions. I looked into this one. No affiliations. All novices as far as I can tell. Feels snakey.” Dane’s stare remained even. She remained disturbed.

      “Dane will go undercover as a judge,” the governor said. “You work undercover as a contestant, Shana. You’ll also pose as a potential mark—another wealthy young heiress—for Jean Luc. Dane is also playing the role of a con with an interest in you to flush him out. How is that working so far?”

      “Jean Luc is already sniffing around and I already let him know Shana’s my turf. She’s made a big impression in less than”—Dane lifted his wrist to look at his watch—“two hours.”

      Shana’s gut fluttered at the compliment. The man confused her. She wanted to dislike him—did dislike him. And distrusted him. But she could not figure him at all. Was he an arrogant jerk or a kind gentleman? She’d play it safe and not give him the benefit of the doubt. Too much was at stake—possibly Susan Whittier’s life.

      The governor spoke again. “We’ll be working the case following the money trail from Boston and will keep you posted. Call in daily with updates. Over and out.”

      The phone buzzed until Captain Lynch punched it off.

      “So is there an old boys’ club manual I’m missing here or what?” Shana lifted her chin and leaned back further in her chair.

      Dane flicked a glance at her legs where her dress rode up, but she kept her cool. He didn’t bother responding.

      “Don’t worry, Shana,” Captain Lynch said, “These guys are very, very good at⁠—”

      “I’m not worried. But I don’t think we’re going to need the old soldier skill set for this one⁠—”

      “I agree. You act the beach bunny. I play up to you. You show interest. Shouldn’t be too hard. We get Frenchie interested.” Dane eyed her.

      “What’s his real name?”

      “Could be anything. He has a few aliases.” Dane seemed to give her a straight answer for a change.

      “He’s staying at a place on the outskirts of Vineyard Haven known as the Sand Castle,” Cap said.

      She pushed herself forward in her chair and stood.

      “I think it’s time I went home. I’m starved and I’m beat and I’m pretty sure I’ll have the night free to rest up without worrying about Jean Luc.”

      “Wrong.” Dane stood and picked up a folder from the captain’s desk and shoved it at her. “This is your background. Study it. Including the covers and backgrounds for Chauncey—your friend. Don’t want Mr. Ruse catching you in lies and suspecting a setup.”

      He turned for the door.

      “What are you going to do?” Captain Lynch stood.

      “I’m going home for a nap before doing my surveillance of Shana the beach bunny. I’ll check out the neighbors while I’m at it. Then after I get Jean Luc Ruse’s attention—because I know he’ll be there too—I’ll check out his place. Text me the address.”

      “I can have my men⁠—”

      “Keep your men away from him. Last thing we need is Jean Luc sniffing state cops on him.”

      Shana agreed, but she didn’t say so. Dane opened the door and stepped aside to let her through.

      She didn’t show her surprise. She didn’t say thank you. She barely nodded.

      They stepped into the hall and he followed her close enough for her to smell his tropical scent and feel his heat. Or maybe that was her heating up all on her own. He didn’t tower over her, but she was surprised to feel his height intimidating. They got to the glass front door and she determined to open it for herself. They pushed through at the same time into the still blazing sunlight at 6:00 p.m. He laughed at her.

      “Don’t try so hard, girlie. I’m not going to bite you. You do what you need to do and we’ll be fine.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      “Save it. And pack that chip on your shoulder away somewhere. No place here for attitude. You need to be charming and you need to be convincing. So far, I’m thinking you’ll need to give an Oscar-level performance to turn it around.”

      “I could say the same about you. But then you’d tell me I should know better how good you are. In fact I believe you’re quite seasoned with experience.”

      “Guess we’ll have to rely on you making up in spunk what you lack in girlie charm.”

      “And stop calling me girlie. Don’t use that word again.” She felt herself heating up with frustrated anger and strode off to the car where a police officer waited to chauffeur her. At least this car was unmarked and less obvious than the usual Ford sedan. She clutched her fat folder of intel and hoped she’d stay awake long enough to read it.

      “Don’t forget to study, bunny.”

