
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Blackmail, kidnapping, stalking, death threats... some days, you just can’t win!

	 

	 

	Lauren Scott is a wealthy widow with a lot of embarrassing secrets. Her late husband, a convicted stock swindler, died under mysterious circumstances, just as he was about to name names in Federal court. His legacy supposedly includes a list of VIPs who attended sex parties on a private Caribbean island, among other things. Now Lauren has become the target of too many people who think she holds the secrets he once kept, and they just might kill her for them.

	She calls on her friends, former CIA spies Nick Seven and Felicia Hagens, for help. Despite initial misgivings, they agree to assist her. But their laidback Florida Keys life is quickly disrupted by those in hot pursuit, including a zealous podcaster who is making Lauren’s private life public, a Treasury agent, victims of her late husband’s Ponzi scheme, and a Southern governor who has his eye on the White House.

	Looks like there might be trouble brewing in paradise.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Near the tip of Anguilla, an island east of Puerto Rico, sat a once-uninhabited private cay known as Scrub Island. Easily reached by boat or small airplane, the island had a landing strip and several refurbished dwellings that were previously abandoned due to hurricane damage. These included a two-story main house and four smaller guest cottages, all in the Caribbean style of white stucco with red-tile roofs and teakwood accents. Electricity was supplied by a network of solar-powered generators, and there was a wi-fi tower.

	Lauren Scott stood on the first-floor deck of the manor home and looked out at the deep blue Atlantic waters through a pair of oversized dark glasses. Her long blonde hair, pulled into a ponytail, swayed gently with the early morning breeze from the bay. Her fair skin had taken on a deep natural tan during the four months since she’d sailed her thirty-foot schooner, the Lucky Lauren, from the Florida Keys to the island once owned by her late ex-husband, financier Erik Reisman. Lauren inherited Scrub Island when her ex had died under sinister circumstances while in Federal custody, awaiting trial for tax and securities fraud. He was also facing charges of bringing young women from Europe to this very island for private sex parties involving an elite guest list made up of people from the political and financial worlds, if one believed the media.

	Lauren sipped her morning latte while not averting her eyes from a charter fishing boat roughly a quarter-mile off the coast, between her shore and Anguilla. Not observing any fishing activity, she picked up a pair of binoculars she kept handy for such occasions and focused on the boat. A man crouched near the cabin, staring back at her with his own binoculars. Don’t you people ever give up? Why can’t you all just leave me the hell alone?

	Lauren took her cup inside then set it on the kitchen counter. She’d become used to the daily intrusions into her privacy by nosey reporters and treated them like the occasional insects that flittered about—a necessary nuisance but not worth getting upset over as long as they maintained their distance. She exited through another door that opened onto a deck surrounded by a privacy fence. When people began hanging around offshore, like the pest she’d just spotted, she’d had the wall built so she could indulge in her daily ritual of nude sunbathing.

	She pulled off the oversized T-shirt she’d slept in, then lay face down on the chaise lounge. Her active lifestyle and healthy diet regimen belied her age of 42, with a fit physique that boasted a flat stomach, pert breasts, and a firm butt that attracted its share of attention. She rested her head on her crossed arms, closed her eyes then exhaled a deep calming breath.

	Lauren used the downtime to reflect on the reasons for abruptly leaving her winter home near Key Largo, Florida and retreating to the island hideaway. When she’d traveled south from her permanent residence in Saratoga Springs, New York, she had only planned to stay a few months, go sailing, and work on her tan like she did every year. Before heading south, Lauren had been subjected to countless interrogations by the FBI, SEC, and the IRS about her late ex-husband’s financial shell games. They’d been divorced for three years when he was indicted, and he had intentionally kept her in the dark about his business affairs, but that didn’t stop them from asking the same questions over and over again.

	I thought they finally gave up on me telling them that I didn’t know anything, but then Erik was found hanging in his jail cell the night before he was supposed to give grand jury testimony. I was never convinced that he hung himself without help from an accommodating guard. Not the Erik I knew and loved.

	When Lauren reached the Keys, she had no idea that she would become the target of a suave French con artist/weapons dealer named Marco St. Julian, who had befriended her in New York before she made her annual pilgrimage. What she also didn’t see coming was the attention of a rogue FBI agent who was in cahoots with the French scammer. They both seemed convinced that Lauren possessed a list of her late husband’s business and political contacts who attended his island sex parties, populated by young women he flew in on his private jet. St. Julian and the Fed had made it clear they wanted that list.

