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CHAPTER SIX

 

 

“Shh,” Leo hissed through clenched teeth. “Damn it, woman, do you want to draw them right to us?”

The girl stopped squirming in his arms, looking up at him with shock in those big, dark eyes. Once he was sure she wasn’t going to scream her head off, he peeled his hand away from her mouth.

They were on the ground behind a parked car, crouched on gravel and dirt in the shadow of a few tropical trees he’d never learned to identify. Xavier was at the opposite end of the car, peering around the curve of the bumper, watching for Nash or security guards.

“What the hell are you doing?” Ruby demanded in a sharp whisper, her eyes flashing with that fire he’d come to appreciate from her. “You scared the crap out of me! Why are you here?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” he replied, watching her carefully. “You were supposed to go straight to the Consular Agency this morning.” He’d almost lost it when he saw her running up the hill. She was supposed to be gone—and safe. Instead, she’d fallen right into his path again—and right into Nash’s path as well. Was this girl trying to get herself killed?

But that wasn’t the only possibility, he knew. It was too much of a coincidence that he and Xavier had twice now run into her and Nash’s men in the same place. He was going to have to entertain the idea that this girl was involved in this in some way, far more than she let on. But how? Was it possible she was working with Nash and his men and that the whole kidnapping thing had been a ruse, meant to trick Xavier and him into thinking she was simply an innocent bystander? Could she be some sort of spy trying to learn what information they had? Maybe he needed to be more suspicious.

Looking down into the angry eyes of the woman in front of him, though, Leo wasn’t so sure. After all, wouldn’t a spy sent to lull him into letting his guard down be a little more…forward? Aside from their initial flirtation at the Shipwreck Museum, he felt like he was the one giving chase, not the other way around.

“Why does it matter to you where I am or not?” she asked him. “I wanted to see more of the island before I went home. I came here for a vacation, and I’m not going to let a bunch of thugs ruin that.”

Despite his suspicions about her, Leo had to bite back a smile. Why wasn’t he surprised by her response? The girl had a backbone of steel.

Still, that didn’t solve the problem at hand. He’d lost sight of Nash’s men when he pulled her behind this car, and he wanted to get out of here without a scuffle.

“You still haven’t explained why you’re here,” she said.

“My partner and I have been following Nash.” That didn’t give anything away, even if she was a spy.

“Why are they here?” she demanded.

That question was a little trickier to answer, partly because he hadn’t decided how much information he should reveal to her, and partly because even he wasn’t entirely sure what had brought Nash and his team to this exact spot. It was becoming clearer and clearer that, despite their efforts to get the “map” they thought was in the Set’s possession, Nash and his guys had information Leo and the rest of the Devil’s Set did not.

Before he could begin to formulate an answer for Ruby, Xavier hissed and gestured to them. Nash’s men were coming.

Leo gently grabbed Ruby’s arm and pulled her further away from the road. They’d parked around the corner, but it didn’t look like they’d be able to make it back there without a confrontation. Better to take their chances hiding and see what the others did. He still hadn’t given up on the idea of Nash and his cronies leading them right to something important.

Yes, they definitely know something—but not enough to lead them straight to the treasure. He and Xavier had tailed them all over town this morning—to a local rum factory, to the Amber Museum, and past some of the other bigger tourist destinations in the city—before ending up here. Whatever Nash and his fellows were looking for, they hadn’t found it yet. But their search so far had been deliberate and focused, which meant they weren’t blindly stumbling their way through this as he and Xavier had been prior to their visit to the Shipwreck Museum of Grand Turk.

Approaching footsteps made him stiffen. He gestured to Ruby to stay silent, and though she gave him a stubborn look, she nodded before pressing herself closer to the car beside them.

For several long moments, they remained frozen in a crouch, just waiting. Behind the cars, tourists and families walked by, too caught up in their own conversations to notice three people hiding behind a beat-up car.

Eventually, Xavier leaned back toward them again, shaking his head.

“They went the other way,” he whispered. “But they’re still looking for her.”

Leo didn’t let himself look at the girl. “Then let’s get out of here while we have the chance.”