      She darted a look back at Dane to see the smirk before he disappeared down a dirt path.

      The ride to the house should have been impressive and gorgeous and given her something to appreciate, but all she could think was what had she gotten herself into with that Demon man. She would have to play flirty with him—maybe let him kiss her. The thought kicked up the pace of her pulse and sent a flutter through her and she felt horror on the heels of the heat. He was all male and he was attractive; she’d have to give him that. She would concentrate on that and forget the fact that he was an insufferable pig. And old. In both body and soul, but mostly his soul.

      She hated seeing the man’s old soul. It made the otherwise tough-as-a-junkyard-dog man seem vulnerable. It softened her and she could not afford to soften where he was concerned. That was her survival instinct talking.
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      Dane stole down the path until he reached the supermarket where he’d left his car, his mind spinning, but not enough for him to forget to be careful and check the area before approaching the nearby supermarket. He walked in the same back door where he’d exited, having made sure it was unlocked, and strolled through the storeroom without breaking stride and without making eye contact with anyone. That didn’t mean he didn’t see them. None of the three grocery workers in the back room bothered to pay attention to him.

      Emerging through the swinging double doors into the deli department, he plastered on his local-tourist persona and stood in line to buy something. He’d figure out what when Jim the deli man asked. Dane took a deep breath and thought about his new partner. This wasn’t good. It wouldn’t work. He could feel his blood pressure rise in the form of heat and an increase in his pulse rate. It wasn’t too late to call Peter and tell him it was a no-go. The governor could get someone else. Sam could do it. Anyone. Shana George was poison to him. She was the exact kind of woman he avoided—had been avoiding for years. Since Elena.

      Zipping up that line of thought and any inevitable comparisons, he took his turn at the counter.

      “A pound of baloney, please.”

      “A whole pound just for you, Mr. Jones? You having company?” The deli man winked at him.

      “No, just me. Can never have too much baloney, Jim.”

      Jim laughed, and that made Dane smile and he let out a breath. Baloney.

      Was he really trying to feed himself baloney? There was no way in hell he could call the governor, the man who saved his life—the man who’d introduced him to Elena—and tell him no. He was stuck in this beach bunny mission up to his sweating balls. He’d have to handle it.

      Heat rose again, this time in all the wrong places, as he ran through what “handling it” meant. It meant handling Shana—literally. He’d need to flirt with her, kiss her, maybe more. The spike of testosterone made him curse as he took the baloney. “Shit.” He hadn’t meant to say it out loud.

      “Problem, Mr. Jones?”

      “Yeah, Jim, you could say that.”

      “What is it? The baloney too thick?” The man was sincere. Dane guffawed on the inside.

      “Nah. Woman problems, Jim. There’s no help for it.”

      Jim laughed good and loud at that one and Dane sighed as he walked away, knowing it was time to jump in with both feet. He wasn’t about to let Shana George get him off his game, was he? He would handle her. Even if she was a dead ringer for Elena in all the ways that counted—goddamn gorgeous, plenty of edge and attitude. And tough. Made his heart palpitate just thinking about her.
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      Dane drove to his beach shack on Harbor Lane. It was the one place on the planet that he thought of as home. When he turned off Owen Park Way, a quick glance in his rearview told him he hadn’t been followed. It also told him that his mouth was turned down as if he wanted to punch someone. Now would be a good time to call Peter.

      With one hand on the wheel, Dane pulled the phone from his pocket and hit the governor’s number as he pulled into the crushed seashell-and-gravel drive that fit exactly one car.

      “That was quick,” the governor said. “Does this mean you’ve already wrapped up the case?”

      Dane could picture the grin on his friend’s face.

      “This ‘case’ doesn’t appear to be a good match for my skill set.”

      “Is that some kind of P.C. language that’s supposed to mean you think it’s a shit case and beneath you?” Peter laughed at him.

      “Glad someone is amused by all this. How about if you have Chauncey Miller take over working the case when he gets here? Maybe with a different angle.”

      “Look, I know you just got back from some ungodly place that no one is supposed to know about—not even me—and I don’t need to hear the details to know it was a bad mission. Maybe you could use some rest. But I’m thinking maybe you need a different kind of mission instead. Something that doesn’t require you to sleep in mud or kill your own food. You’re not likely going to get yourself killed on this one.”

