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      Rowan Gray’s father was alive.

      That seemed like a simple enough realization to the woman ... and yet she couldn’t wrap her head around it no matter how hard she tried.

      Weeks before, an uncle she barely remembered explained that her father didn’t die a decade before as initially suspected. Instead, he disappeared for some unknown reason that Rowan still didn’t understand, and he went into hiding.

      Why?

      Where did he go?

      How could he leave her when she was still so young and vulnerable?

      Did he think about her?

      Did he try to check on her?

      Was he happy to be rid of her?

      All those questions plagued Rowan to the point where she thought she would eventually drive herself crazy. She dwelled on them, felt sorry for herself, and descended into a pit of despair. Finally, after days of self-doubt, she pulled herself out of it.

      It was the same thing she went through following the initial incident.

      Her father was missing, after all. He wasn’t dead. She had hope ... and she also had a new reality. If he was dead, there was nothing she could do about it. If he was alive, he most likely chose to leave. She had to take care of herself either way ... so that’s what she did.

      She found a way to use the money her father left behind to put herself through school. It turned out, however, she didn’t do it on her own like she originally believed. A few of the scholarships that popped up when she was in dire straits turned out to be funded by her uncle, but she didn’t realize it until long after the fact.

      She got a job right after graduation as a photojournalist in southeastern Michigan, worked steadily for five years, and then got laid off thanks to a bad economy and dwindling newspaper resources. She thought it was the end of the world for a second time, but she’d been proven wrong.

      On a whim, she’d applied for a job as a photographer on The Bounding Storm, an island hopper cruise ship that operated off the coast of Florida. She interviewed, was hired within two weeks, and now she was a full-time employee of a conglomerate company, living on the ship full time and spending a day or two each week on solid land.

      That’s where she was now, on the beach staring out at the sea. It was an off day on the ship, which meant she wasn’t shirking her duties, but she’d been eager to escape all the same. She needed time to think, room to breathe. She needed to contemplate the most recent message her uncle sent her.

      She still wasn’t sure it was real.

      He was coming. Her father, long since thought dead, was coming to The Bounding Storm. He would be a guest on the cruise that was leaving port the following day. It was supposed to be full of authors — something that confused Rowan — but he would be there. Her uncle promised that he wouldn’t disappoint her again.

      Part of her hoped he was telling the truth. The other part was terrified the truth was more than she could bear.

      She had no idea how she was supposed to deal with what was to come.

      So, instead of dwelling on it, she sat on her favorite beach and worked on a sandcastle. She wasn’t far from The Bounding Storm, could see it down the beach and felt perfectly safe as her fingers moved through the cool earth.

      She also felt detached. She needed to feel that right now because otherwise ... well, otherwise she was afraid she would become overwhelmed. If that happened, she might never be able to stand up again and that terrified her.

      So, she worked on her sandcastle and let her mind drift. It was better than trying to focus on the approaching emotional storm. She needed time and space ... and she was determined to get it.

      

      SHE WAS STILL ON THE beach when her boyfriend went looking for her an hour later.

      The sun had nearly set, and Rowan’s auburn hair almost looked as if it were on fire as Quinn Davenport slowed his pace and took in the sight of her.

      He loved her. Sometimes he wondered if he’d fallen in love with her the moment they met. It seemed ridiculous to consider that as a possibility, but the more he thought back to the time they spent together right out of the gate, the more he started to believe in destiny.

      It was schmaltzy to wonder about — and he’d never considered himself a schmaltzy person — but he’d fallen head over heels for her what seemed like the second she opened her mouth. Sure, she was beautiful, and he was clearly attracted to the outside package, but it was what was inside that sealed the deal.

      She was the strongest, smartest, and sweetest person he’d ever met. And right now, she was suffering. It nearly broke his heart.

      “Hey, sweetheart,” he called out softly as he approached, hopeful he was not only welcome, but that he hadn’t taken her by surprise. When her eyes shifted to him, they seemed glazed, and it caused his stomach to roll. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      Rowan blinked several times in rapid succession as she regarded him. “I left a note.”

      She sounded disconnected, as if she wasn’t really engaged in the conversation. Quinn didn’t like that one bit.

      “I know.” He lowered himself to the sand next to Rowan and looked over the sandcastle she’d been working on. It was more ornate than the others he’d seen her build. This was a regular occurrence for her — she liked to keep her hands busy while letting her mind wander — and he’d taken a fancy to watching her build the castles. This one, however, worried him.

      “You don’t have to be out here.” Rowan kept her voice low as she used her forearm to swipe at her sweaty forehead. “I’m okay. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      Quinn didn’t believe that for a second. “Well, that’s good to know.” He chose his words carefully. “I’m glad there’s nothing to worry about. If you say it like that, it must be true, right?”

      She narrowed her eyes, frustration practically rolling off her in waves. “I don’t need to be crowded right now.”

      Quinn tried not to take offense, but the statement hurt. “Well ... .” He wasn’t sure how to respond. Thankfully for him, Rowan realized exactly how she sounded and corrected her attitude right away.

      “I’m sorry.” Her voice cracked, which was enough to convince Quinn that his heart was about to break.

      “Don’t be sorry, sweetie.” He reached out a hand and pulled her to him, ignoring the sand on her fingers. She attempted to keep the mud away from his clothes, but he was determined to ease as much of her fear as possible and wouldn’t let go. “Don’t ever be sorry. We’re in this together, Ro. Don’t pull away from me. I can’t help if you pull away.”

      She blinked back tears, but it was a losing effort. “I’m not trying to pull away from you.”

      “I know.” His hands were busy as they moved over her back. “You’re trying to be brave, hold all those emotions that you think make you weak inside. I’m here to tell you something: Those emotions don’t make you weak. They’re part of you and I’m more than willing to put up with that.”

      She sniffled as she buried her face in the hollow between his neck and shoulder. “I don’t want to fall apart. If I fall apart then ... things will be bad. That’s what happened when he first disappeared. I fell apart and turned into a total baby.”

      “I don’t think that’s what happened.” Quinn was calm as he pressed his lips to her forehead. “In fact, I’m willing to bet that’s nowhere near what happened.”

      She didn’t initially respond, so he barreled forward.

      “I think you were upset ... maybe a little hurt ... and probably angry at yourself for even considering the possibility that your father would simply disappear while you were at school and abandon you,” he continued. “I think you believed something bad happened to him because the alternative was too much to bear.”

      “But the alternative was right.” Rowan’s voice was barely a whisper. “He did leave me. He just up and walked away, left me to fend for myself, and never looked back.”

      Quinn licked his lips, unsure how to proceed. He felt as if he was out of his depth. “Ro, I don’t know your father. I would like to think that he’s a good man because you came from him and you’re the best woman I know.”

      “I think you’re only saying that because you’re fond of me.”

      He chuckled despite himself. “I am most definitely fond of you,” he agreed, smoothing her hair. “More than that, I love you beyond reason. You’re my favorite person in the world. I mean, it’s a little embarrassing, but my heart does this little dance whenever I catch sight of you.

      “It still happens on a daily basis,” he continued, warming to the topic and readjusting her body so she could get comfortable on his lap, her castle abandoned. “Sometimes I’ll be working and I’ll catch a glimpse of your hair from far away — and I swear this is true — my heart does a little two-step.”

      Rowan barked out a laugh and it relieved some of the tension Quinn felt weighing down his shoulders. “I think you’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

      “I’m saying it because it’s true.” He stroked the back of her head. “I love you.” It was only recently that they’d exchanged the words, but now that the dam was broken, he found it easy to tell her exactly what he was feeling ... even in times of strife. “You don’t know how much love I have for you. Let me help. Tell me what you’re feeling.”

      Rowan exhaled heavily, all signs of fight fleeing. In truth, she wasn’t sure why she slunk away to be on her own when she felt so much better in Quinn’s presence. He had a way of calming her, making her feel safe and loved. That was exactly what she needed now.

      “I’m afraid.” Rowan’s voice was barely a whisper. “I told myself that all I wanted was answers — and that’s true to an extent — but it’s not all I want.”

      “I would imagine not. You want your father back.”

      “I want answers ... and my father ... and I want whatever happened to make him leave to be something that magically erases the heartache and fear. I know it’s not reasonable, but I can’t help myself.”

      Quinn licked his lips as he debated how to respond. “I don’t know what’s going to happen.” That was the truth and pretending otherwise would be a mistake. He recognized that straightaway. “I’m kind of an outsider looking in, though, and I have a military background, so I’ve been making certain assumptions.”

      Rowan lifted her glassy eyes, hopeful and intrigued. “What are your assumptions?”

      “Well, I think your father loved you more than anything.” He adjusted her again, so her back was molded to his chest. “I think it’s impossible not to love you.”

      “He still left.”

      “I don’t know this as fact, but I have to believe he did it to keep you safe. I don’t know what he was involved in, or if he accidentally stumbled across something he shouldn’t have, but everything you’ve told me about your father makes me believe he’s a good man.”

      “But?” she prodded.

      “But something happened. I don’t know what it was — and you clearly don’t either — but something happened that forced him to make a very difficult choice. Before you start complaining that he didn’t take you with him, I’m going to guess that was for your own good, too.

      “Now, I have no idea what he’s going to tell you, and I don’t want you simply believing him because he’s your father, but I think it would be good for all concerned if you keep an open mind,” he continued. “I don’t think we can make a plan for how we’re going to deal with this until we have more information. It’s as simple as that.”

      Rowan nodded, thoughtful. What he said made sense. That didn’t mean she was ready to stop asking questions. “Why do you think he picked a cruise featuring a bunch of authors?”

      Quinn had been considering that question himself and he didn’t have answers. “I don’t know. Maybe he’s masquerading as an editor ... or an assistant or something. Maybe it was the timing. The author conference was scheduled six months ago. I checked.”

      “You did?”

      He nodded. “I also went back and checked as soon as Nick called to tell us your father was on his way. I looked through the names registered for the conference. If there’s rhyme or reason behind whatever name he’s using, I can’t find it. I simply don’t know.”

      “Do you think I’ll recognize him? I mean ... if he’s in hiding, he probably changed his appearance. That’s what happens in movies.”

      A small smile played at the corners of Quinn’s lips. “I don’t know that it’s going to be like the movies.”

      “Everything is fantastical already. How much more Hollywood could it get?”