	After I found out what he was using this place for, it cost me a small fortune to have the houses deep-cleaned to remove any trace of what went on there. Even though I still have trouble believing he did what the Feds claimed, I didn’t want any reminders.

	Lauren got up from the chaise when the morning heat got to be too much. She walked naked to the privacy fence, then stood on her tiptoes to peek over it. The boat had moved on, its occupants no doubt disappointed there was nothing to see that morning. I’m sure they’ll be back for the afternoon show.

	She went to the al fresco shower stall and stepped in. The cool water felt good on her hot skin. As she lathered up with body wash and a loofah, her hand instinctively went to the oval locket hanging from her neck on a heavy gold chain, the one her late husband gave her after their divorce... the one she never took off. She felt her lips curl into a sly smile as she mentally confirmed what some people only thought. They keep looking for that list, but not in the right place.

	Lauren further recalled the one good thing that had come from her adventure before she left the Keys—her newfound friendship with Felicia Hagens, a former CIA operative who lived with another former spook named Nick Seven. Together they operated a trendy local hangout, Cricket’s Bayside, on the Gulf side of Key Largo. But more than that, they’d helped her when Marco St. Julian decided to play tough about getting his hands on the alleged list.

	They really came to my rescue when he had me cornered. I don’t think anyone has ever stood up for me like that. I feel bad that I just left without saying goodbye, but the way the press was hounding me, I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to get away from there.

	Lauren grabbed a plush towel from the stack and dried off, then went inside to get dressed. When she passed her cell phone on the kitchen counter, she saw that she had a new text message. She read the message from her attorney in New York then shook her head in disbelief. Another inquiry into Erik’s finances, but this time from the Treasury Department. Why don’t they just ask the IRS or FBI for their files? They all found the same things.

	She tapped in the number on redial, requested to speak with her attorney when her call was answered, then carried on a brief but intense conversation while she paced around the kitchen. Lauren stopped walking.

	“What do you mean they want me to appear in person to answer their questions?” she demanded in a raised voice. “Can’t you handle that?” She listened for a few moments then exhaled in disgust. “Okay, fine. I’ll come back, but not to Saratoga Springs. If they want to talk with me, they can do it in Florida. I’ll let you know when I get there.” She paused again, and her tone softened a bit. “Thank you. And I’m sorry if I came across a little harsh. Give my best to your family.”

	She disconnected then tossed the phone aside. Terrific. I just got into a nice routine here, now I have to go back. I know what I’ll be doing the rest of the day—getting the boat ready for another trip.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Fall in the Florida Keys could be defined as an atmospheric conundrum. The sweltering heat of summer gave way to tropical storm season, with slightly cooler temps and daily rain showers, usually in the morning, accompanied by the lingering threat of a sudden blow from the Gulf. Nick Seven stood at the glass door that opened onto the deck outside his condo in Key Largo, watching the raindrops rhythmically dance on the hardwood while he sipped coffee. His gaze locked onto a charter fishing boat at the marina farther down the channel as it prepared to take some diehard anglers into the Atlantic in search of something to brag about after they got home.

	Nick eased his lean six-foot-two frame onto a bar stool at the kitchen counter and continued his mindless staring while reflecting on his life to this point. He’d walked away from a stellar career in the CIA ten years earlier after avenging the death of his wife, who’d been killed in a terrorist bombing in Scotland that was meant for him. Tracking down and eliminating the renegade criminal who had robbed him of his first true love had provided some degree of satisfaction. Nick soon discovered that he was tired of the political games and bullshit that came with the badge and decided to call it quits. He had visited the Keys and liked the laidback anonymous atmosphere it provided. The perfect place to hide in plain sight.

	His daydreaming was interrupted by the sound of bare feet padding from the living room. He smiled at Felicia Hagens when she put her arm around his shoulder and hugged him. Nick kissed her then let his gaze roam over her trim bronzed physique, not hidden by the unbuttoned shirt she’d grabbed from the pile of clothes in their bedroom. His gaze traveled farther south down her toned leg to the gold ankle bracelet with her name spelled in diamonds.