      “Doesn’t matter about the danger to me if we end up with dead bodies in the end.” Dane paused and added quietly, “It’s not my bones I’m worried about.” It was his soul that needed a break. A break from seeing the hurt and suffering.

      That admission cost him. Didn’t like to think of himself as soul-weary, less than tough, less than impervious to the nightmarish horrors he’d witnessed in the worst hellholes of the world. There wasn’t another living soul he’d have confessed it to. He could never tell his mother, no matter how close they were and no matter how much he loved and owed her. It would cause her too much grief to know. Once upon a time he’d have told Elena and she’d have soothed his soul with her special brand of balm—with lovemaking that was part physical and part soul-wrenching.

      Peter quieted on the other end of the line and Dane checked his phone to make sure they were still connected. It was good and secure. Finally, Peter spoke.

      “I didn’t realize. I hadn’t considered that. I’ll see if Chauncey can handle the role—he just got back from his honeymoon and I promised him light duty but⁠—”

      “No. Don’t.” Last thing Dane needed was to cause a new bride grief. “I’ll have myself a shot of tequila and buck up. You’re probably right. It’ll feel good to work in something other than fatigues.” He looked around his shambles of a kitchen-dining room combo and hoped he’d still be resting here when this was all over. But before the thought finished floating through his mind, he knew better. The place he called home would no longer be an escape. It would be tainted by the mission, however lightweight it might prove to be.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” No need to go into it. Wouldn’t help. Peter knew damn well what changed his mind. His friend also knew he’d be good for his word and would jump all in for all he was worth.

      “I know I can count on you, Dane, and I owe you everything. I’ll make sure Chauncey knows⁠—”

      “No. I’d rather you didn’t do that.”

      “Anything else?”

      “I’m skeptical about the con and about the Aussie woman.” Dane didn’t like her name. Shana. It was too girly and immature. Too much like Elena. Maybe it fit her. Maybe not.

      “She’s all we’ve got. She can surf and I’m told she’s tough as nails.” Peter paused a beat. “And I’m told she’s a real looker. Perfect for the role—an irresistible mark for this con. You can make up for her inexperience.”

      “That a P.C. comment meaning you think I’m an old S.O.B.?”

      “I’m counting on your ability to handle any situation—not in spite of your age, but because of it.” Peter sounded dead serious.

      Dane matched his tone and said, “Tell me the real reason you’re in this.”

      “Two reasons. The daughter of a good friend has gone missing, which you know. And…” He paused a telling beat. Shit.

      “We have reason to believe some Brazilians with very nasty reputations may be involved.”

      “Brazilian cartel? Damn important detail to leave out of the briefing.”

      “So far that part is sketchy. You need to verify it on your end. With an open mind so we don’t miss anything. Think you can do that now that I’ve tainted your mindset?” Peter’s voice went back to smiling. Dane found he preferred it that way. Hi old special ops team leader had always been upbeat and Dane now realized how much he’d needed that—craved it, if he were honest.

      “My mind is a very talented and well-behaved machine,” he said, “like the rest of me. I’m all in. We’ll get your friend’s daughter back.” One way or another.

      Peter grunted on the other end of the line because he’d heard the words Dane had not spoken. They ended the call.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      After sunset, Dane sat in his parked car not far from the Whittier house where Shana was staying. From his slouched position, he raised the night vision binoculars to his eyes. No need to be too obvious. The Frenchman wouldn’t respect him if he had no tradecraft.

      There she was. In the bedroom. In full view of the window. Blinds up and curtains billowing around her silhouette in the soft light. Unpacking her bag. He hoped to God she closed the blinds before undressing for bed. His hard-on couldn’t stand to get any harder. This whole thing called for a trick he hadn’t had to use since he was a horny young man—pre-Elena. He picked up the giant cup of icy Pepsi and scooped out a few cubes and dropped them on his crotch. Clenching his teeth for a moment, he let out a breath and knew it worked.