      “True.” He kissed her cheek and sighed when she rested her head against his chest. She was relaxing, although it was only by spits and spurts. “I don’t know if you’ll recognize him. It’s been ten years. He’ll have aged. If I have to guess, he’ll be disguised somehow.

      “His hair will probably be a different color, and probably a different cut,” he continued. “He might be wearing colored contact lenses. Was he heavy before? If so, he might’ve lost some weight. If he was thin, he might’ve purposely gained some weight.

      “The thing is, I think you’re going to recognize him,” he said. “Your heart will know when he’s near.”

      “That was kind of a nice sentiment.” She sounded whimsical. “I’m sorry I’m being such a drag. I’m just all ... worked up. I keep telling myself to chill but it’s not working.”

      “You don’t have to chill. This is a big freaking deal.”

      “Yeah.”

      They lapsed into an amiable silence for a moment, Quinn’s hands moving up and down Rowan’s arms to soothe her. He had more to say and was doubtful whether he should lay it out now. Of course, they were leaving on a cruise — probably the most important cruise of both their lives — in less than twenty-four hours. He was running out of time to voice his real concerns.

      “You need to be careful tomorrow,” he said finally, brushing her hair away from her face so he could see her profile. “I’m working on the assumption that your father ran away from something dangerous ten years ago. You said there were no signs he planned on leaving. You were expecting him home for dinner, but he never showed.”

      “Do you think someone dangerous will try to follow him onto the ship?”

      “I have no idea. I think your father knows what he’s doing and he’s planned this very carefully. You saw how nervous your uncle was. They’ve been careful with how they’ve done things, so careful that it’s driven you a bit mad a few times. I don’t think your father would’ve announced he was coming if he didn’t mean to follow through.”

      “Then why do you want me to be careful?”

      “Because, as much as I believe your father is trying to protect you, there’s always the chance that he’s not the man you thought he was,” Quinn replied, opting for honesty. “I believe he’s a good man because you’re a remarkable woman. You came from him, so he must be good.

      “That’s not always the way the world works, though,” he continued. “Your father could be a reprobate. He could be bringing trouble to our doorstep. I want you to get everything you need from him, but you have to be careful. You can’t run headlong into this and assume things are going to work out the way you want them to.”

      Rowan chewed on her bottom lip. His words made sense. “So ... what are you saying? Should I treat tomorrow like a normal day? Should I head to the lobby and take photographs of the authors as if nothing out of the ordinary is happening?”

      “That’s exactly what you should do.” Quinn didn’t mince words. “Even if your father is completely altruistic and left to protect you — which is what I truly believe — there could be danger associated with this trip. I want you to be hyper-vigilant.”

      “That doesn’t sound like fun.”

      “Well, I promise to make sure you get your fun in other places.” He tickled her ribs to cajole a giggle, the sound warming him to the very soles of his feet. “I plan to keep my word and make sure you have a good time amidst all the emotional upheaval.”

      Rowan was breathless as he continued tickling her. “I have an idea what you’re talking about and think that’s a fabulous idea.”

      “Somehow I knew you were going to say that.” He kissed her, warm and hard, relishing the way her body shifted to mold to his. “I love you,” he whispered, gazing into her eyes. “Nothing is going to change that. I need you to work with me on this, though. Don’t try carrying the weight of the world on your shoulders. Share the burden with me.”

      She nodded, touched by the sentiment. “I love you, too. I’m sorry for all of this. I really am. I don’t know what to do about it, though. I’m a basket case.”

      “Don’t be sorry for this. I love you because of what you are, who you are. This is part of it. We’ll figure it out together. I promise you that.”

      “I know you mean that.” She slipped her arms around his neck and rubbed her cheek against his. “How about we get a head start on the fun, huh? We can grab some dinner at one of the restaurants close to the ship and then hunker down in my quarters for the rest of the night. How does that sound?”

      “Like the best offer I’ve had all day.”

      “Somehow I knew you would agree.”

      “You know me best.”

      She did ... and Rowan would be forever grateful to have him in her corner. Their world was about to shift, but they had each other, and that would be enough to get them both through the upcoming days.

      That was the one thing she had absolutely no doubts about.
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      True to his word, Quinn managed to distract Rowan for the bulk of the evening. By the time morning rolled around — and a full day of work beckoned — she was even in relatively good spirits ... but he could read the nervous energy pooling around her as she snuggled next to him before climbing out of bed.

      “It looks like it’s going to be a nice day,” Quinn commented as he stroked her morning-mussed hair. “We’re both going to have a full afternoon. You’re going to be in the main lobby taking photos for a good three hours or so, right?”

      Amused despite herself, Rowan cocked an eyebrow. “Are you worried about me?”

      “Yes.” He refused to lie. It would belittle them both. “I think this would be too much for most people to take on and a lot for the strongest people in the world to take on. I consider you the strongest person I know. It’s still going to be a lot.”

      She sighed as she pressed a kiss to his cheek. “That was a really nice thing to say.”

      “I meant it.”

      “That’s what makes it so nice.” She paused for a beat. “You can’t spend your day worrying about me. This conference is a big deal. There’re going to be a lot of famous authors on the ship ... and a lot of less famous authors on the ship ... and your job is to provide security for them, not worry about me.”

      Quinn didn’t like her tone, and he hated the words even more. “You’re my priority.”

      “It can’t be that way.” She was serious. “It simply can’t. I’m a big girl. I’m supposed to take care of myself while you take care of the guests. You can’t spend the day worrying about me.”

      He sighed, frustrated. He understood what she was trying to say, but he had no intention of abandoning her to face this without backup. It simply wasn’t going to happen. “Ro, don’t push me on this, okay?” He kept his voice low. “I love you, would do anything for you, but I’m not abandoning you today.

      “I promise to do my job and not crowd you,” he continued. “I’m going to be checking in with you regardless, though. What’s happening today is a big deal.”

      “Yeah.” She furrowed her brow. “Do you think he’ll be early or late for check-in?”

      “I don’t know. He’ll probably be in the middle, because he won’t want to draw attention to himself.” Quinn shifted lower in the bed so she had no choice but to meet his gaze. “I need you to keep a few things in mind when you finally do see him. The biggest is ... don’t call out to him. Don’t yell ‘Daddy’ and run toward him. That won’t be good for any of us.”

      Rowan made a face. “I’m not going to call him ‘Daddy.’”

      “You know what I mean. He’s incognito here. Even if you do see him, we’re going to have to set up a time where we can talk in private, away from prying eyes.”

      “Right.” Understanding dawned on Rowan as she ran the scenario through her head. “I didn’t even think about that. It makes sense, though. I’m not going to get answers this afternoon no matter how badly I want them.”

      “You might get some answers,” he hedged. “You have to be really careful, though, sweetheart. You can’t make people suspicious. If you see him, take his photo or whatever is natural for the situation, get whatever name he’s staying under, and call me. We’ll take it from there.”

      “You want me to call you to deal with my father?”

      “I want you to call me to be with you,” he clarified. “I have no intention of letting you go through this alone, Rowan. That is not going to change. I don’t care how brave you are.”

      “Okay.” She thought about it. “That makes sense. I’m glad you’ll be there with me.”

      “Good.” He gave her a soft kiss. “We’re going to figure this out. It’s going to be a really long day. We’re both going to feel off our games. We simply have to get through it. We can’t control what’s about to happen, but we can mitigate it.”

      “Yeah.” She bobbed her head and sucked in a breath. “I’m totally freaking out, by the way. I’m trying to put on a good show for you, but I don’t know if it’s working.”

      Quinn chuckled as he pulled her tight against his body and gave her a kiss. “Do you want me to distract you before we get going this morning? I have an idea about something that might take your mind off things for a bit.”

      She nodded without hesitation. “That would be great. Show me what you’ve got.”

      

      QUINN DID HIS ABSOLUTE best to put on a good show, and when he hit the deck to handle safety protocol issues shortly before people started docking, he was mostly relaxed. The feeling didn’t last long, and when the welcome staff opened the gate and allowed people to start boarding, his nerves raced back with a vengeance and he found himself entranced with the faces embarking on the ship rather than his duties.

      “You seem intense,” Demarcus Johnson, the head bartender, noted as he handed Quinn a bottle of water about an hour after people began arriving. “Is something wrong? Rowan is okay, right?”

      Quinn cracked a smile at the mention of his girlfriend. “She’s fine. She’s in the lobby taking photos.”

      “Is something else wrong?”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Because you’re watching the people boarding the ship as if they’re criminals and you’re about to thwart a jewel heist.”

      Quinn wanted to argue with the assessment, but ultimately couldn’t. Demarcus was right. He was agitated, and it was showing. “I’m fine.” He deliberately forced himself to relax and he flashed a smile for Demarcus’s benefit. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’m just excited to have a bunch of authors on the ship.”

      That was a complete and total lie. In truth, even though he enjoyed reading, Quinn couldn’t get worked up over famous people. He didn’t care who visited the ship, as long as they behaved themselves. For this particular cruise, however, he was only truly interested in one guest ... and he had no idea when the man was going to finally make an appearance.

      He’d seen photographs of Paul Gray. Rowan had a few in her possession, one she kept in a frame close to her bed. It was one of the last photographs taken of her father. Rowan was a teenager and they stood together in front of a pretty lake, Rowan beaming at the only parent she had left. Just thinking about the photograph made Quinn’s heart hurt.

      “I understand they’ve asked you to make theme drinks,” Quinn noted, changing the subject. “How does that work?”

      “Oh, the drinks coincide with famous books. Like the James Fraser is Scottish whiskey and coke.”

      Quinn made a face. “Who is James Fraser?”

      “Outlander.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      Demarcus snickered. “It’s a series of books that they turned into a television show. If you want to get Rowan’s hormones racing, show her the television show and then simply sit back and absorb the sexual energy she puts out in return.”

      Quinn was officially confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “Watch the show. You will.”

      “If we have time, we’ll give the show a shot,” he said. “Anything else?”

      “I expect the authors to be rowdy,” Demarcus replied, opting for honesty. “Creative types are always hard partiers. I think we’re going to have more than one row this go-around.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “They’re authors. That means some are more successful than others. There’s always going to be pushback when someone is more famous than someone else.”

      Quinn hadn’t really considered that, his mind busy with other things. “Well, we’ll deal with it when it happens. Don’t hesitate to call if you think something is about to go down. We’ll do our best to nip it in the bud before it gets out of hand.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      

      ROWAN MANAGED TO SLEEPWALK through her duties, but it wasn’t the easiest of days. The authors weren’t necessarily keen on having their photos taken, and since some of them were operating under pen names (but registered under real names) things quickly got confusing.