Xavier’s mouth twitched, then flattened into a line. “We’re just going to leave them? Without even waiting to see what they do here?”

His partner was right—leaving now meant abandoning their quarry. And potentially letting Nash and his team get one step ahead of them again. It could undermine their entire mission.

On the other hand, every moment they spent here was another moment Ruby was in danger. Leo didn’t generally consider himself to be a softie, but he wasn’t about to let the girl get hurt on his watch. Despite the amount of money at stake in their hunt for Rinaldi’s fortune, some things were more important.

And he could tell by the look in Xavier’s eyes that his teammate already knew his decision. Whether he thought Leo was making the right choice was a different matter.

Either way, Xavier nodded and rose slowly. His eyes scanned the crowd beyond.

“All clear. It’s now or never.”

Leo jumped to his feet, and Ruby scrambled up beside him. Despite her apparent mistrust of him, she seemed perfectly willing to follow his lead, and he felt a small spark of satisfaction at that.

“This way,” he whispered, gesturing. He reached out and took her gently by the wrist, leading her, and to his pleasant surprise she didn’t pull away from him.

They were parked just down the road in a small alley. When they were safely out of sight of the park, Leo dropped Ruby’s wrist and pointed to their dark red motorcycle. “Get on.”

“Wait, you’re going to make me ride that?” Her dark eyes had gone even wider than usual. “I don’t know how to drive one of those things!”

“Don’t worry, you won’t be driving.”

Her eyebrows shot up nearly to her hairline. “Wait… You can’t mean that all three of us are going to be riding that thing.”

“Unless you want us to leave you here.” Her indignation, as usual, was starting to amuse him, but he tried not to let it show. “The question is, do you want the front or the back?”

“I…” She blinked several times, as if trying to picture which scenario was worse. “Back.”

“Okay, then. Let’s stop wasting time.”

Xavier had already taken his place at the front—after much arguing this morning about who got to drive, Leo had finally agreed to let his teammate have the honors, since after all Xavier had once been an experienced motocross racer—which left Leo in the middle and Ruby sitting behind him.

She was stiff all the way through as she climbed onto the pillion seat. And her breath came a little too fast against the back of Leo’s neck, even for someone who’d just run from potential kidnappers. She was clearly terrified.

He turned his head, looking back at her.

“Don’t worry,” he said softly. “I won’t let you fall off. Just hold onto me.”

She didn’t argue. Instead, she threw her arms around his waist, clinging so tight that she nearly cut off his air.

“Easy, there,” he murmured. He placed one hand on her wrist, holding her gently but firmly.

Her grip loosened the slightest bit. And as Xavier started the engine, he felt her cheek come to rest against his back. Her thighs tightened on either side of his as the motorcycle began to move.

She felt good against him—too good. He felt a little bad for enjoying it. He was trying to help her, to get her to safety. He shouldn’t be thinking about how much he liked the feeling of her thighs around him. Or the pressure of her breasts against his back. Clinging to him as she was, they were as close as they could get without him actually being inside her. The only thing that kept him from going hard as a rock was Xavier sitting in front of him. But if he and Ruby were alone on this bike, he’d pull her around into his lap and—

Cut it out, man. Control yourself. They had a job to do, and he needed to stop letting his cock run the show.

Instead, he tried to focus on the streets around them—on the press of motorcycles and cars on all sides, on the smell of exhaust, on the heat of the Caribbean sun shining down on them. Any other time, they might have all been perfect distractions, but right now all he could think about was the woman up against him, and how her soft little body was slowly driving him mad.

He was disappointed when Xavier finally pulled to a stop in front of the U.S. Consular Agency. Ruby’s arms immediately fell away, and she practically jumped off the bike to be back on solid ground.

“That was…” Her voice was breathless, but there was a tinge of wonder there, too. Her dark hair was a frizzy halo around her head, full of tangles from the ride, and her eyes, wide as ever, were especially bright. Her pale cheeks held a touch of color. She looked both terrified and exhilarated at the same time, and the result was undeniably appealing. Leo’s body throbbed, and he pressed his lips together, fighting the rush of blood heading straight to his groin.