	Luckiest thing that happened to me after I quit the rat race was when Felicia and I reconnected and she decided to stay here instead of going back home to Barbados. After she worked on my team in the UK, I never dreamed I’d see her again, let alone have her as my life mate. Be careful what you wish for.

	“Mornin’, tough guy,” she said in her West Indies accent. “You gonna offer me some coffee, or is it self-service today?”

	Nick filled her cup while she perched on a stool next to his. He resumed his seat while Felicia took a sip then gestured at the rain.

	“How long has this been goin’ on?”

	“It woke me an hour ago. I’m surprised you didn’t notice.”

	She covered her mouth to stifle a yawn. “This is the kinda mornin’ where you don’t wanna get up. When I heard that rain on the roof, I curled up and went back to sleep.”

	“Maybe I should’ve stayed in bed, too.”

	She ran her hand along his bare thigh. “Too bad you didn’t. Coulda been fun.”

	Nick leaned over and kissed her. “Rain check?”

	Felicia sighed. “I suppose. What’s the plan for today?”

	Nick shrugged. “The usual, I guess. Go to work, enjoy the sunset later, that kind of stuff. Anything special you want to do today?”

	She leaned in close and rested her head on his shoulder. “Just spend the day with you.”

	Nick cupped her cheek in his palm. “I love it that you’re low maintenance.”

	 

	*

	 

	Later that morning, Nick and Felicia entered Cricket’s Bayside, the bar and restaurant Nick owned on the Gulf of Mexico side of Key Largo. The rain had stopped, leaving souvenir puddles for everyone to step around. The sun was out, along with a spike in the humidity.

	The indoor dining room, with linen tablecloths and fine dinnerware, was designed for a quiet, intimate meal experience including soothing background music. The large outdoor deck attracted most of the attention, with partiers wanting to have a good time while oohing and aahing over the tropical scenery and scarfing down fresh catch. The lunch crowd had begun to arrive and lay claim to umbrella-topped tables that offered scenic views of the Florida Bay. Nick and Felicia stopped at the bar to chat with the manager, a young Cuban man named Raul, before going outside.

	Nick stood at the railing near the water and stared ahead, never tiring of the view. A few sailboats had taken advantage of the clearing skies to commandeer the open waters. In the distance, a parasail boat kicked up a wake while hauling two airborne passengers. Nick glanced over at the rocky jetty that protruded into the water between his place and the Bayside Resort next door. He noticed a man in shorts, T-shirt, and a ball cap. He was apparently shooting a video of the area with a cell phone while talking into a Bluetooth device. Nick wouldn’t have paid attention to the guy except it wasn’t the first time he’d noticed him hanging around. I’ve seen him here several times over the past week, but he’s never come inside.

	Felicia approached with two glasses of iced tea and handed him one.

	“Pretty day,” she commented. “Ever notice how it almost always brightens up right after the rain moves down the coast?”

	“Uh-huh.” He took a drink. “Is that how the weather is on Barbados?”

	“Pretty much. Unless there’s a tropical storm movin’ in.”

	Nick turned slightly to face her. “Not to change the subject, but do you see the guy over my left shoulder, the one standing on the jetty?”

	Felicia indirectly glanced in that direction. “Yeah. He’s been here before. Always takin’ pics on his cell or a camera.”

	“Did anything stand out?”

	She thought for a moment. “A couple of days last week, he was takin’ pics or shootin’ a video, and doin’ a commentary. He just hung out on the jetty, and never came in. You want me to go roust him for trespassing? It’s no trouble.”

	Nick laughed. “Once a bar bouncer, always a bar bouncer. Thanks, but that won’t be necessary. Just keep your eyes open.”

	“What’s got your attention?”

	Nick shrugged. “Anyone shooting a cell phone video who talks to themselves and hangs around for no reason.”

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Lauren Scott descended into the cabin of her sailboat toting a suitcase and a smaller carry-on bag. She secured them in the bedroom and was about to go topside when something caught her attention. She stared at the bar next to the lounge section and noticed that the items on the shelves weren’t in the same place she had left them. Someone’s been in here. A visual check of the room revealed a few more things that weren’t in their assigned spots.

	She went topside to the dock before climbing the steps to the house. She slid open the door then stuck her head inside.

	“Carmella,” she called out to her part-time housekeeper. “Would you come out here, please?”