      “I don’t understand,” Rowan hedged as a pretty woman with pink hair insisted on holding up a book in front of the backdrop she’d arranged for the welcome photos. “You want your book in the photo with you?”

      The woman nodded without hesitation. “It’s like free advertising when you publish the photograph.”

      “But ... I’m not going to publish the photograph.”

      “Of course you are.” The woman was matter-of-fact. “Why would you take photographs if you’re not interested in publishing them? That makes no sense.”

      Rowan tugged on her limited patience. “I’m taking the photographs so you can have the option to purchase them as a souvenir of your trip. I upload them to a portal, where you can flip through them and purchase copies of whatever you want.”

      The author — and Rowan legitimately couldn’t remember the name she insisted on going under because it was absolutely ridiculous — maintained a blank expression. “I don’t understand.”

      Rowan heaved out a sigh. “Smile and hold your book higher. You want to make sure it gets prominent placement in the photograph.”

      “Definitely.”

      Rowan snapped the photo and was thankful when the woman disappeared. She was starting to feel the effects of the day, and it wasn’t even noon yet.

      “Isn’t this exciting?” The next woman to move in front of the backdrop was bursting with nervous energy as she shifted from one foot to the other, the handle of her suitcase clasped in her hand. She seemed in awe as she stared around the bustling lobby. “I can’t believe the people who are here. I mean ... we’re talking famous authors that I’ve been reading since I was a kid. They’re here ... and I might get to meet them over the next few days.”

      Despite her own nerves, Rowan was amused by the woman’s reaction. She looked to be twenty-two or so — and could’ve passed for a teenager if so inclined — and her eyes were the size of saucers as she scanned the activity.

      “Aren’t you an author?” Rowan asked. “Isn’t that why you’re here? Or ... wait. Are you an assistant? If so, just tell me who you’re assigned to and I will make sure all your photos end up in the same place as those of your boss.”

      “Oh, I’m not an assistant.” She beamed “I’m Emma Packer.”

      The name sparked something in the back of Rowan’s mind. “You wrote that dystopian book, about the thinking zombies, right? The one that everyone was claiming was the new Hunger Games and is being made into a movie.”

      “I did.” Emma bobbed her head, seemingly delighted. “Did you read it?”

      “No, but my boyfriend has a stack of books he plans to get to — he’s old school and doesn’t like e-readers, which I don’t get because our rooms are really small and books take up a lot of space — and I know that one is in the stack. I’m considering reading it when he’s done.”

      “That’s exciting.” Emma was so bubbly Rowan had a hard time not returning her smile. “I’ve never been on a cruise before.” She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I’ve never been invited to a conference before either. I have no idea what to expect. I don’t even know if I’m doing this correctly.”

      “Doing what correctly?” Rowan was puzzled. “So far you’ve only been required to get your room keycards and have your photograph taken. There is no right or wrong to either of those tasks.”

      “I feel as if I’m behind everyone else,” Emma admitted. “They’ve been around a lot longer than me. I’m the new kid on the block and ... well ... I’m terrified I’m not going to be able to make friends.”

      Rowan took pity on the woman. There was something lovely about her, honest. She wanted to reward that. “You’re going to be fine. You’re the big phenomenon this year. Everyone is going to want to get close to you. You’ll be surprised how easy things will be once you relax and get into the flow.”

      “I hope so.” She didn’t look convinced and chewed on her lip as she returned to staring. “What am I supposed to be doing right now?”

      Rowan smirked. “Just stand in front of the backdrop — although leave your suitcase over here so it doesn’t become a distraction. There you go. Now stand right there and smile.”

      Emma did as she was told, waiting until Rowan snapped several photos before blinking. “Is that it?”

      “That’s it. I’ll load some photos into the portal later, and if you want anything, there are instructions in your room packet that tell you how to purchase them.”

      “That sounds like a plan.” Emma’s enthusiasm was back. “I should get going to check out my room. Um ... I guess I’ll see you around.”

      Rowan nodded. “You definitely will.” She waited until the young woman disappeared toward the elevator bank to chuckle, and she almost jolted out of her skin when she felt Quinn swoop in beside her.

      “You scared the crap out of me,” she complained lightly as she playfully smacked his arm. “I thought maybe you were a handsy author trying to make a love scene from a book come alive or something.”

      Quinn narrowed his eyes. “Have these guys been hitting on you?”

      “Not really. They seem much more wrapped up in themselves than anything else. I’ve noticed that even if the author isn’t necessarily famous, that doesn’t mean he or she doesn’t believe that they’re a big deal.”

      Quinn chuckled, legitimately amused. “I haven’t gotten up close and personal with any of the authors yet, but I’ll take your word for it.” He absently ran his hand up and down her back before focusing on the line of people checking in at the front desk. “Any luck with faces?” He kept his voice low as he asked the question.

      Rowan was expecting it so she immediately started shaking her head. “No. It’s weird. I find myself staring at every single man who comes through the door as if he’s an extra from a Mission Impossible movie. I picture the face with prosthetic makeup, or one of those silicone masks that they rip off their faces. I know that’s ridiculous, but I can’t stop myself.”

      “It’s not ridiculous. I’ve been staring a little hard at some of the passengers, too. This whole thing is a big deal and there’s no reason not to be excitable. This is one of the biggest things that’s ever going to happen in your life — heck, in my life, too — and we can’t simply pretend it’s not happening.”

      “I wish I would see him. Even if I can’t talk to him until later, it would be a load off knowing he’s here.”

      “I get that. He might already be here. There’s always the possibility that he’s so well disguised that you won’t recognize him.”

      “I think my heart will recognize him.”

      Quinn’s stomach twisted at her earnest expression as she repeated his previous words back to him. “Of course it will. I’m sorry if I’m saying the wrong things, sweetie. I don’t know how to make this better for either of us.”

      She grinned despite his somber frown. “It’s okay. There is no right or wrong way to do this because I don’t know that anyone has ever had to face this exact situation. You were right when you tried to talk me off the ledge earlier. I can handle this ... just as soon as he gets here and stops torturing me.”

      “He’ll be here. Have faith.”

      “I know. I ... .” She trailed off when a tall man in a blue polo shirt and khaki shorts crossed in front of her. Something about the slope of his shoulders and his slow gait triggered something in her memory, and when she raised her eyes she almost fell over at the rush of surprise washing through her.

      There he was. Her father. He looked different from the last time she saw him — vastly different, in fact. His formerly brown hair was almost completely gray, as was the beard he boasted. Rowan couldn’t ever remember him having a beard. He wore glasses, something he only bothered with while reading back in the day, but the blue eyes that twinkled behind the lenses were so familiar they almost made Rowan go weak in the knees.

      “Do we check in at the front desk?” the man asked, his voice low.

      “Yes.” Quinn smiled. “Right over there.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Enjoy your stay.” Quinn opened his mouth, a flirty suggestion for Rowan on the tip of his tongue, but when he flicked his eyes to her he found she was abnormally pale and looked as if she might immediately throw up.

      “Ro, what’s wrong?” Quinn was on alert. “What is it? I ... did you see him?” The question was out of his mouth before he realized the truth for himself and forced his eyes from his girlfriend’s face to the man who asked him about checking in. “Is that ... ?”

      Rowan nodded, nauseated. “I think I might be sick.”

      Quinn tugged her closer, anchoring her to his side. “Sweetie, you need to hold it together. Getting sick now is not going to be good for anyone. Just ... keep calm. Breathe in and out. You’ll stop feeling lightheaded in a minute.”

      “That’s him.” Tears pricked the back of her eyes. “He’s alive. He’s been alive all this time.”

      Quinn didn’t care that they were working and had an audience. He pulled her into his arms and pressed her face against his shoulder as he rocked back and forth. “It’s okay. I’m here and it’s going to be okay.”

      “He talked to us.”

      “He did, but we can’t question him until he’s segregated in his room. You can’t risk it.”

      “I ... .” Whatever Rowan was about to say died on her lips when a scream rang out. It was shrill, short, and loud enough that Quinn was convinced the entire guest contingent on the ship heard it.

      “What was that?” Rowan asked, finding her voice.

      “I have no idea, but I’m going to find out.”
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      Quinn bolted toward the sound of the shriek, although he was cognizant enough to risk a glance over his shoulder to make sure Rowan followed. He wouldn’t admit it, but he was worried someone caused a scene to separate the two of them so Rowan’s father could get her alone for their big reunion.

      The timing felt too odd to be coincidental.

      While he didn’t want to infringe on their business, he was determined to make sure Rowan wasn’t dragged into a dangerous situation along the way. That was his primary concern ... as was stopping the noise emanating from the service hallway on the far side of the lobby.

      When Quinn landed, he found a fresh-faced maid with tears staining her cheeks making small gasping noises as she flapped her hands and her chest heaved.

      “What’s going on?” Rowan asked, catching up with him.

      “I don’t know.” Quinn extended a hand to keep her behind him. “I’m not sure. Miss ... .”

      “Dead. She’s dead.” The young woman was babbling to the point where Rowan took pity on her and moved closer.

      “Are you new here?” She looked the maid up and down, racking her brain to see if she could remember ever seeing her before. “You don’t look familiar.”

      “Sylvia,” the maid whispered. “I’m Sylvia. This is my first day here.”

      “Okay, well ... what’s wrong?” Rowan had managed to scour the hallway several times and couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. She was convinced the maid saw something out of the corner of her eye, made it out to be something else, and reacted without thinking.

      “There’s a body in the bin.”

      Quinn was taken aback. “There’s a body in the bin?” He flicked his eyes to his right. “What bin? I don’t understand.”

      “In the elevator,” Sylvia replied. “It’s in the elevator. I was about to take it downstairs.”

      “Oh.” Even though Quinn remained hopeful this was a mistake, he strode to the service elevator and pushed the button. The elevator was empty when it returned, causing him to turn his eyes back to Sylvia.

      “I swear there was a body in the laundry basket,” she said. “I wouldn’t make that up. I ... it was there.”

      Quinn wasn’t sure what to believe. She was a nervous mouse, all whimpers and furtive glances. Still, it seemed like an odd thing to lie about if it wasn’t true. There was also another explanation, though, and it was one he didn’t want to give voice to.