It was then that Ruby turned and looked up at the building in front of them, and her lips dropped into a frown when she read the sign. “You brought me to the Consular Agency?”

“Of course,” Leo said. “Where else would we bring you? You’re supposed to be on your way home right now.”

“But I don’t want to go home.” She turned toward him, her eyes flashing fire.

“It’s our job to keep you safe.” That wasn’t in the official job description, but close enough. “And that means getting you back to America without another incident.”

She crossed her arms. “Thank you for all of your help, gentlemen, but you don’t get to make those kinds of decisions for me. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, but I make my own choices from here.”

Leo groaned inwardly. Why did she insist on being so hard-headed? Especially when her own wellbeing was involved? He was trying to protect her, for God’s sake!

She was already walking down the sidewalk, away from the Consular Agency. Oh, no—he wasn’t going to let her put herself in danger again.

He caught up with her in six strides, grabbed her, and threw her over his shoulder.

“Hey!” she said. “What the hell are you doing? Put me down, you oaf!”

“No can do.” He’d already turned and started back toward the Consular Agency. Now he just had to ignore the throbbing in his arm. “I’m not about to let you put yourself in danger again.”

“The only person in danger around here is you! Put me down or I’ll…I’ll…!”

“You’ll what?”

She tried to kick him in the stomach, but she didn’t quite have the angle. Leo chuckled, which only made her angrier.

“Put me down!” She made a frustrated sound. “What makes you think you can order me around? I don’t even know your name!”

That was a fair point. Still fighting a grin, Leo effortlessly set her right back on her feet.

“My mistake, bella,” he said with a shallow bow. “My name is Leonardo. But most people call me Leo.” Better to keep his last name private for now, just in case. “I’m a little disappointed I didn’t get to hear you beg me for it, but in this case I think it’s fair to make an exception. And since you now know my name, you can do as I say and get yourself safely home.”

Ruby didn’t seem particularly impressed. She’d already crossed her arms again. “Did you really think it would be that easy, Leo? That I’d just march through that door because you want me to? You’re still basically a stranger.” Her face softened slightly, and she let her arms fall. “I’d think you of all people would understand why I want to stay.”

He blinked. She’d caught him off guard. “Me?”

“Yes, you. I don’t know exactly what it is you do, and I’m pretty sure it’s not legal, but you seem to live a pretty exciting life, all things considered. Most people don’t get to run around the Caribbean enacting sailboat rescues.” She raised her dark brows. “I don’t know how you ended up in this situation, but something must have drawn you to this life. Is it really so strange that I might not want to go home right away? After everything I told you about what I left behind? Not that I want to be kidnapped again or anything, but…I have plans.”

He could see that she did have some sort of plan, and that worried him.

“It’s not safe for you here,” he reminded her.

“Thank you for your concern, but I’m not your responsibility. I’m not ready to go back home.” There was sadness in her eyes now, deep and desperate. “I can’t face my old life. Not yet.”

He wanted to pull her into his arms, to comfort her. But he didn’t.

“I understand that things back home are difficult for you right now,” he said gently. “But—”

“I promise I’m planning to get off this island as soon as possible.”

“And go where, exactly?” Please let it be somewhere on the opposite side of the world.

“I was thinking about Curaçao, actually. I hear Willemstad is beautiful.”

Leo rubbed the side of his face. This woman was going to be the death of him. “Why would you want to go there?”

“The same reason any other tourist might want to go. I hear it’s a fascinating place. And that all the buildings are painted cheerful colors.” She smiled, and her grip tightened almost protectively on her purse. “I need some cheer in my life right now. And I’m going to find it, one way or another.”

His eyes searched hers. It might be reckless, running off on adventures after she’d been kidnapped, but she was right—he did understand. In her expression he saw excitement, and hope, and yes, a little bit of fear—just enough to convince him that she was aware she was taking a risk.

She met his gaze without flinching, as if daring him to challenge her again. Once more, he found his blood rising, felt himself drawn closer to her. Like it or not, this woman had gotten under his skin, and the more he tried to fight it, the stronger the pull became.