	A couple of moments later, a young woman appeared, attired in shorts and a T-shirt, her long brown hair pulled into a bun. Carmella—on the short and skinny side with a natural island tan—gave Lauren the same timid gaze she always did. Lauren had long ago accustomed herself to Carmella’s shy personality and made a point to be relaxed around her.

	“Something wrong?” Carmella meekly asked.

	Lauren gave her a reassuring smile. “No, nothing’s wrong. Have you noticed anyone hanging around here lately, especially by the boat?”

	She rapidly shook her head. “No, no one. Is something missing?”

	“Not missing. But someone was on board, looking for something.”

	“I see you taking your bags to the boat. Are you leaving again?”

	Lauren took an envelope from her pocket then handed it to her. “I have to go back to Florida to take care of something. Here’s money to cover your pay for the next month. My cell number’s in there, too, in case you need to get in touch with me. Would you mind coming out here every couple of days to be sure everything’s okay?”

	Carmella took the envelope. “No, I not mind. When are you leaving?”

	Lauren looked at her gold watch. “In about an hour. I should be back in a couple of weeks.” She paused. “Will you be okay while I’m gone?”

	Carmella nodded. “Si, I will be all right. I have my mother and older brothers to look after me.”

	Lauren slowly nodded. “Do the police still have your ex-boyfriend locked up?”

	Carmella’s shy eyes suddenly took on a defiant look. “He will not bother me.”

	Lauren rested her hand on Carmella’s shoulder. “Good. I don’t want to see you get hurt again.”

	Carmella went back to her duties while Lauren returned to the boat to check the riggings and sails. She thought back to what had happened on the boat when she was in the Keys a few months earlier. Marco St. Julian and one of his Cuban co-conspirators named Gonya had forced her to sail them to Havana at gunpoint under the cloak of darkness. Nick and Felicia had caught wind of it and intercepted them before they could reach their final destination. That was an emotional experience for me afterward, but knowing I had someone like Felicia that I could talk with somehow made it easier to cope. I hope we get to spend some time together this trip.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Dusk enveloped the Upper Keys like a cloak, a clear night sky punctuated by an array of bright stars and a half-moon. Nick and Felicia sat at their private table under a palm tree, taking in the atmosphere while enjoying after-dinner drinks and music from a local blues combo.

	“Pretty sunset tonight,” Felicia observed. “Is this why you chose to live here when you bailed on the CIA?”

	Nick gave her a blank stare. “I did not bail, as you put it. I’m no quitter. I just had enough and decided it was time to walk away. You know the story behind that.”

	Felicia sipped her Rum Runner. “Yeah, I know the story. After what happened with your wife, I can understand.”

	Nick propped one leg on top of the other and looked at her. “All this time we’ve been together, I don’t think you ever fully explained why you left the service to go back to Barbados.”

	She cast her gaze down at the table for a few moments before responding in a quiet tone. “After you caught up with the guy who killed your wife then came stateside to work as a trainer, the job stopped bein’ fun. The agent who took your place was a real stiff, and we didn’t have that sense of teamwork like when you were there.” She took a drink. “I remembered somethin’ my dad always told me when I was growin’ up.”

	“The retired Marine Colonel?” Nick interrupted.

	“One and the same. When I asked him why he decided to leave the Corps and retire to a small island to fish, he said he knew it was time to get out because there was too much politics and he didn’t enjoy the job.” She shrugged. “Seemed like a good reason for me to leave when I did. Sort of like you.”

	Nick sipped his scotch and soda. “One more thing we have in common.”

	She squeezed his hand and gave him a sly look and a wink. “Is that the only thing we have in common, tough guy?”

	Nick’s face took on a thoughtful look. “Let me see... we both like the climate here, we like the same kinds of food, doing the same things, and... oh, yeah, I almost forgot.” He brought her hand to his mouth, kissed it then peered into her soft eyes. “You’re the most passionate lover I’ve ever spent the night with. Does that about cover everything?”

	Felicia laughed. “Pretty much.” She sipped her drink then glanced up when something caught her attention. “Were you expectin’ Happy Jack to stop by tonight?”

	Happy Jack O’Halloran approached their table, dressed in his customary faded tropical shirt that barely concealed the pot belly that hung over his soiled cargo shorts. He was a crusty, tough ex-patriate Irish gunrunner Nick had befriended when he’d served in England. Jack had relocated to the U.S. after becoming a CIA asset who needed protection. Nick made it possible for him to operate a charter fishing service off the grid in the Keys and they’d remained friends. Jack offered a polite smile and nod to Felicia.