      “Okay. We’ll find the bin and get to the bottom of this.” He forced a bright smile as he wiped his sweaty palms on his shorts. “You should go to the hospital wing, Sylvia. Tell them I sent you. Quinn Davenport, chief of security if someone asks. I want you to relax, get some fluids in you, and we’ll find you there as soon as we figure out what’s happening.”

      “Okay.” Sylvia was eager for escape as she scuffed her feet against the floor and turned on her heel to leave. “I’m not making it up,” she called over her shoulder.

      “I know you’re not.” Quinn meant it, although he didn’t elaborate until Sylvia was well out of hearing distance.

      “What aren’t you saying?” Rowan asked, instantly alert. She was used to Quinn’s moods and understood there was something he was keeping to himself.

      “I think it was probably a prank,” Quinn replied, keeping his voice low. “She’s new and some of the bellhops think it’s funny to mess with new people. They’ve done the body thing before, although not in a laundry bin.”

      Rowan’s forehead wrinkled. “They’ve left fake bodies around the ship to mess with people? That sounds ... horrible.”

      “Some of the jokes are actually funny,” Quinn hedged. “This is not funny, and I’m going to take care of it. I need to talk to Michael first, though. If it really is a body, we shouldn’t leave port.”

      Rowan’s eyes widened. “You don’t think this is someone’s way of keeping us in port, do you?”

      “Why would anyone want to do that?”

      “To get their hands on my father.”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned on him. “I don’t think so. I honestly believe it was the workers messing with her. I’m going to talk to Michael and then track down the culprit, though. I don’t have a choice in the matter.”

      Michael Griffin was the ship’s captain and he was tight with Quinn. He also had final say on the ship ... over just about everything.

      “Do you think Michael will cancel the trip?”

      “No.” Quinn opted for honesty. “We don’t have a body and this is a high-profile trip with a bunch of famous authors. If I can’t find a body, then we’re going.”

      Rowan was relieved, but she didn’t want to admit it. “What can I do to help?”

      “Stay here and take your photographs.” Quinn was firm. “Don’t go wandering off after your father. Not yet. Promise me.”

      She blinked several times and then nodded. “I won’t go looking for him, but if he approaches me ... .” She trailed off. They both knew what she would do under those circumstances.

      “Fair enough,” Quinn said, and meant it. “Be careful, though. Text me and let me know where you’ll be. It’s important.”

      “I’ve got it. I’ll be careful. We’ll be eating crab legs together over dinner tonight. You have my word.”

      “Make sure you keep it.”

      

      QUINN WAS RIGHT. Michael didn’t cancel the cruise. They set sail and Quinn focused his attention on questioning the workers, all of whom denied participating in a prank gone wrong. They were so sincere, Quinn almost believed them. Then, because it was the only other place to check, he went to the laundry room.

      There, about twenty bins deep, was the one in question ... and there most definitely was a body inside. It was a woman, although she was mostly covered by tablecloths and napkins. Her hand was visible, though, as well as the glazed look in her eyes.

      “Son of a ... .” Quinn viciously swore under his breath as he nudged the other bins out of his way and stared down at the woman. She looked to be in her forties — maybe fifties, he wasn’t completely certain — and her eyes were fixed on nothing. He could see the obvious signs of discoloration on her neck, and absent of any other wounds, he believed she’d been strangled. He would need one of the onboard physicians to confirm that, though.

      “This is not good,” he growled as he shook his head. “How did you guys not notice this?”

      Marion Williams, the head of the laundry department, puffed out her chest as she regarded Quinn. “How did you not notice someone was being killed? Isn’t that your job?”

      He scowled. “I wasn’t attacking you. I simply don’t understand how someone could’ve grabbed the bin from the elevator and not noticed there was a body in it. If we’d found her sooner, we never would’ve left port. As it is now, we have a mess on our hands ... and it’s not going to make anyone happy.”

      “Well, that’s not my problem.” Marion was defiant. “You should’ve found the body sooner. That’s not part of my job description.”

      Quinn let loose a growling noise. “You don’t have to be so difficult.”

      “I was just about to say the same thing to you.”

      “I’m going to have to call Michael down here ... and the medical team. I don’t have a choice.”

      “You do your job; I’ll do mine. We’ll see where we end up.”

      Annoyance ran rampant through him as Quinn reached into his pocket and jerked out his phone. “You’re a real joy. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “No one who has lived to tell the tale.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”

      

      ROWAN THOUGHT IT WOULD be difficult to focus on her work when she knew her father was on the ship ... and she was right. Thankfully for her, the authors as a whole didn’t seem interested in getting photographs taken by the backdrop, so she abandoned her post there and moved to the deck.

      In the melee that surrounded Sylvia’s screams, she’d lost track of her father. He checked in while she was distracted and she had no idea what name he was under. She could’ve dug, but it would’ve taken time and was a waste as far as she was concerned, because she knew he would find her.

      She simply had to wait for him to select the time.

      So, with nothing better to do, Rowan planted herself on the main deck and photographed the authors greeting each other at the tiki bar. They seemed comfortable with one another, as if they’d known each other for a very long time, and they were all delighted to be revisiting past friendships.

      She smiled as she snapped photographs of a rather severe-looking woman as she rolled her eyes through a bevy of introductions. At least eight other authors strolled up to her to express their delight that she was there. In each case, she waited until the authors excused themselves, and then made faces behind their backs. She clearly wasn’t thrilled with her lot in life.

      “Hey!” Sally Jenkins, the head chef on the ship, caused Rowan to gasp in surprise when the blustery blonde appeared suddenly at her elbow.

      “You scared me,” Rowan admitted, absently patting her chest. “Make a noise next time or something. You scared the crap out of me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Sally’s eyes twinkled with amusement rather than apology. “I thought you knew I was right behind you.”

      “I’ve been focusing on her.” Rowan pointed toward the unhappy woman. “Something tells me she would’ve preferred another venue.”

      “That’s Lana Winston,” Sally volunteered knowingly. “She’s huge in paranormal romantic suspense. She’s amazing.”

      Rowan couldn’t help being impressed. “You recognize her?”

      “I read a lot. We’re stuck on a ship, and no matter how much fun it is to visit the tiki bar, it gets old after a bit. That’s why I always load up my e-reader before we leave port. I happen to love Lana’s stuff. I can’t believe she’s here. That’s kind of exciting.”

      Rowan could think of another word for it, but she wisely kept her opinion to herself. “I don’t know that she looks happy. By the way, we had a spot of trouble earlier. One of the maids screamed because she was convinced she saw a body in one of the laundry bins. Quinn is convinced it was a prank, so keep your ear to the ground in case you hear some of the bellhops plotting.”

      “A prank, huh?” Sally didn’t look convinced. “That would be a reckless prank given the important people on the ship this go-around, but I guess I can’t rule out someone being dumb enough to try it. I’ll definitely let Quinn know if I hear something.”

      “Thank you.” Rowan lifted her camera again.

      “Is anything else going on?” Sally asked, her eyes skimming Rowan’s angular profile. “You seem ... edgy.”

      As much as Rowan adored Sally — and she did — she hadn’t shared the information about her father visiting The Bounding Storm. She couldn’t. Her father could be in danger and Sally had a big mouth. The gregarious chef wouldn’t mean to say the wrong thing, of course. Sometimes she couldn’t help herself, though.

      “I’m fine.” Rowan adopted a bright smile. “I’m just looking forward to dinner tonight. I skipped lunch, which was a mistake. You know how I get about crab legs.”

      “I do,” Sally agreed. “You’d bathe yourself in lemon butter if you could get away with it.”

      “Don’t give me any ideas.”

      

      MICHAEL WAS POSITIVELY apoplectic when he hit the laundry room and saw the body.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      Quinn shook his head. “The maid was right. She did see a body. I found it about twenty minutes ago.”

      “Well ... great.” Michael stomped forward and peered into the bin. “What are you going to do?”

      “I was just about to ask you that very question. We’re still close to port. We could turn around.”

      “We can’t turn around.” Michael was firm. “Half the authors on this ship are famous. They’re Tweeting and posting on Facebook about their trip. It’s like free publicity.”

      “And what happens when word gets out about the body?”

      “I have no idea.” Michael dragged a hand through his hair, frustrated. “Do we have any idea who she is? She’s attractive … and well dressed. Those are some nice shoes.”

      “Are you sad you missed out on your chance to romance her?” Quinn asked dryly.

      “No.” Michael made a face. “You know I don’t date anyone over thirty.”

      “Yes, you have your standards.”

      “It’s not that. It’s just ... women over thirty have certain expectations. I don’t like meeting expectations. It’s about me, not them.”

      “Yes, you’re shallow,” Quinn agreed, biting back a snicker. “As for her, we don’t know yet. I’m waiting for the medical staff to declare her dead and then I’m going to look and see if I can find any identification on her.”

      “If that’s what you’re waiting for, go ahead.” Max Birmingham, one of three physicians included on this particular trip, was focused on a clipboard as he spoke. “She’s definitely dead. Strangled.”

      “Can you give me a time estimate?” Quinn asked, shuffling forward.

      “Not long.” Max lifted her wrist and studied the color of her skin. “Three hours, give or take. She hasn’t been dead long at all, though.”

      Quinn did the math in his head. “I spent two hours questioning the staff and talking to you,” he told Michael. “That means she was dead less than an hour before that. Twenty minutes of that time was spent dealing with the maid and realizing what was happening. That means forty minutes before the scream roughly.”

      “How long had check-in been going on when you interacted with the maid?” Michael asked.

      “Um ... about an hour and a half.”

      “So, whoever she is, she came with the first wave of guests.”

      “That would be my guess.” Quinn snapped a pair of rubber gloves into place and tentatively reached into the bin, pulling out several tablecloths and transferring them to a garbage bag before digging further.

      “Give me the laundry,” Marion suggested, stepping forward.

      “No.” Quinn shook his head, firm. “There might be trace evidence inside. I’m taking everything in this bin.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “Thanks for your permission.” Quinn’s hand brushed against something hard, which he dragged through the various layers of linens. It was a small purse, and when he opened it, all the victim’s credit cards and identification were still inside.

      “I have a name,” he said, pulling out the New York driver’s license. “Julia West.”

      The name meant nothing to him, but Marion let loose a theatrical gasp that caused Quinn to arch an eyebrow.

      “I take it you know who that is?”