      Goddamn. He hated that woman. If he stood in front of Elena right now, if Elena was there with him… then he remembered he shouldn’t go there.

      Dane resumed his watch. Shana left the room, still fully clothed. Scanning the area, he swung the binocs to where Frenchie, his fellow Peeping Tom, sat, sans car, in some bushes. Apparently, he wasn’t worried about dogs. Apparently because he’d done his homework and knew there weren’t any.

      Dane sparked up his two-way, which was technically a three-way tonight, and talked.

      “Frogman is in position in the bushes. How about if number one takes a walk to scare him out of there and we can call it a night.”

      “So soon?” Shana drawled.

      Dane’s teeth felt like screaming.

      “He knows I’m here watching you. Our point has been made.”

      “You got a hot date, Mr. Dane the Demon?” She laughed.

      Captain Lynch came on with a fuzzy burst and a loud breath as if he were talking too close—apparently still figuring out how to use his equipment. He said, “Copy Number 2. Rendezvous in the morning as planned. Afternoon trip to the airport to meet the friend. I think we should meet again at⁠—”

      “Got it, Cap. Over.” No need to go over that shit on the air tonight. Dane turned the telecom off and started the car. Without lights, he backed it up the narrow residential street until he got to the main road and then took off. He moved slowly in case Frenchie or his cohorts wanted to follow him. After a quarter mile, he had company in the form of a flashy convertible. One of Frenchie’s accomplices.

      It was a beautiful night for a drive and he had time to kill. He was the furthest a man could be from sleepy.
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      “Captain—you there?” Shana knew it was Dane who had disconnected. She smirked at no one in particular since she was all by herself—sort of. At the same time, she felt Dane’s disconnection end the fun for the night. Deflated, all the miles of travel caught up at once and she gave a loud yawn.

      “I’m here. Sounds like you need shut-eye.”

      “Yeah. Over⁠—”

      “Not so fast. Dane was right about one thing—you will need to study up⁠—”

      “Will do. In the AM. I’m a morning person, Cap. Anything else? You’re starting to sound like my handler.”

      “That’s because I am.”

      “You handling Dane too?”

      “Except when he’s handling me.”

      If she weren’t so tired she’d have laughed. As it was, she smiled.

      “Don’t you have a family, Cap?” The question seemed logical until after she heard herself. Out loud it sounded like pathetic fishing for personal information about a wife and kids by a woman on the prowl. Which she was most definitely not. Especially not with good old Captain Nice. Although she couldn’t say why after her subconscious asked her the inevitable question.

      “No family. No life. I live the job,” Cap said with a smile in his voice. Then he added, “Just like you.”

      “Touché. We’ll talk in the AM. Nightie-night then.”

      “Sleep well. Pull the blinds, lock the doors and turn on the alarms as if you’re a rich heiress.”

      “Or as if I’m being watched,” she added and clicked the button off. She hadn’t meant to flirt with the man. He was getting to her. But she’d be making an extra effort to resist him from now on. That was for certain.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Shana locked the door behind her as she rushed down the walk to the waiting cab. The ride to the small town was short and if she wasn’t in character she’d have thrown on her sneakers and walked or even jogged. As it was, she would be buying more of the same expensive stylish clothes at the local boutique—per Dane’s instructions via the two-way earlier. She wasn’t sure if she should be taking notes on tradecraft or scoffing. She ditched the two-way, turning it off and stuffing it in her bag.

      Within ten minutes, the cab pulled to the curb in front of the designated boutique. She gave the driver a twenty-dollar bill, not exactly sure if she was over-tipping but hoping she had, and got out. Adopting her haughtiest pose, she marched toward the store, knowing that her first purchase needed to be a bigger, better bag. Her small sporty knockoff would not pass examination by a professional looking for a real-deal rich girl.

      Even though she expected Dane to be at the boutique, she pulled up when she saw him leaning against his car about thirty feet down the street. If he looked casual yet vaguely cosmopolitan yesterday, Dane looked like a million bucks today. Back home in Sydney, she might have let out a wolf whistle.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Dane flipped his phone from his pocket and punched her cell number. The instant she answered and before she finished the first syllable of hello, he said, “Turn on your two-way.” Then he punched off the call and tossed the phone into the car and onto the passenger seat.