	“Evenin’, miss,” he said in his thick Irish brogue. “May I join you two?”

	“Have a seat,” Nick replied.

	A server came by the table.

	“I’ll have an Irish whiskey, neat, with a water chaser,” Jack said then addressed Nick. “Hope you don’t mind me droppin’ in like this.”

	“You’re always welcome here, Jack. What’s up?”

	The server returned with his drink, but Jack waited until she’d departed before continuing. “Some strange things have been happenin’, Cracker. I noticed a guy with a camera hangin’ around my place over the past week. Takin’ a lot of pictures and shootin’ videos. One time I heard him dictatin’ somethin’ while he was shootin’. I didn’t think much of it at first, figured he was gettin’ the landscape or the ocean.”

	“What made you suspicious?”

	“I caught him photographin’ my shop, my customers... and me when I was on my boat. I don’t like people payin’ that much attention.” Jack sipped his whiskey. “That ain’t all. I got a call from someone claimin’ to be a reporter for some Miami news blog. Asked me questions about that caper we did a few months ago with that French crook, St. Julian, and the Scott lass.”

	“They were askin’ you questions about Lauren Scott?” Felicia asked.

	“Yeah. Wanted to know if I knew where she went when she took off, and what did I have to do with bringin’ down that con man.”

	“But you weren’t directly involved, except for following Marco St. Julian when I needed your help keeping track of him,” Nick said. “Why would anyone think you knew anything?”

	“Beats me, but they were askin’.”

	“Did you get their name?”

	Jack took a piece of paper from his shirt pocket and passed it across the table. “I got the number from the caller ID.”

	Chelsea Carter, Miami Underground. Never heard of it or her. “I’ll check this out. Describe the guy with the camera.”

	Jack took a drink. “Short fella, skinny. Probably twenty-somethin’. Light brown hair, wearin’ a T-shirt and a Marlins ball cap.”

	Nick looked at Felicia. “Sound familiar?”

	“Yeah. Sounds like the guy we saw hangin’ around here, doin’ the same thing.”

	“What did this so-called blogger ask you?” Nick inquired.

	Jack thought for a couple of moments. “Her questions mostly focused on Lauren Scott. Like do I know where she went, why she left, did she say anything about her ex-husband and his stock scams... that kind of stuff.”

	“What else did they want to know?”

	Jack hesitated. “She asked what part you played in that mess. That’s why I wanted to tell you about it, to give you a heads up.”

	“I appreciate it. Did you tell her anything useful?”

	Jack slowly shook his head. “You know how I operate, Cracker. I kept my mouth shut when I was runnin’ guns for the IRA, and I ain’t talkin’ to no reporters now.”

	Nick grinned. “Glad to see you haven’t changed.”

	Jack downed his drink in one swallow then stood. “Stop by the shop sometime. We’ll go out for some quality fishin’.” He paused. “I’ll give ya a good discount on the charter.”

	Nick laughed. “After all the doors we’ve been through, you’d better.”

	Jack smiled and winked. “See ya later.”

	“I always liked him,” Felicia said after Jack left.

	“Yeah, he’s an interesting guy. But those questions got me thinking about stuff again.”

	“Like what?”

	“Have you had any contact with Lauren since she pulled her disappearing act?”

	Felicia was silent for a moment. “No, and I feel kinda bad about that.”

	“Why?”

	“Because I thought we were friends, but she left with no warnin’. Maybe I’m pissed at her for leavin’ without sayin’ goodbye.”

	Nick squeezed her hand. “I get where you’re coming from. Is that the only reason you didn’t try calling her?”

	“No. I figured with what happened before she left, she probably wanted to disassociate herself from anyone who reminded her of that. I think she’s always been a private person and the spotlight the press was shinin’ on her was too much. Hell, if I were her, I might’ve done the same thing.”

	“But you still miss her, don’t you?”

	Felicia looked at him. “Yeah, I guess I do. We had a lot of fun. If you’re through analyzing me, I have a question.”

	“Shoot.”

	“Why would some reporter from a Miami blog be askin’ questions about your part in that St. Julian thing? How did they even know you were involved?”

	Nick took a drink while trying to come up with an answer. “Beats the hell outta me. How did they find out about Jack?”