      “Of course I know.” Marion made a big show of making the sign of the cross in front of her chest and looking to the sky. “Lord have mercy. This can’t be happening.”

      Quinn knit his eyebrows as he looked to Michael for help. “Am I missing something?”

      Michael held his hands palms out and shrugged. “I have no idea. Who is Julia West?”

      “She’s a romance author,” one of the other laundry workers volunteered, stepping forward. She looked to be in her thirties and appeared more amused than upset. If Quinn had to guess, it was Marion’s reaction that had the woman smiling.

      “Who are you?” Quinn asked.

      “Leslie Johnson.”

      “Okay, Leslie.” Quinn’s smile was heartfelt. “What can you tell me about this author? You said she wrote romance. Is that bodice rippers? You know ... like pirates getting their booty from behind and the like.”

      This time Leslie couldn’t hold back her laugh when Marion scowled at him. “Not quite,” she said, wiping the corners of her eyes as she fought to control her laughter. “Her books were a big fad about three years ago. She’s still riding the wave of it.”

      “Can you be more specific?”

      “Um ... .” Leslie shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable.

      “Just tell me,” Quinn prodded. “It could be important.”

      “It was bondage stuff,” Leslie replied finally, averting her gaze. “You know ... he was a rich guy who tied her up and did things to her.”

      “Oh.” Now Quinn was the one uncomfortable. “So ... like BDSM.”

      Leslie bobbed her head. “Exactly. It was huge with female readers, which didn’t go over well with the prudes who thought it was perverted crap. There were a bunch of other people — you know, those family values people who like to complain about stuff, like the group visiting the ship in a few weeks — who didn’t like the message the books sent.”

      Quinn hated having to ask the question, but he didn’t know when he would have a better opportunity. “What kind of stuff happens in her books?”

      “You mean ... are people strangled?” Leslie understood exactly what he was digging for and was keen to keep the conversation from continuing overly long. “Yeah. Breath play was a thing. Do you think that’s what happened here? Breath play gone wonky.”

      Quinn had his doubts, but it was always a possibility. “I’m not sure. It’s something we’ll definitely be looking into.” He focused on the dead woman. “Someone has to be missing her. We need to find out which publishing group she’s with and look at her intake papers. She might’ve brought a husband or something.”

      “That’s a plan.” Michael forced a tight-lipped smile. “Let me know if you need anything.”

      “Just for the record, I’m going to say that we should return to port,” Quinn called out. “I know you don’t agree with me, but I think it’s a mistake to keep going.”

      “That’s not your decision.”

      “I know.”

      “We have to keep going.” Michael refused to back down. “No one wants to deal with the bad press we would get for turning around.”

      “More bad press than having a dead body?”

      “Actually, yes.”

      “That’s a little sad.”

      “It’s a lot sad. It is what it is, though. Let me know what you find out. I want to be kept updated on the situation.”

      “Yes, sir.”
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      Quinn’s first stop was the front desk, his eyes automatically drifting to the spot where Rowan was taking her photos earlier in the day. It was empty.

      “Hey, Kelly.” He greeted the woman who appeared when he rang the bell with a friendly smile. “I need some information on Julia West.”

      “The author?” Her eyes went wide. “I read her series and it totally changed my life. Is she here?” She looked excited at the prospect.

      Quinn regarded her for a moment, internally debating how he wanted to respond. The last thing he needed was for news to break that Julia was dead before he informed her next of kin. “I believe she checked in. I need to confirm that.”

      “Under her own name?”

      Quinn was confused. “Why wouldn’t she be under her own name?”

      “Because a lot of people write under pen names.”

      “Oh.” He hadn’t even considered that. “It should be under Julia West, I believe.” Her identification was under that name, so he had to think her reservation was as well.

      “Yes, here she is.” Kelly’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “I can’t believe she’s here. I want to talk to her about how she changed my life. I mean ... she’s amazing.”

      Quinn pressed the tip of his tongue to the back of his teeth. He knew very little about the woman — other than she apparently wrote bondage romance — and he didn’t want to say the wrong thing. “I’m sure anyone would be happy to hear they’ve changed a life.” He remained focused on Kelly, whose fingers were a blur as she worked the computer.

      “She’s in room 715.”

      “Okay. Did she check in alone?”

      “Like ... does she have a husband?”

      “Yeah.”

      “I can look, but I already know the answer. She doesn’t have a husband. That was one of the reasons she was attacked after writing the books. People said she was tapping into abuse fantasy and if she was married she would understand that wasn’t a good thing.”

      Quinn felt caught and he rolled his neck until it cracked. “You’ve read all the books, correct?”

      “I have. They changed my life.”

      He knew she didn’t mean to be irritating, but Quinn thought there was a legitimate chance he might scream if she didn’t stop repeating the statement. “That’s great. I’m mildly curious what the theme in the books is.”

      Kelly’s face was blank as she blinked. “I don’t understand.”

      He bit back a sigh. “The theme. I mean ... what’s the overall tone of the story?”

      “Oh, right.” She smiled knowingly, clearly enjoying herself. “The book is about Tatiana. She’s an illegal immigrant who works as a maid and she goes to work in James Monroe’s house. He’s this rich business tycoon who wears five-thousand-dollar suits and became a titan of industry when he was only nineteen years old.”

      Quinn wanted to point out how preposterous that was, but he managed to eat the words before they escaped. “That sounds ... fascinating.”

      “It is.” Kelly warmed to her story. “James discovered Tatiana making his bed after one of his many sexual conquests and she’s got the blindfold he used in her hand. He sees her with it, becomes obsessed, and then they embark on a journey of sexual discovery until, eventually, he marries Tatiana and she becomes both legal and rich.”

      Quinn was officially dumbfounded. “So, you’re basically saying it’s like a Cinderella fantasy with an illegal immigration twist.”

      Rather than give him props for his mad book club skills, Kelly made a face. “No. She’s not Cinderella.”

      “Right.” Quinn wasn’t in the mood to get in a fight. “She’s with a certain publishing arm, correct? Can you tell me the name?”

      “Red Bedroom Bondage.”

      “That’s the name of the publishing company?” Quinn had his doubts.

      “She has her own imprint under Lazy Day Publishing. They’re the bigger company. They’re also the ones who did that big zombie book by Emma Packer that sat at the top of the charts for three months. That was okay but nowhere near as good as The Ties That Bind and Tied to Forever.”

      “Well ... I’ll have to take your word for it.” He chose his words carefully. “Do you happen to know who is representing Lazy Day Publishing on this cruise?”

      “Um ... .” Kelly typed again, furrowing her brow as she read the screen. “Amber Potter. She’s vice-president of the company. She’s right down the hall from Julia, in room 755.”

      “Thank you so much for your time.” Quinn offered up a half wave. “I need to talk to Ms. Potter, so I’ll be heading in that direction if anyone is looking for me.” He stilled before moving past the backdrop. “Do you happen to know when Rowan left the lobby?”

      “Rowan?” Kelly appeared confused until her gaze landed on the backdrop. “Oh, your girlfriend. You’re talking about the ship’s photographer, right?”

      “I am.”

      “I don’t know. I came on shift an hour ago and she wasn’t here then.”

      That wasn’t what Quinn wanted to hear. He pulled his phone out of his pocket to see if she’d texted her whereabouts and he’d somehow missed it, but he hadn’t inadvertently missed a ding. “Well, thanks again for your time. I hope you have fun meeting the authors this week.”

      “Oh, I will.”

      “I have no doubt.”

      

      ROWAN TOOK A BREAK from the baking sun and ordered an iced tea in the tiki bar. Demarcus was holding court behind the counter and everyone appeared to love his attitude because the authors were grouped around and trying to ask him questions. Some claimed it was under the guise of doing research, but Rowan knew that Demarcus was popular because he had an infectious smile and was so easygoing it was impossible to dislike him.

      Even though he was the center of attention, Demarcus broke off from the crowd long enough to bring her a refill, sitting in the open spot across from her and smiling as she wiped her brow.

      “You look tired.”

      To Rowan, that was a loaded statement. She was unbelievably tired. She couldn’t admit that to Demarcus, though, because he would ask too many questions. And, while he wasn’t as loose-lipped as Sally, that didn’t mean he wasn’t capable of blabbing a secret.

      “It’s just been a long day,” Rowan explained. “Did you hear about the maid freaking out because she said she saw a dead body?” She was looking for an excuse to explain away her behavior and latched onto the easiest one available. “We didn’t find a body but that was weird and took time out of my day.”

      Demarcus shifted on his seat, making sure nobody was eavesdropping, and then lowered his voice as he leaned forward. “Obviously you haven’t heard the update. Quinn found the body in the basement.”

      Rowan’s mouth inadvertently dropped open. “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “Yeah. He didn’t find it until after we set sail but ... it’s one of the authors.”

      “Do you know which one?”

      “Someone named Julia West.”

      Rowan furrowed her brow. “She wrote those really sexy books about bondage that took everyone by storm a few years ago.”

      “Really?” Demarcus perked up, seemingly intrigued. “Well, that’s interesting, isn’t it?”

      Rowan had to bite back a smile she was so amused at his reaction. “I don’t know if I’d call it interesting.”

      “Oh, but it is.” He was firm. “I’ve always wanted a woman who likes the idea of tying me down and rubbing an ice cube all over me.”

      “That was an overshare,” she complained. “I didn’t need to hear that … and if you haven’t read them, how do you know about the ice cube?”

      Demarcus avoided the question. “I didn’t even tell you the part of my fantasy involving the feathers.”

      “And ... I’m done.” Rowan slowly stood and downed the rest of her iced tea. “I would appreciate it if you kept your fantasies to yourself. They’re going to make me see things I don’t want to see whenever I look at you.”

      Demarcus was dismissive. “You’re such a prude. I’m telling you, I have a few suggestions if you and Quinn are feeling adventurous.”

      “I’m definitely done.” She fished ice out of her otherwise empty glass and grinned. “I might be a prude, but you’re an oversharer. I would rather be a prude.”

      “I’ll make sure I tell Quinn that.” He winked. “Speaking of Quinn, do you want me to find out where he is?”

      Rowan tilted her head to the side, considering. “No. He’s doing his job. I should do mine. I’m sure he’ll update me later.”

      “I’m sure he will, too.”

      

      AMBER POTTER DIDN’T LOOK happy to have the chief of security at her door. Her general unhappiness only grew when Quinn told her exactly why he was there.