      Two beats later, his two-way crackled to life and he heard, “What the hell, Dane. I hardly got a chance to get out of the cab.”

      “That was your first mistake of the day.”

      “Go—”

      “Now, now, girlie—don’t spoil the beach bunny vibe.”

      “You mean haughty heiress, don’t you?”

      “Can’t be too haughty. Need to look interested in men.” He paused and couldn’t resist overriding his professionalism—this one last time, he promised himself—and added, “You are interested in men, aren’t you?”

      Dead silence. She’d turned the damn thing off, upping his ante in the lack of professionalism department.

      He allowed himself a small smile before reining himself in. Maybe he needed his vacation more badly than he thought. He wondered how wise it was of him not to quit the assignment. A fine sharp pain stretched between his shoulder blades as if he were whipping himself into compliance. He glanced down the street at her then past her.

      It was too late to quit. It was too late for everything. An unfamiliar car with familiar plates pulled into traffic behind him. The game was on.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      She stepped inside Citrine Boutique with his words still burning her ears but managed to shed the acid, keeping only the key direction “not so haughty” in mind. After all, she wanted information about her long-lost friend Susan Whittier and they knew she shopped here.

      “Welcome, miss. I’m Emma. Please let me know if I can assist you.” The woman approached her with a smile and her hand outstretched. Shana took it and figured it wouldn’t be too hard to be friendly to Emma.

      “Oh, please do. I can always use professional shopping assistance.”

      “Wonderful. Size six?”

      Shana would normally be surprised that the woman guessed correctly, but she maintained her air of privileged cool like an invisible net over her real self. The character she played would be used to such service at such shops. Most people thought her larger. It was her broad shoulders and oversized breasts that usually threw them off.

      “My friend, maybe you know her—Susan Whittier—recommended your shop highly. I can’t wait to get together with her. I just got in yesterday.” Shana stopped to admire a scarf, watching the woman from the corner of her eye.

      “Oh. I don’t know. I heard—I’m not sure if she’s still on the island.”

      “Why would you say that? She told me she’d be here. We have plans for such fun.” Shana gave the woman all her attention now and willed her to say something.

      “I don’t know. She wasn’t at home two days ago when we went to deliver a dress she had altered. And it was strange because she didn’t answer calls either. I just assumed she left the island. But…” The woman looked around as if for a clue from a nearby mannequin.

      “But what? It doesn’t sound like her to take off without notice, unless…”

      “Well, there was a gentleman. I thought at first she’d gone off with him. But…”

      Shana gave a sly smile and said, “That does sound like her, but … what?”

      “But I saw him yesterday at the Main Street Grill. I said hello to him and he very charmingly remembered my name although we met only once. I asked him about Ms. Whittier and he said he hadn’t seen her in days and to give his regards when I saw her. So… I’m sorry. I don’t know where she is.”

      “What was the man’s name? Was he French?”

      “Why, yes. Mr. Ruse. Did she tell you about him?”

      “She mentioned him only in passing. Very strange.” Shana checked her watch and determined to change the mood with a bright smile. She didn’t want to arouse speculation about the missing heiress. They needed to keep the investigation under the radar if they thought to find her alive and bring in the perpetrators. “I’m sure I’ll catch up with her. In the meantime, show me what you have. I packed light this trip.”

      Determined to buy up a storm before her partner caught up with her, she followed the woman, who circled around the sumptuous boutique picking one stunning piece off the racks after another.

      “And you will need at least one special night-out dress, I think?” The woman hesitated over a small rack of swirling slinky dresses.

      Shana nodded again. The woman picked a shimmering turquoise dress that looked too small for a ten-year-old—and was missing a back. But the color.

      “The color suits you.”

      “What there is of it,” she muttered as they headed for the dressing room.

      After trying on the beachy and flirty dresses and the strolling-around-town outfits, and building up an impressive buy pile, she skipped to the turquoise temptation. Slipping it on, she tugged at the hem but it wouldn’t go any lower than four inches below her crotch. She pushed the dressing room door open and stepped out into the small area outside the rooms to ask for Emma’s opinion.