Her lips parted. He recognized the look in her eyes now—it was the same look she’d given him back on the boat, when he’d almost kissed her. There was a connection between them that neither of them could deny, and she knew it as well as he did.

He wasn’t aware of telling his arm to move. But suddenly he was reaching out, his fingers extended toward her face. Gently, he touched her pale cheek, and heat rushed through him as he caressed her impossibly soft skin.

Her breath caught. And she didn’t pull back from his touch. In fact, she leaned closer. The movement was so slight that it was hardly visible, but the energy shifted drastically between them, drawing him in, pulling him under.

It would be taking advantage of her, kissing her now. This girl clearly had her issues, and an ex-fiancé was the least of them. But Leo had always had a weakness for women who needed his help. And he was going to help her, just after he got a taste of those lips.

A throat cleared behind him, reminding him abruptly of where he was.

He pulled back. Cast a look over his shoulder at Xavier, who was leaning against the motorcycle looking amused.

“We should probably get back to the boat,” Xavier said. “Nash knows we risked our asses to rescue Ruby yesterday. Now that he knows she’s still hanging around in Puerto Plata, he might make the correct assumption that we are, too. If they’re smart they’ll start searching the marinas for our sloop, and I don’t want to be ambushed.” His blue eyes shifted to Ruby. “So what are we doing with her?”

That was the question, wasn’t it?

“I’m going to Curaçao,” Ruby declared. “Don’t worry—I’ll find my way there.”

“Absolutely not.” Leo raked a hand through his hair. “We didn’t go through all the trouble of rescuing you twice just to have you get yourself killed.”

“I’ll be fine, I—”

“If you insist on going to Curaçao, we’ll take you there.” The words were out of Leo’s mouth before he’d thought them through.

Ruby’s mouth fell open at that declaration. Even Xavier looked surprised.

It would set them back by at least a week, maybe more. But he didn’t see any other way, short of tying Ruby up and forcing her into the Consular Agency. He would keep her safe, no matter what it took.

“We’re better off putting some distance between ourselves and Nash,” he told his partner, trying to justify the reckless decision to himself.

Xavier didn’t look convinced. “What if they know where the treas—” He cut himself off with a quick glance at Ruby. “What if they know something we don’t? And they find what we’re looking for while we’re playing ferry?”

“They obviously don’t know everything or they’d have found it already. And they certainly wouldn’t have tried to use Ruby’s life as a bargaining chip to get the information we have. First Grand Turk, now Hispaniola… That’s two islands in two days. They don’t know any more than we do.” Not much more, anyway. It still troubled him that Nash’s searches this morning had been so focused, but the result was the same. “And even if they do find it, what are we supposed to do? There are five of them and only two of us. No, we’re better off getting out of their crosshairs and reconsidering what we know.” The Caribbean was a big place, and Vincent Rinaldi’s poem was so frustratingly vague.

Xavier was shaking his head. “They know something, man. The sooner we figure out what, the better.” He glanced at Ruby. “But you’re the boss. I’m just here for the ride.” He broke into a grin, obviously resolved to enjoy himself wherever they ended up. “Back on the bike, you two. Let’s get out of here.” He couldn’t resist one final waggle of his eyebrows at Leo, making it clear he knew which part of Leo was making the decisions these days.

And Leo wouldn’t even deny it. But as he watched Ruby move tentatively toward the bike again, he knew he had no other choice. His chest tightened, his memories drawing him back to that night in Chicago, the night he realized how easily innocence could slip away. The night he learned that his own stupid decisions could tear away everything he loved.

He had to protect her. Even if it meant screwing himself over.

A moment ago, he’d been warm with the heat of desire, burning with the thought of pulling Ruby into his arms and tasting his lips. Now he was cold with the memories of the past, cold and numb. No innocent girl would ever die because of his decisions again, and if that cost him Rinaldi’s treasure—or his place among the Set—then so be it.

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

Ruby stared out at the shining blue water all around her. Well, this trip has definitely taken an unexpected turn.

Two days ago, she’d been on the honeymoon from hell. Now…she wasn’t sure what she’d call this trip, but it was exactly what she needed.