      She held up her hand to silence him before he could get the entire story out. “Wait ... Julia is dead?”

      Quinn nodded. “We found her in one of the laundry bins. Someone tried to cover her up with table linens, but it was only a matter of time before someone found her.” He shifted on the chair she asked him to sit in upon entry. It was small, wooden, and completely uncomfortable. “The medical staff is trying to narrow down the time of death, but basically they believe she died right around an hour after the ship was opened up to guests for check-in.”

      “I see.” Amber stroked her jaw as she paced the small area in front of her bed. “This is ... unfortunate.”

      Quinn believed that to be the understatement of the year but kept the opinion to himself.

      “What do you need from me?” Amber asked finally, smoothing her blond hair as she sat on the end of the bed and regarded him. “I’m guessing you’re not here simply to inform me because I’m head of the publishing team in charge of her books.”

      “No,” Quinn agreed. “First off, we need to make notification to her next of kin.”

      “That would be a sister,” Amber mused. “She cut ties with her parents after she hit it big because they wanted money from her on a regular basis. She got tired of being an ATM and cut them off, so they started selling stories about her and her childhood – painted her as something of a loose deviant – to the tabloids. Julia got the last laugh because she’s a millionaire several times over and they’re out in the cold now that her story isn’t at the top of the news cycles.”

      “I am going to need the sister’s contact information,” Quinn said. “What about children? Significant others?”

      Amber scratched the side of her nose as she absorbed the question. “I don’t believe she has anyone regular in her life right now. She dated Toby Keane several years ago, but I’m pretty sure that ended ugly.”

      Quinn shifted on the chair. “Toby Keane? He’s a horror writer, correct?”

      “He’s one of the biggest writers in the world,” she clarified. “He wrote The Shimmering Axe as his first book almost twenty years ago, climbed the charts, and never looked back.”

      “I’ve read that book.” In truth, Quinn was a heavy reader. He enjoyed murder mysteries, thrillers, and the occasional space opera. He recognized Keane’s name, although he had no idea he’d formerly been dating the queen of the bondage story. “Do you think things with Keane were ugly enough upon their separation for him to kill her?”

      The question caught Amber off guard. “Of course not.”

      Quinn was firm. “I need an honest answer. Someone on this ship killed her, and strangulation is an intimate murder choice. I’m guessing Julia knew her attacker. It wasn’t some random act.”

      “And you’re assuming that, because Toby writes horror books, he’s some weirdo in real life who wants to hurt women and chop them up with chainsaws.”

      “I’m fairly certain we don’t have chainsaws on the ship. Although, I guess it’s possible down in the storage compartments, there might be a need for them in an emergency. I haven’t really given it a lot of thought.”

      “Oh, see, you’re funny.” Amber’s eyes widened to comical proportions. “Have you thought about writing satire books?”

      “I believe you have to be talented to write,” Quinn countered. “I’m talented in the security field but that’s probably it.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short.” She gave him an appraising look as she ran her eyes over his body. “Still, Toby is the nicest guy in the world. Yes, he writes some weird and subversive stuff, but he’s never been in trouble and everyone who has ever met him loves him.”

      “I don’t think anyone can say that, but I’ll take your word for it for now. Was Julia close with anyone in particular in the writing world? Would she have been with someone earlier when she checked into her room?”

      “Right. You need to figure out what happened to her.” Amber tapped her bottom lip. “The only person who comes to mind is her assistant. A lot of authors prefer to do things on their own. Julia was the exact opposite. She wanted her assistant to do everything for her.”

      “And the assistant is on the ship?”

      “Julia insisted she needed her.”

      “Great. Point me in her direction.”

      

      LILA VALENTINE WAS A YOUNG woman, barely twenty-one, and she looked as if she was going to fall over when Quinn informed her of Julia’s death.

      “No, that’s not possible.” She fervently shook her head, dark hair flying in a million different directions as she tried to calm herself. “That’s simply not possible. I saw her a few hours ago. She said she was going to get a drink at the tiki bar. Have you tried looking for her there? She loves a good cocktail.”

      Quinn’s tone was gentle as he carefully placed a hand on her shoulder to prod the young woman to sit in the chair closest to the table. Unlike Amber, who had a suite, Lila was cramped into one of the worst rooms available on the ship. There was barely any space, the bed took up seventy-five percent of it, and the only other furniture offerings were the tiny table and a dresser.

      “She’s dead, Lila,” Quinn informed her, grave. “I’m sorry. I understand you were quite close with her. We found her in one of the laundry bins, though. We’re positive she’s dead.”

      “It has to be a mistake.” Lila refused to believe the words coming out of his mouth. “It’s probably someone else. You’ve made a mistake. Check again.”

      “We found a purse with the body. That confirmed the identification.”

      “Maybe ... .” She broke off and licked her lips. “Maybe someone stole her purse and accidentally fell into one of the bins because she had a heart attack while running. That would explain all the evidence.”

      Quinn felt sorry for the woman. She seemed lost, almost as if her mother had died rather than her boss. Still, he knew better than feeding a delusion. “No. It’s her. We checked the body against the identification picture. On top of that, two of the women in the laundry room were big fans of Ms. West and they verified that it was her. They recognized her from interviews.”

      “Oh.” Lila grew more distressed. “I don’t understand how this happened. She said she was going to the tiki bar, that I should drop her things off at her room and unpack them. I did that. I followed her orders. I ... she can’t be dead.”

      Tugging on his limited patience, Quinn held back a sigh ... although just barely. “Lila, I know this is a shock for you. I’m so sorry. I’m guessing you were a friend as well as an employee. We need some information, though. It’s important.”

      “Of course.” Her eyes glassy, Lila sucked in a breath. “Of course you need answers. I owe Ms. West that. I ... she was such a good woman, a legend really. She changed so many lives.”

      Quinn was desperate to figure out how Julia managed to change so many lives by writing a sexy book, but he figured now wasn’t the best time to ask. He had other things to focus on. “We’ll start with her enemies, Lila. Did she have any enemies?”

      “Everyone loved Ms. West.”

      “Not everyone.” Quinn refused to accept that as an answer. “Not everyone loved her, because that’s impossible. Someone had to dislike her.”

      “Well ... .” She broke off, tapping her bottom lip. “Some of those church groups that protested the book because they were appalled by the nonstop sex didn’t like her.”

      “I’m going to look into them,” he promised. “The thing is, this cruise is entirely for authors, their families, and their assistants. It’s all publishing professionals. I don’t know how one of the protesters would’ve gotten onto the ship. I am going to chase that angle, but I’m more interested in people in the author world. Who didn’t like her in the author world?”

      “Um … it really can’t be that many people.”

      Quinn waited for her to expand.

      “It’s not a lot of people,” she offered hurriedly. “There are a few people who thought she wrote crap and wanted her banned, but when considering the grand number of authors, it was ... just a very few people.”

      Sensing she was about to break, Quinn kept his lips zipped.

      Finally, Lila said what she was really thinking. It must have been a relief to get past the first word, because when she started talking, she couldn’t stop herself.

      “It’s everyone,” she admitted, her voice cracking. “Absolutely everyone hated her. Some were jealous, that’s on them. Ms. West was mean to other people, though. She liked to brag about how much money she was making and tell other authors what they should be writing, how they should be branding.

      “I can’t think of anyone offhand who actually liked spending time with her,” she continued. “The only reason I stuck around is because she kept giving me raises when I said I was going to quit. Everyone hated her. Absolutely everyone.”

      Now we’re getting somewhere, Quinn internally mused. The problem was, that meant the entire ship was full of suspects. That was never a good option.

      “Well, let’s take it from the top,” he suggested. “Who hated her most ... and who did she have altercations with most recently? They’re our likeliest suspects.”
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      Rowan spent the entire afternoon searching the deck for signs of her father. She had absolutely zero luck.

      Her camera always at attention, she snapped absolutely everything she could manage and then took her computer to the tiki bar to upload the images. While there, she did something she rarely did and started drinking as soon as her shift was over.

      Her nerves were officially shot, and she believed rum runners were the only way to boost her courage.

      That’s where Quinn found her shortly after his shift ended.

      “What are you doing?” He wasn’t concerned by the drink in front of her as much as curious, and he let out a groan when he sank into the chair across from her because his muscles were screaming their relief at him since he could finally get off his feet.

      “I’m uploading the photos.” She meant for it to be an innocent statement, but it came out shriller than she envisioned.

      “Oh, yeah?” He cocked a dubious eyebrow. “Is there anything I should worry about? Any strange omens showing up?”

      Oddly enough, Rowan realized she hadn’t even been looking for omens. Her gift — which she was starting to believe was an anchor around her neck more than anything else — popped up when she was a kid. For some reason, when she took photos, she could predict people’s deaths even at a young age. It took her a bit of time to figure out what the omens meant, but once she did, it was an ability she couldn’t shake.

      More recently, an additional omen had popped up. According to Sally, who had friends and family who were heavily into the New Orleans hoodoo culture, the omen meant danger. She’d managed to save someone when that omen popped up, but she’d only seen it the one time.

      “I ... .” Rowan wasn’t sure how to tell Quinn what she was feeling. Her embarrassment over the fact that she hadn’t even been looking for the omen — especially since a writer had been murdered on the ship hours before — was profound.

      As if reading her mind, Quinn let loose a sigh and rested his hand on top of hers. “It’s okay.” He kept his voice low. “I can guess what you were really looking for.”

      “I lost track of him after the maid screamed. I have no idea where he went, or what room he’s in. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “Why does anything have to be wrong with you? You ran toward the sound of a woman screaming because you wanted to help. That was your natural instinct. To me, that’s the right thing to do, not the wrong thing.”

      “I guess.” She chewed on her bottom lip, making an adorable face that Quinn wanted to kiss. “What about you? What’s going on with our dead author?”

      “Her name is Julia West.”

      Rowan’s eyebrows practically hopped off her forehead. “Are you kidding me?”

      “Do you know her?”

      “I don’t know her, but I’ve read her books.”

      “Really.” Quinn steepled his fingers and leaned back in his chair, resting his hands on his stomach. “I’ve heard a little something about her books. A few people have expressed the fact that reading them somehow changes lives. Would you like to expand on that?”

      Rowan’s cheeks burned when she realized there was no easy way to evade the question. “Oh, well ... .”

      “I understand they’re full of kinky sex.”

      “I don’t know that I would call it ‘kinky,’” she hedged. “It’s more ... wish fulfillment.”