      Dane stood there next to Emma, arms folded. Emma glowed.

      Shana’s eyes locked on Dane’s and in spite of her first instinct to hide under the nearest sofa, she remained rooted. Pulling back her shoulders to emphasize her already erect posture, she struck a seductive pose, feeling like she may as well be sticking her tongue out at him.

      “Well, don’t just stare. What do you think?” She left off the “big boy” she said inside her head. He looked out of his usual character in his formfitting silk knit shirt with his tanned muscles bulging under the short sleeves. His dark pants fit snugly across his hips and upper thighs. The clothes looked more expensive than the store-full she had just tried on, combined. She was impressed, but then she noticed the watch on his wrist—a Breitling—and almost gasped. Where did this guy come from? Who was he really?

      Then he spoke to her in a cool, dark voice, a new one she hadn’t heard before.

      “If you buy that dress—Miss?”

      “Shana. Call me Shana.”

      “I promise to take you to a place that deserves you and your stunning dress.”

      “Tempting. But I don’t even know your name.”

      “Dane.”

      “Dane. What’s a man like you doing in a boutique like this?”

      “Oh, Mr. Dane shops here all the time,” Emma said, like they were best buds.

      That stopped Shana from her planned pithy response.

      “I came in to buy a gift,” he said in that low, rumbling, confident drawl he had put on for her—or for their act. They were only playing roles.

      She saw the teasing glint in lieu of a smirk.

      “A gift? Lucky lady.”

      “Yes, my sister is a lucky lady. She just had a baby and deserves something special for the occasion.”

      Too perfect. Captain Nice had to be feeding him these lines.

      “Mr. Dane has several sisters and he treats them very well,” Emma put in.

      While she thought I’ll bet she said out loud, “Lucky sisters.”

      She distinctly remembered the small factoid from the brief background she’d been given that he had no siblings.

      “You didn’t answer my invitation.”

      “I don’t know you well enough, Mr. Dane. My daddy warned me about strange men like you.” It was cliché, but apt. If he thought it strange that they were putting on this performance for an audience of one boutique clerk, he didn’t let on and he didn’t slip from his role.

      “Then accompany me for coffee at Cafe Moxie a couple of doors down and we’ll get to know each other.” He held out a hand.

      Shana glanced at Emma as if to implore her advice and the woman obligingly nodded her head with a reassuring smile.

      “I’ll make my purchase while you finish in the dressing room,” he said as if it were decided. She wished she could turn him down flat as if this were a real come-on. He needed to be brought down a peg.

      And she needed to get a grip. She sauntered back to the dressing room in character while she wondered what happened to the cool calm professional she’d been back in Sydney. That woman had been lost somewhere between London and Vineyard Haven. Too much, too quick, on too little sleep. She changed into cream-colored woven silk pants with a matching low scoop neck top—one of her purchases—and took the rest of her purchases with her.

      She needed to get the real Shana back—fast. A good strong cup of coffee would help. Wishing the coffee might come with a shot of whiskey, she walked back toward the front of the shop as if she were walking the plank.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      Dane waited only two minutes, tops, until Shana emerged from the boutique with two bags. Emma waved at them from behind her shop window. The clerk had never been nosier behind her smiling eyes. Perfect.

      Shana’s quickness impressed and surprised him. She was more efficient than petulant, a point in her favor. A grudging point.

      He held out his arm and said from behind his smile, “Play nice. We’re being watched.” Then in a louder voice he said, “Please let me store your purchases in my car while we have coffee.” He pointed to the elegant Jaguar convertible at the curb outside Cafe Moxie next door and enjoyed watching her try to keep her dismay from showing.

      “We’ll put the bags in the trunk.” He took them from her and tossed them inside the empty space. The only things he kept in his car were hidden under the carpeting in a locked compartment—a cache of assorted weapons for the occasional assorted assignments. He doubted he’d need any today. But tomorrow was another day.