She was surprised these guys were actually taking her to Curaçao. For a brief moment, she’d wondered if it was all a trap—if they were murderers or kidnappers just looking for the excuse to get her out into the middle of the Caribbean where they could easily dispose of her body. But the more she thought about it, the less likely that seemed. They’d had plenty of opportunities to murder her already if that had been their end goal. Besides, what sort of murderer attempted to literally carry her into the U.S. Consular Agency? No, it appeared that they were actually trying to help her.

You finally know their names, too, she reminded herself. First names only, but it was better than nothing. The name Leo suited her Sexy Stranger. She found herself mouthing the name to herself as she watched him across the deck, at least until he glanced over at her and she had to quickly look away.

The other one was named Xavier. She had a friend back home who would have been all over him—Molly had always loved athletic guys. But Leo was more her type, and time and again her eyes were drawn back to him—to his dark hair, just long enough to fall into his eyes sometimes; his square jaw with a couple days’ worth of dark stubble; his broad shoulders. Her cheeks went hot every time she noticed how snug his shirt fit over his muscled torso.

You’re supposed to hate men right now, she reminded herself. Not drool over them. But “hate” felt like such a strong word. And how long could she stay mad at a guy who’d rescued her not once but twice? And who was currently helping sail her across the Caribbean to Curaçao, just because she wanted to go? Yes, he was a man, and it would be a long time before she trusted men enough to actually do anything with one, but she could look, couldn’t she? Where was the harm in that?

It’s not just looking, though, is it? She’d thought he was going to kiss her outside the Consular Agency, and she probably would have let him. Which would have been a mistake, of course.

She sighed, leaning back against the deck. Puerto Plata was disappearing behind them, the wind was picking up, and the sky overhead was the same bright, cloudless blue it had been every day since she’d left Fort Lauderdale. It was going to be another beautiful day.

She’d pulled Vincent’s letters out of her purse as they left the marina, locating the one he’d written from Curaçao. Now she scanned it again, trying to visualize the places Vincent mentioned.

 

The Queen Emma Bridge is delightful—they say it’s the largest pontoon bridge in the world, and who am I to dispute it? You know I’ve always loved bridges, my dearest, and this one is a marvel. The whole thing floats! And when a ship has to pass through—which seems to happen every half hour, by my watch—the whole thing swings to the side, and if you want to cross the St. Anna Bay, you must take the ferry instead. I, of course, decided to wait for it to swing back into position again so I could walk across.

 

“Something funny?”

Ruby jumped. She hadn’t even heard Leo approach. As he crouched down beside her, she quickly shoved the letter away. It would be embarrassing to be caught reading some stranger’s love note.

“It’s nothing,” she said. “How long until we reach Curaçao?”

If Leo was curious about the letter, he didn’t show it. Instead, he shrugged and looked out at the horizon. “A day or two to sail around to the southern side of the Dominican Republic, depending on the wind. From there, it will take another three days or so to get to Curaçao.”

“That long?” She couldn’t keep the alarm from her voice. It had only taken a day to get from Grand Turk to Puerto Plata—she hadn’t been expecting it to take up to a week to get to Curaçao! Could she really survive alone on a boat with these two men for that long?

Leo didn’t seem especially concerned. “We’ll get you there as fast as we can, but this isn’t a very big ship, and sadly, we don’t know how to control the wind.” He glanced up at the sky. “The good news is that it’s not supposed to rain.”

Rain was the least of her worries. Her stomach was twisting in knots, and she couldn’t believe how reckless she’d been, agreeing to this. But there was still time to abandon ship. The shore of the Dominican Republic was still visible…maybe she could convince them to drop her off at the next harbor.

To what purpose, though? Certainly not to go back to the U.S. Consular Agency. She’d already made up her mind about continuing her trip, and she wasn’t going to change it now. She’d just be stuck finding another way to Curaçao, and who was to say that way would be any faster? It would probably be a lot more expensive, too.

Besides, there are worse things than being stuck on a boat for a week with two hot guys. Her eyes drifted from Leo’s face down to his chest. Maybe one day he’d get hot and sweaty and decide to peel off his shirt for a while. Maybe—

“Ruby?”