      Again he waited for more information and was thwarted. When she didn’t readily offer more of an explanation, he pushed forward. “How is being tied up and spanked wish fulfillment? Is there something you want to tell me?”

      “Of course not!” Rowan was scandalized. “I don’t want to be spanked, if that’s what you’re worried about.” She realized after the fact that she spoke so loudly at least fifteen heads in their general vicinity swiveled to stare at her.

      Instead of being mortified, Quinn’s shoulders shook with silent laughter. “I’m glad to hear that. I don’t know if I can get into the whole spanking thing. I might do the blindfold and ice cube thing if you’re so inclined, though.”

      Mortification was a hot ball in the pit of Rowan’s stomach as she slapped her hand to her forehead. “Oh, my ... .”

      Quinn found he quite enjoyed her embarrassment. “Is there something you want to do to me? Perhaps I should read these books myself for fresh ideas.”

      After sucking in a gaping mouthful of oxygen, Rowan lowered her voice and met his amused gaze. “It’s not the kinky sex. Well, maybe it is for some people. It’s the other part that people like.”

      “The Cinderella part?”

      Rowan was taken aback. “Cinderella?”

      “It’s basically the Cinderella story with a lot of sex,” Quinn replied. “She was a poor woman, struggling to survive. Let me guess: Were there other women who were jealous of her looks who worked against her and tried to keep her from the rich guy of her dreams?”

      Rowan wanted to argue, but the more she thought about it, the more she realized that he was onto something. “Huh.”

      Quinn’s grin widened. “Do you want me to put a shoe on you? If that does it for you, I’m totally open to it.”

      She responded with an exaggerated face. “I don’t want you to put a shoe on me. I never put the Cinderella thing together. It’s weird. I guess I’m going to have to think on it.”

      “And I’m still going to read at least one of these books. Be prepared, because I’m probably going to have questions.”

      Determined to put the book questions out of reach for the rest of the night, Rowan turned the conversation to something serious. “How did she die?”

      Because he had no choice, Quinn sobered. “She was strangled. We’re still not sure where it happened. Her assistant, a young woman with a very complicated life, says that Julia checked in and then handed off her bags. Lila was to take them to her room, unpack, and then track down Julia later.”

      “Where did Julia go?”

      “According to Lila, she said she was going to the tiki bar.”

      “What do the cameras say?”

      “I looked and we didn’t come up with a lot. As far as I can tell, she never made it to the bar. She went to the bathroom on the lido deck, looked at a few shops, and then we lose her in a crowd. We haven’t been able to pick her up again, although I have people watching the footage in what I’m hoping are logical places, waiting for her to show up.”

      “Do you know when she died?”

      “About forty-five minutes or so before the maid started screaming. She quit, by the way. She just walked off the ship before we set sail.”

      Rowan furrowed her brow. “That doesn’t seem normal to me. Shouldn’t she have asked for a paycheck or something? Maybe she’s the one who did it.”

      “Maybe, but I’m not sure. I pulled up her personnel file and made sure everything was up to date. We have her fingerprints, so if it turns out she’s the guilty party, we’ll have something to go on when we hit the mainland.”

      “Except she’ll have a week to disappear.”

      “That is very true.” He dragged a hand through his hair as he regarded her. “Do you want to talk about your father?”

      An afternoon spent obsessing about her father propelled Rowan to answer without hesitation. “Not right now. You said he would find me when he’s ready. Perhaps he’s simply not ready.”

      “Perhaps. I can go through the check-ins from the time around when we were in the lobby if you want. It might take half the night, but something tells me you’re worth it.” He winked, hoping to relax her. “Especially if there’s a blindfold and ice cube involved.”

      “We’re done talking about that.” Rowan was firm as she packed up her computer and camera. “I’m starving. I say we get dinner, talk about what you’ve uncovered, and focus on us for the rest of the night. I want to let the rest of it go.”

      “I think that can be arranged.”

      “Good.”

      

      ROWAN AND QUINN OPTED to eat in the main dining room after dropping off the camera and computer. They had multiple options thanks to their status on the ship. While other workers had to eat in the employee cafeteria, or pay for their meals at various restaurants, they got special treatment.

      “Look. They have your favorite crab legs tonight.” Quinn poked her side as they filed into the buffet line. “That should put you in a good mood.”

      “Crab always puts me in a good mood,” she agreed, piling salad into a bowl before throwing two rolls on top of it and moving down to the more substantial food offerings. One of the things Quinn loved best about her was the fact that she ate with zest and didn’t worry about calories or constantly working out. She was low maintenance in most ways, and the days when things went bad, there was usually a good reason.

      “Make sure you get some cake, too,” he instructed. “Wait ... can cake be used in a bondage situation? Tied Up by Love of Cake. I smell a hit there.”

      Rowan pretended she didn’t hear the comment and hurried ahead of him in line. By the time he made it to their regular table, she was already seated and was elbow deep in crab and prime rib. He couldn’t stop himself from smiling as he joined her, making note of the cake in the middle of the table.

      After a few moments of silence, Rowan realized he wasn’t eating and lifted her eyes. “Is something wrong?”

      He slowly shook his head. “I just love you.”

      His tone, which promised fun for later, caused her cheeks to turn ruddy. “I love you, too. I’m going to warn you, though, if you don’t let this bondage thing go, I’m going to make you sleep in your own cabin.”

      They both knew that was a lie, but he didn’t push her on the issue. In fact, he had other things he wanted to discuss. In addition to her appetite, her brain was also big, and she often helped him hash out difficult cases.

      “So, I did learn a few interesting things about Julia this afternoon,” he offered, slathering a roll with butter. “It seems she wasn’t the easiest person to deal with.”

      “Who told you that?”

      “Well, I met with her publisher first. Her name is Amber and she’s very ... matter-of-fact. I guess that’s the best way to phrase it. She didn’t volunteer very much at the start, but after talking to the assistant and learning about Julia’s personality defects, I went back to talk to her a second time and she admitted that Julia was pretty much the most loathed author under their banner.”

      Rowan was officially intrigued. “How come?”

      “She was difficult. I guess she used to write regular romance books — those bodice-ripper ones with pirates and adventurers — under a pen name. She was considered a serviceable writer but that was the limit.”

      “I don’t know that I think her books were all that well written,” Rowan hedged. “I mean ... they were good. They weren’t literary fiction or anything, though. She didn’t spend fifteen minutes writing about the weather.”

      “Frankly, I would find that to be a relief. I guess she submitted the new series under her real name — and people only knew her under a pen name — and one of the acquisitions editors saw the potential and picked it up. She’d already signed the contract before anyone else found out.”

      “Is that a problem? I mean ... I don’t know a lot about book contracts. I wouldn’t think that’s a problem, though.”

      “I don’t know that it’s a problem,” Quinn replied. “I simply found it interesting. I had no idea that most authors don’t make a lot of money until Amber started breaking it down for me. Julia was barely making thirty grand a year on her books when she was writing under the pen name. She got lucky and these books broke out, so now she’s a millionaire, but that wasn’t a guarantee.”

      Rowan pursed her lips. “I guess I never really thought about it. Probably only the really big authors make a lot of money.”

      “Basically. I guess mid-list authors — and that’s the word Amber used — can make okay money, enough to live on, but they’re never going to get rich. It’s only the top one percent who get rich.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Anyway, Julia grew up with nothing, so she was genuinely excited when the money started rolling in,” he explained. “She invested wisely, planned for her future, and then got an absolutely huge pay bump for the second and third books in the series.

      “Suddenly she was the one author everyone in the country was talking about, and it all went to her head,” he continued. “The assistant told me that. She was assigned by the publishing company and Julia only made a few requests of her at the start. By the end, Julia couldn’t do anything on her own and the assistant was basically on the hook for every single one of her needs. It sounds like it was an unhappy existence.”

      A pro at cracking crab legs, Rowan had half the meat out of the shells when she started dipping it in butter sauce. Her attention was completely on him when she asked the next question. “Do you suspect the assistant?”

      “I’m not ruling her out, but she’s this tiny little thing with big eyes and a heart-shaped face.”

      Rowan frowned. “You noticed the shape of her face? Is she pretty?”

      He snickered. “Nobody is as pretty as you, sweetie.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “She’s a cute girl.” He refused to lie. “You’re cuter and she’s not my type. That’s not what I was getting at. She looks like a little elf. She’s so tiny you could fit her in your pocket.”

      “Which means she would have trouble lifting a body and throwing it in a laundry bin,” Rowan surmised.

      “Exactly. I’m not ruling her out, but I’m going to keep looking. Apparently everyone hated her, so there’s no shortage of suspects on the ship.”

      “Where are you going to look first?”

      “Toby Keane.”

      Rowan almost choked on her crab. “Excuse me? The horror writer? You think he did this?”

      “I think he used to date Julia. Apparently they were a couple for almost two years, right at the height of her fame.”

      “I can’t say I knew that.”

      “You’re not much of a celebrity stalker unless it’s an actor named Chris.”

      “I still maintain Chris Pine is the best Chris.”

      “And I’m a fan of Captain America.”

      “I don’t know how we co-exist.”

      He smirked. “It’s a mystery, kind of like what happened to Julia. Either way, he’s on the ship and I’m going to talk to him tomorrow. I was going to do it today, but he was drunk in the tiki bar when I tracked him down and the publisher insisted he couldn’t answer questions unless he was sober.”

      “You could’ve pushed if you wanted. You’re the head of security.”

      “I could have, but there’s no proof he did anything and I’m not keen on taking the most famous horror author in the world into custody without a good reason. He could make things very rough on me if he wanted, so I’m going to wait until tomorrow to sit down with him.”

      “That makes sense.” Rowan was thoughtful as she chewed and swallowed more crab. “Do you think she was killed because she was hated? That’s kind of sad to think about. She wrote some darned good books, with really exciting sex scenes. Who could hate the person who did that?”

      “It doesn’t matter how great she was to her fans if she was terrible to the people she knew in real life. She cut off her parents and refused to give them money. That could be motive. We have no idea why the relationship with Keane ended. That could be motive. We simply have more questions than answers right now.”

      “I guess.” She tilted her head to the side as she scanned the crowd. She put on a pretense of merely looking at faces, but deep down inside she was hoping she would catch a glimpse of her father. For now, he remained hidden. “We both had busy days, huh?”