      They walked inside and took a table in the center of the small coffee shop. He pulled out her chair and she sat, still silent. He liked that, but it wasn’t necessarily good for their act. He leaned close to her while he stood behind her and whispered, “Time for the main show—loosen up and flirt if you’re able.”

      He took his seat facing sideways from the entry as she laughed. It sounded genuine. He leaned back in his chair to see what she had. She gave him a look that said she was game. He took a deep bracing breath then.

      Shana rested her elbows on the table and leaned forward, flirting with him with her hooded cat-green eyes and a show of glistening cleavage. Did she slather oil on her damn breasts?

      “Where did you get the damn car? A Jaguar? Overnight? Last night you were driving a rusting heap.” She smiled.

      “I always keep a spare for traveling off island. In storage at a friend’s home.” He gave her an assessing look and hoped they could get past the chip that seemed cemented to her shoulder. “Got some new intel. Our man Jean Luc is definitely involved in more ways than one.”

      “Go on.”

      He glanced around, moving his head only a fraction and keeping a smile in place. “He’s the director of the American Invitational Surfing Competition.”

      “Shit.” She looked surprised.

      “Keep your head in the game, girlie, and paste that fake smile back on your face. We’re flirting. As for Jean Luc, we play dumb.” He gave her a wicked grin, but she didn’t say the words he knew ran through her mind.

      Her fake smile turned real and she slid into her role. He admired that she didn’t rise to his bait. It was fun baiting her all the same. A challenge.

      “How is it that I never heard of you before, Dane? We’ve traveled in the same social circles.”

      She circled one ruby-tipped index finger close to his face so that he wanted to take it with his teeth and suck it into his mouth until she gasped. He remained silent, though his blood hummed with anticipation. Damn the girl.

      She continued, “Or if not the same circles, closely related circles.”

      He knew she was not talking only to his cover persona, but to him. The jump deep in his chest surprised him. She was clever. And it was obvious she was piqued by him and—the only ‘circle’ they had in common—his law enforcement background. He’d bet his Swiss bank account that vicious nice-guy Captain Lynch told her stories about him.

      “Oh, but I think you have heard about me. You may not have realized it was me at the time” He broke off there when a glance into the shop’s mirror—their sole concession to security—revealed their man entering the door. Damn girl had to take the seat facing the door.

      A flicker of her eyes told him she spotted the man and she laughed in that peculiar come-hither throaty earthy way she had that hit a nerve in him. He wished he could temporarily paralyze that nerve because it made his job damned uncomfortable. He felt the tightening and tilting in his loins and the heat of pleasure begin to surge mixed with anger and not a small amount of fear.

      From behind them, their man said, “I see you found the island’s treasure—best coffee this side of the water.”

      Her smile was just right—interested yet wary. He wondered how real that was.

      “It is good. Do I know you, sir? You look familiar…” Shana gave the man a pouty puzzled look that increased Dane’s discomfort all the more.

      “No, I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure, but I see you’ve met my friend here, Dane Blaise.” He pointed to Dane and then put a hand out to Shana. “I’m Jean Luc Ruse.” She lifted her hand and barely touched his.

      “Oh, then you both travel in the same social circles? And I was just saying to Dane it’s funny we never met before.”

      “It’s a big world out there. I have to admit I myself don’t usually get to Martha’s Vineyard.” Jean Luc crinkled the lines around his eyes in a smile. “I’m more a South of France traveler. But Dane stays around these parts all the time. It is funny that you two never met before.”

      She didn’t bat an eyelash at his familiarity with Dane’s background and he certainly didn’t since they’d left it out there in plain sight for him to find—with some embellishments and changes to his real background of course. But his regularity on the island couldn’t be duplicated or faked and that gave him the ace in credibility.

      “Sit down, Jean Luc, since it’s clear you’re not going away,” Dane said.

      Jean Luc laughed and Shana gave Dane a tut-tut.

      “That’s no way to talk to an old friend,” Shana said. Jean Luc pulled a chair close to Shana.

      “You mean old rival,” Dane said. He watched the French man lounge into his seat and lean into Shana. He smiled at Shana and then flicked a glance at Dane.

      “You’re right. And we well may be current rivals as well.”