	“Maybe someone talked out of school?”

	“Wouldn’t be the first time. Now that this has been brought up again, I’m still bugged about that list her ex-husband supposedly had. The one with the names of people who attended his island sex parties.”

	“What about it?”

	Nick looked at her. “Do you really think Lauren has that list?”

	“Weren’t you the one who was convinced she had it in that locket she always wore around her neck? On a QR code under the picture inside?”

	“Yeah, that’s what I thought before.”

	“But now you’re not so sure?”

	Nick shook his head. “I don’t know what to think. If she has the list, it doesn’t seem like she’s used it yet. That would’ve made headlines. Do you suppose those calls Jack got are connected to the guy we’ve seen shooting a documentary on his cell?”

	“I guess the only way to find out would be to ask him directly. Are you sure you don’t want me to rough him up the next time we catch him hangin’ around? I really wouldn’t mind.”

	Nick laughed. “Sometimes I think you miss throwing out rowdy drunks. How did you get a job as a bouncer at a waterfront saloon when you went back home?”

	“The guy who owns the bar served with my dad. He heard I was lookin’ for a job.”

	“That’s quite a career switch, from being an undercover operative to mixing it up with drunken sailors and dock workers.”

	She shrugged. “It kept me in shape and gave me a chance to use all those martial arts moves the agency taught us. Ownin’ a trendy club in the Keys is quite a switch for you, too.”

	“When I decided to relocate here, I told myself I wanted something as far removed from the spy game as I could get.”

	“I’ve heard you say that before, but you haven’t followed through on it.”

	Nick’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

	“You say you’re out, but you always get pulled into someone’s business.” She hesitated. “And you usually manage to drag me along.”

	“Weren’t you the one who complained that we don’t do enough couples-type things?”

	Felicia gave him a skeptical look. “When I said that, I was thinkin’ of things like travelin’, spendin’ the day at the beach, stuff like that. Not pullin’ stakeouts or gettin’ into fights with bad-asses.”

	“Looks like you’ve given me something to shoot for.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	The evening tides washed ashore on the Atlantic Ocean side of the Upper Keys, bringing with them the daily deposits of shells and seaweed. The inward-bound waves made it easier for the Lucky Lauren to cruise into port at Holiday Isle Marina in Islamorada. Lauren skillfully navigated the thirty-foot craft through the No Wake Zone then along the narrow channel to her assigned slip.

	She rolled up the sails then used the inboard/outboard motor to go the rest of the way, coming to a final stop next to the dock. Since it was after regular operating hours for the marina, there was no one to help her as she secured the boat from bow to stern. When she was satisfied it was secured with enough slack to accommodate the tides, she retrieved her bags from the cabin, locked up, then proceeded to the parking lot. She’d called ahead to tell the dockmaster she was returning. Another call arranged for her car to be delivered by the garage that was storing it for her while she was gone.

	Lauren found her gray Mercedes sport coupe convertible in the spot assigned to her slip, then stowed her bags in the trunk. As she made her way north on the Overseas Highway to her home in Venetian Shores, Lauren felt a wave of nostalgia wash over her. Every shop, motel, and restaurant she passed brought back pleasant memories. She made a conscious effort to focus on those remembrances instead of the unpleasant ones that had caused her to leave several months earlier. One good memory brought a smile to her face as she drove. I wonder if Felicia will take my call when she recognizes my number? I really want to talk to her, and apologize for leaving the way I did.

	Lauren slowed as she approached her two-story yellow stucco home on Venetian Drive, on the Gulf side of Islamorada. Like all of the houses in the high-end neighborhood, hers backed up to a natural channel, with a deck off of the kitchen and a wraparound wrought iron balcony outside the second-story bedrooms. She pulled into the carport then approached the darkened house.

	She stood for a couple of minutes, taking it all in. I remember spending the last few days I was here putting things back together inside, after St. Julian and his cohorts tore the place apart looking for Erik’s sucker list. I also remember the constant parade of reporters and paparazzi following me around, capturing my every move. No wonder I got the hell out of here.

	Lauren unlocked the front door then stepped inside. In the dim light from the streetlamps, she located the keypad for the security system then disarmed it. She took a couple of steps into the living room then caught herself when she walked into an end table and nearly tripped. She cried out in pain and surprise then fumbled for the lamp on the table. Her eyes adjusted to the
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