Her eyes immediately snapped back to his face, cheeks blazing. Judging by his amused look, he was fully aware she’d just been checking him out. And imagining what it would be like to lick his bare muscles.

“I’m…sure you’ll get us there quickly,” she said. “Thank you for giving me a ride.”

His lips spread into one of those charming smiles, and her heart fluttered. “Of course, bella.”

Her face got even hotter, and she looked away, staring out across the water. “You don’t have to do that cheesy Italian accent.”

“You don’t like it?”

He was teasing her now, and she wasn’t going to let him get away with that. “No, I don’t. I’m sorry, Leo, but your flirtations aren’t going to get very far with me. I’m on my honeymoon, remember? Just because I’m alone now doesn’t negate the fact that I was expecting to get married a week ago.”

She shouldn’t have brought up the wedding—it made sadness well up in her chest again, plus a fresh wave of anger at Jamie. And she wasn’t the sort of girl who liked dumping her problems on other people.

When Leo didn’t answer for a long moment, she cast a tentative look in his direction. His eyes were watching her steadily, and there was no longer any hint of amusement or teasing.

“I don’t need your pity,” she told him.

“I wasn’t offering any.”

“And I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”

“I don’t expect you to.”

God, he was just as infuriating when he was being kind and understanding! Things were so much easier when she could just hate him for being a man.

Her heart fluttered again, almost begging for her to relax. To soften into the inconvenient feelings this man in front of her inspired.

And just think, a wicked voice in her head whispered. Jamie would be so jealous to learn that you’d met another guy on your honeymoon! That less than a week after you were supposed to be married, you rode off into the sunset on the sailboat of some drool-worthy adventurer man. A man who you want to lick from top to—

She cut off that thought before it could go any further. Yes, Leo was attractive, and yes, a small part of her found some satisfaction in thinking about how Jamie would feel about all this. But this wasn’t about Jamie anymore. She never wanted to make any more decisions around what Jamie would or wouldn’t like. She just wanted to build a new life without him.

Leo was still watching her with curiosity, making her neck prickle. She scrambled for something to say.

“Have you ever been to Curaçao before?” she blurted finally.

He nodded. “Once. Years ago.”

“And? Did you like it?”

“It’s beautiful, what little I saw.” He smiled and followed her gaze out across the water. In the distance, seagulls swooped down toward the waves, fishing for their midday meal. “I was there for work. I didn’t get to do much sightseeing.”

One of the seagulls emerged with a silver fish in its beak. Ruby couldn’t resist taking the opening Leo had given her.

“And remind me what sort of work you do, exactly?”

Leo chuckled. “You probably have the right to know by now, but trust me, Ruby, it’s safer if you just let it go.”

“Drugs?” God, please don’t let it be drugs.

He smiled. “Not drugs, I can promise you that.”

“Smuggling?”

“Not exactly. Certainly not as a primary occupation, but I can confess I’ve had to sneak things past Customs in more than a few countries.”

Interesting… That certainly opened up a few more possibilities, but she didn’t know enough about seedy underworld businesses to connect the dots just yet.

“What about you?” Leo asked before she could formulate another question. “What do you do when you’re not exploring the Caribbean?”

“I teach third grade. For now, anyway.” While she adored teaching, she’d been planning on quitting as soon as she and Jamie started their family. Now that that plan was no longer on the table, she found herself thinking a lot about her future and the new, different possibilities that lay in front of her.

“I’ve been wondering if maybe it’s time to make a change,” she admitted to Leo. “I’m not sure what yet, but I think I’d like a fresh start.”

“This life is full of opportunities for fresh starts.” Leo smiled down at her. “Every moment, in fact, is a new opportunity.”

It was strange, hearing such deep wisdom tumble from the mouth of a man who looked like he could be an underwear model and spent his days at some shady, secret occupation. But right now, that wisdom was exactly what she needed. And as she looked into his dark eyes, she saw that he believed every word. There was conviction in his gaze…but there were also shadows.

“This is your fresh start,” she realized suddenly. “What happened to you that led you here? To whatever business you’re doing here?”

He smiled a rueful smile. “I’ve had at least a dozen fresh starts, bella. And if I’ve learned one thing in my life, it’s that you rarely end up where you expect.”