      They ordered and were served their coffee while Shana laughed her excruciating laugh at Ruse’s inanities. As far as Dane could tell, the man was either unaffected or had superior self-control. Neither of those possibilities was good. They both spelled consummate professional and confirmed his reputation and danger level.

      Maybe it also said something about Dane’s professionalism—or sudden lack thereof. When Jean Luc picked up his steaming cup of black coffee and turned to him, he should have seen it coming. But he hadn’t.

      The man coughed and poured half the cup of the scalding liquid in Dane’s lap.

      “Damn.” Dane jumped from his chair and clenched his fists, tamping down on the urge to pound the man and realizing quickly as he fought the stars in his vision and the burning sensation in his crotch—not the good kind—the extremely painful kind—to think ahead about playing this out.

      Shana looked startled and pushed back from the table, about to rise with too much concern on her face.

      “Jesus—”

      “I’m so sorry, Dane.” Jean Luc looked concerned too. For real. Maybe he sensed that Dane wanted to hurt him real bad right now. The man called the waitress for ice and she came rushing over.

      “I’ll be fine. Excuse me. I’ll take care of this in the men’s room.” He took the pitcher of ice water from the waitress’s hand and walked to the back of the shop in the most normal gait he could manage, the immediate sting subsiding. He hoped there was no damage or Jean Luc Ruse’s days were limited.

      
        
        * * *

      

      

      The compulsion to pop Jean Luc in his too-pretty jaw grabbed hold of her instincts and squeezed so that she couldn’t speak—didn’t dare speak. Shana gripped the table and tried not to sound wild with anger. She wasn’t sure if her anger was with Jean Luc Ruse or with herself for the strangely strong reaction to Dane’s pain and the prospect of damage to his goods. She felt like something had been sucked from her depths as she contemplated the scalding stain on Dane’s deeply and mysteriously compelling crotch.

      Jean Luc had no such problem speaking. He droned on nonstop about how sorry he was and how he hoped his friend would forgive him and he hoped she would forgive him. She wanted to scream. So she did scream.

      “Stop.” She sat back down in her chair from which she had jumped. The chair held up under the force of her ire.

      “I didn’t realize you were this serious—this taken with our Dane. I … I thought you had just met.”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “My mistake.” He darted a worried look in the direction of the men’s room and then sat down with the grace of a ballet dancer.

      “I must make it up to you—to both of you. Please be my guests at dinner tonight at the best restaurant on the island, the Blue Water Grill in Oak Bluffs.”

      “That would be perfect. You’ll have to let me take my good friend Chauncey along too—he’ll be arriving soon to keep me company. Strictly platonic.” She arched a brow at him.

      Jean Luc smiled that too-polished smile he had and asked, “So what do you think of my old friend Dane, the original beachcomber?”

      “Beachcomber? I never heard of a beachcomber who drives a Jag.”

      “A high-end beachcomber. I’ll give you that. But he has more driftwood and sand in his soul than Jaguars and boutiques.”

      “Hmmm,” was all Shana said. She resorted to leaning forward to gauge his response to her overdone cleavage.

      He didn’t respond the way Dane had—even if Dane pretended not to.

      This man was cold as ice. It took all she had to smile at him. She took a hefty gulp of her hot coffee to warm her back up.

      “Maybe I’m a beachcomber at heart too,” she said.

      “I think maybe you are. I bet you would look spectacular on a beach.” He gazed at the scoop of her neckline and smiled. “You would most definitely look spectacular in a bikini. But it’s more about a freewheeling attitude, isn’t it? A joie de vivre. A willingness to take life by the horns and take chances.”

      “Like taking a chance on you?” She raised a brow at him. She needed to be more charming. This damn assignment was hard.

      “I was thinking more like how you’re taking a chance on Dane. I think you’ll find I’m not as much a risk. But maybe you are looking for the risk?”

      “No, I’m looking for fun.” She reached out and traced the ring on his hand, played with his fingers. “What kind of fun do you have for me?”

      “Ah, there’s my lady. I can show you all the most elegant, rarefied fun—the most fun money can buy.”

      “Does
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