This guy has a hell of a lot of secrets, she thought. And she, for some reason, had thought it a good idea to jump on a boat with him. Way to get distracted by a handsome face, Ruby.

But this was about more than her safety. She was, quite frankly, utterly curious about this man. About all the men she’d had the fortune—or misfortune—to cross paths with these last couple of days, but this one in particular. And every time she saw a glimpse of those shadows behind his charming smile, that curiosity grew.

She leaned a little closer, searching his face. “Where did you expect to end up, if not here?”

“That’s a long story.”

“We’ve got nearly a week on this boat,” she pointed out. “That’s plenty of time for a long st—aaah!”

The boat pitched suddenly, throwing her toward the side, and if it weren’t for Leo reaching out and catching her she would be tumbling right into the water.

He pulled her back to safety, but rather than release her immediately, his strong arms stayed around her waist.

And she found that she didn’t mind it. He was warm and solid, and for the moment, anyway, it didn’t seem to matter that she knew absolutely nothing about him. He smelled wonderful, faintly musky.

They say the fastest way to get over a guy is to get under another one. Just yesterday morning, as she’d disembarked from her cruise ship, she’d contemplated the possibility of fooling around with some drunken, overgrown frat boys. Leo was a much, much better alternative. In fact, he was the perfect rebound. She highly doubted that someone in his line of work, whatever it was, was looking for a relationship. A little no-strings-attached sex in the middle of the Caribbean would never hurt anyone—assuming they used protection, of course. What were the chances there were condoms somewhere on this boat?

She was filled with shivery heat from the top of her head down to her toes, and she was sure she had the flush to prove it. That was one of the downsides of being so pale—it was too easy for others to tell when she was embarrassed, angry, or worst of all, aroused.

Leo was smiling down at her. “What are you thinking, bella?”

That this is both the best and worst idea I’ve ever had. That my old life, as I knew it, is over, so I might as well enjoy my new one. That your eyes are mesmerizing, and that your lips look so yummy that they make me want to do very bad things. 

Instead, she smiled up at him and said, “I’m thinking that I’m glad I stayed. And glad I accepted your offer to give me a ride.”

His dark pupils had almost doubled in size. “I’m glad, too.” His tanned hand rose from her waist, catching a tendril of hair blown loose by the wind. He tucked it behind her ear, letting his fingers linger there.

Very, very bad things, she thought, her eyes falling to his lips again. Things I’ve never dreamed of doing before.

And then a curse rose from the back of the boat, making both of them jump. Leo dropped his hand and released his grip on her waist as he turned back toward his partner, who was manning the wheel.

“We’re being followed,” Xavier called to them.

Leo muttered his own string of curses as he leaped to his feet. Ruby staggered up beside him, her arms spread wide as she tried to keep her balance on the heaving boat.

“Come on,” Leo said, taking her hand and pulling her toward the back of the boat. “Let’s get you down below.”

“Is it Cyrus?” she asked. Her eyes scanned the sea behind them. There were boats scattered in the water all around them—sailboats, catamarans, fishing boats, vessels of all shapes and sizes—but none of them appeared to be particularly close.

“If it is, it’s not the same boat they had before,” Xavier said. He pointed to a ship in the distance. It was little more than a white speck to Ruby. “I’ve been keeping an eye out for a while. I thought it was just a coincidence at first, but now I’m sure it’s following us. It nearly ran over a little fishing boat trying to keep us in sight.”

Leo turned back to her, his forehead crinkled with worry. “Get below. Now. And don’t come up no matter what you hear.”

“But—”

“I mean it.” His voice was hard. “Go! Now!”

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

Once Leo made sure Ruby was safely in the cabin below—he prayed that she listened to him and stayed down there—he returned to Xavier’s side and looked out at the sea behind them.

The boat tailing them was undeniably closer. They still had quite a lead, but that might not last forever. Xavier was a decent helmsman, and Leo had also spent a fair share of time on sailing vessels, but there were a lot of variables at play. They’d been able to catch up with Nash and his team yesterday, but a lot of that was luck—and the fact that Nash hadn’t expected any hot pursuit. If their rivals had managed to get a faster boat…

“What do you think—should we break toward the open sea?” Xavier asked. “Or take our chances by putting in at the next harbor and trying to escape them on land?”

“Honestly, I have no idea.” Leo glanced toward the ladder that led down into the cabin. “Do you think they’re after Ruby? Or us?”

“Both, most likely,” Xavier replied. He was looking forward, guiding their boat skillfully across the water. “Whether or not they believed she was innocent before, she’s thrown her lot in with us now. That puts her in a risky position.”

“We couldn’t just leave her on her own,” Leo insisted. “It was too dangerous. It’s our job to protect her.”

“Is it?” The look Xavier gave him made it clear he saw right through Leo’s bullshit.

“You know what I mean.” Leo said. “I couldn’t just leave her there.”

“Yeah, I know.” Xavier’s eyes said everything, but thankfully he didn’t mention Leo’s sister again. “This could be a good sign, you know.”

“What?”

“Them following us. It means they aren’t running straight for the treasure. Whatever intel they have, it’s not enough. Their only choice is to follow us—or the girl—and hope we lead them there.”

Leo grumbled an agreement and rubbed his forehead, returning his gaze to the sea behind them. Xavier would be disappointed to learn that the treasure was secondary in his mind, at least until Ruby was safe again. But it was good to know that they still had a chance to come out on top.

Xavier had risked a glance over his shoulder, too. “They know we’ve spotted them. They’re not even trying to pretend they aren’t following us now. They’ll probably gain quickly.” He had that wild look in his eyes, the one he got every time he found himself facing down something dangerous. “I hope you’re ready for a little fun.”

Leo nodded. “I’ll go grab the guns.” His arm throbbed, and he thought wistfully of the days when they could go on hunts without worrying about getting shot.

He climbed down the ladder into the cabin. Ruby sat on the edge of the boat’s one mattress, a frying pan in her hands and a determined look in her eyes.

Leo almost laughed, in spite of everything. “I see you raided the kitchen.”

She glanced down at the pan. “I thought I needed a weapon.”

She was right—and he’d have offered her a gun if they’d had one to spare. He walked over to one of the cabinets and opened it, grabbing his and Xavier’s guns, shoving one in either side of his waistband.

When he turned back to Ruby, she was watching him. He knew she must be afraid, but there was only a fierce fire in her eyes. The sort of fire that made him want to stride over to her, take her up in his arms, and kiss her breathless. And then lower her down onto that bed and learn how innocent—or not—she really was.

“You should get back up there,” she said.

He was staring. And she was staring back, almost daring him to keep looking. Yeah, the girl definitely had a hold on him. He needed to regain control, especially now. Their lives were all at stake. He’d promised himself that he would protect her, and that was what he intended to do.

He started toward the ladder again, and he could feel her eyes on his back. His blood was pumping with adrenaline, his skin hot, his muscles tensed for action. He froze at the bottom step, trying to take command of himself again.

He lost the battle. With a groan he released the ladder, then turned and crossed back to Ruby in two strides. He grabbed her, pulled her up onto her feet and into his arms. His mouth crashed down on hers.

The moment their lips met, all the unspent tension in his body began to vibrate at full force. His blood ran hot and fast. His groin tightened. His senses all turned their focus onto her: onto the sweet taste of her mouth, the scent of her hair, the softness of her skin. It was ecstasy and relief, fire and purest pleasure. Everything he’d let build up under his skin.

He wanted to devour her. To drink in her innocence and possess her fire. To feed the hunger in his blood.

And then, with a jolt, he realized what he was doing. He released her abruptly, and she fell back down onto the mattress, a stunned look in her eyes.

“Sorry about that,” he said, his voice sounding a touch more ragged than usual. “But I wanted to…just in case…” He cleared his throat.

Without waiting for her to say anything, he turned and climbed the steps back up to the main deck, praying the other ship hadn’t caught them yet.

Damn terrible time to get distracted, he thought. Are you trying to get yourself killed?

That said, it had been worth it. Just for the one taste of her.

Xavier’s eyebrows rose
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