      “We did, and we’re going to have busy days in front of us. We’re going to cover it all, though. We’re not going to let anything fall through the cracks.”

      She recognized what he was referring to and appreciated the effort. “It’s going to be okay.” She was almost fifty percent sure that was true. “Everything happens for a reason. We’ll simply find the reason behind Julia’s death.”

      “I wasn’t just talking about her.”

      “I know. We’ll find the reason for the other stuff, too.” She knew better than speaking about it out loud in front of a potential audience. “I have faith that we’re going to get the answers we need before this ship docks back in port.”

      “I’m right there with you.” He gripped her hand and gave it a good squeeze. “How do you feel about finishing dinner and then heading to bed early? I don’t think anything else is going to happen tonight, and if it is, there’s every possibility that someone might come to us rather than vice-versa.”

      Rowan hadn’t considered that. “Oh, because it will be easier to keep things quiet that way. That sounds like a good idea.”

      “I thought you would like it. We’ll take the cake back with us.”

      “That sounds like an even better idea.”

      “I’m always thinking.”

      “That makes two of us.”
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      Rowan awoke before Quinn the next morning. It took her a few seconds to clear her mind, and when she did, she found she’d wrapped herself around him during the night. Her legs were twined with his, her arms around his shoulders. Her head rested on his chest and he held her tightly.

      She felt warm and safe.

      Then she remembered her father was on the ship and her heart did a little jolt.

      “It’s okay,” Quinn murmured, stroking her morning-mussed hair. “I think today is the day.”

      Rowan lifted her chin so she could meet his gaze, rueful. “I’m sorry I woke you. You need your rest.”

      “I need my rest because you were an animal last night,” he teased, keeping her close as she stretched. “You didn’t even need a blindfold and ice cube.”

      Her lips curved down. “When are you going to let that go?”

      “Not anytime soon. I’m totally buying that book and reading it. You can’t stop me and I’m going to keep bringing it up.”

      “I think you’re only doing it because you want to make me feel better.”

      Quinn’s grin turned wicked. “I always want to make you feel good.”

      “Not that way.” She playfully slapped his chest. “You’re looking for ways to keep me from dwelling on what’s going on. I get it. Thank you for always putting me first. It’s not necessary, though.”

      He graced her with a kiss so soft it nudged a sigh out of her. “You’re going to be first in my life for a very long time. You can’t change that.”

      “How long? Do you have that planned out?”

      He shrugged.

      “Ah, I frightened you.” Her eyes gleamed. “Now I know how to make you stop talking about the bondage book.”

      “I’m not frightened. In fact, I’m pretty sure you’re going to be first in my life forever. That’s how not frightened I am.”

      Rowan’s mouth dropped open. “W-what?”

      “That wasn’t a proposal, just so you know. When I propose, I’m going to make a big deal out of it. There will probably be some crab legs involved ... and maybe some dancing. In my mind, I picture you wearing one of those plastic crab bibs and a coconut bra.”

      He chuckled when she took a swipe at him but didn’t release her.

      “I think there will be moonlight ... and the sound of the water lapping on the beach ... and probably a sandcastle that I built as a tribute to our love. I’ll definitely be on one knee.”

      Rowan had no idea what to say. “You’ve thought a lot about this.”

      “About you? Yeah, I have.”

      “Wow.” She couldn’t grasp another word to describe how she was feeling, and Quinn found her expression adorable.

      “Did you think I would run away from talk of our future?” he finally asked.

      “No. I ... just didn’t know you felt that way.”

      “I love you. It was hard to say the first time because I was terrified you wouldn’t say it back, but now it kind of rolls off the tongue. I see us being together forever. If you expect me to hide my feelings, you’re going to be disappointed.”

      Disappointment was the furthest thing from Rowan’s mind. “I love you, too. Don’t let me be wearing a crab bib when it happens, though. That will kill me.”

      “Duly noted.” He gave her a long kiss, smiling when she sighed and sank into it. He was entertaining the idea of a morning frolic when the phone he placed on the nightstand the previous evening buzzed with an incoming message. “No.”

      He was petulant when he grabbed the phone, keeping his free arm around Rowan so he could return to his plan should the message be referring to something minor. Instead, he sighed and turned his eyes to the ceiling.

      “Bad news?”

      He nodded. “For me. I had plans for you. Instead, it appears Toby Keane is willing to answer questions in his room this morning. He wants me to go to him.”

      “Is that bad?”

      “I just told you I had plans.”

      She giggled, love for him bubbling up. “Well, you can table the plans until later. I’m sure I’ll be open to suggestions.”

      “I certainly hope so.” He gave her another kiss before rolling out of bed. “I was going to take you to breakfast, but now you’re on your own. I have to meet Keane and then I’m sure I’ll have a litany of other things to do with my day.”

      “I can feed myself. I’ll probably go to the employee cafeteria, though.”

      “Are you sure? Your father won’t be there.”

      “I don’t think my father is going to approach me in the dining room. That would be ... uncomfortable. In fact, I’m going to stop looking for him. When he wants to find me, he will.”

      “It’s going to happen today.” Quinn sounded certain. “Be on the lookout, and text me if you need me. I will find a way to get to you no matter what.”

      “You always do.”

      “Yeah, I’m good that way.”

      

      THE WORLD’S BIGGEST HORROR author had a raging hangover, and when he opened the door to his suite to allow Quinn entrance, he made a growling sound in greeting rather than forming actual words.

      “Good morning to you, too,” Quinn said brightly, barely managing to hold back a smile.

      “Take a seat,” Toby said, gesturing toward the table at the center of the room. Unlike the normal guest rooms, Toby managed to snag one of the more impressive offerings on the ship. There were a limited number, but fame came in handy when it came to claiming them.

      “This is a nice room.” Quinn glanced around. He couldn’t remember ever setting foot in one of the primary suites before. It was four times as big as the room he had, and his was larger than most of the crew quarters because of his position. “Are you having a good time since your arrival?”

      “Well, I got drunk in the tiki bar last night and now I kind of wish I was dead,” Toby replied, popping two Alka-Seltzer tablets in his glass and watching as they began to fizz. “Part of that was fun.”

      “I’m guessing that’s not this part.”

      “No, but I’m hopeful I’ll be able to bounce back and do the same again tonight.” He licked his lips before giving Quinn a long once-over. “Former military?”

      Quinn quirked an eyebrow. “Why do you ask that?”

      “You have the look. I spend a lot of time with the military in Virginia — that’s where I live — and I’ve gotten to know what a soldier looks like. You look like a soldier.”

      “I was overseas for several years.”

      “And you don’t want to talk about it,” Toby surmised. “I get it. I’m not trying to push you. I’m merely curious.”

      “I am proud to have done my service, but when my last tour was up, I was ready to come home.”

      “And you ended up here?”

      “I have a unique skill set. They were happy to have me, and I can’t complain about living on a ship like The Bounding Storm. The food is great, I met someone I love, and there’s always drinks with umbrellas for the bad times.”

      “I can see where that would be appealing.” Toby grimaced as he quickly drained the glass, making a disgusted face. “Well, I understand you’re here with a specific agenda. Amber left a message that it was important you talk to me. I can’t figure that’s not for a good reason.”

      Quinn narrowed his eyes. “Did she not tell you what I wanted to talk to you about?”

      He scratched his jaw, puzzled. “I can’t say that she did. I guess she might’ve while I was drunk, but I don’t recall.”

      That was not what Quinn wanted to hear. “Well, then I hate to be the bearer of bad news. Yesterday afternoon — late, after we’d already left port — Julia West’s body was discovered in a laundry bin. She’d been strangled, and we’ve placed the time of her death sometime after the initial check-ins started. She wasn’t on the ship long before someone moved on her.”

      Whatever Toby was expecting, that wasn’t it. His puffed-out chest deflated like a balloon and his eyes went wide as saucers. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      “No.”

      “But ... .” He trailed off, studying Quinn’s features for a hint of subterfuge. Finding none, he merely shook his head. “I can’t believe this.”

      Slowly, he got to his feet and paced toward his window. Quinn had no idea what he saw when he looked at the rolling waves, but he could feel heavy emotions spinning off the horror writer as the man dealt with the information.

      “I know this is difficult for you,” Quinn started. “My understanding is that you dated the deceased for two years.”

      “Did Amber tell you that?”

      “Yes, but it’s readily available on the internet when you Google Ms. West’s name. I would’ve been coming to talk to you regardless. It simply would’ve taken longer. I’m sure Ms. Potter ascertained that and decided to clear things for you early.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” Another sigh and then Toby returned to the table. “You say she was strangled, huh?”

      “She was.”

      “Do you think it was painful? I mean ... did she suffer?”

      “I don’t think strangulation is the easiest way to go but there are definitely worse ways. She would’ve been aware of what was happening. She didn’t have skin cells under her fingernails, though, which means she didn’t get a piece of her attacker.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Whatever you want to take from it. The truth is, we’re starting this investigation from a bad position. According to Ms. West’s assistant, everyone hated her and there are any number of suspects on this ship.”

      “I would agree with that.” Toby leaned back in his chair and stretched out his legs in front of him. He was in his fifties, not overly muscular, but there was something charming about him. Quinn honestly hoped he didn’t turn out to be a murderer because he liked the man, although he had no idea why he felt the way he did. “Julia was a good woman who got corrupted by a system that can chew you up and spit you out. I don’t think she realized what she’d become until it was too late to morph back into what she was supposed to be.”

      Quinn wasn’t sure how to take the statement. “I’m going to need more information than that.”

      “We met right after her first book hit the top of the charts,” he explained. “The president of the publishing house was thrilled — even though he had no idea about the book until it caught fire and created a fervor in female readers that hit the mainstream media — and he wanted us to appear at a signing together. He thought it would be big news.”

      “Did you hit it off right away?”

      Toby nodded. “Yeah. I liked her. She was a sweet woman who seemed overwhelmed by all the attention she was getting. This was before her ego grew to the size of a blimp, mind you. She was still a simple person who couldn’t believe her good fortune when we met.”

      “Did you ask her out, or did she ask you?”

      “I asked her out for a drink afterward. It wasn’t really a date, mind you. I found her interesting and wanted to hear her story.”

      “And what was her story?”

      “Poor parents who didn’t pay a lot of attention to her while she was growing up. She basically raised her sister, which she wasn’t sorry about doing, but she had a chip on her shoulder where her parents were concerned. She always loved writing, published a few romances, and made enough to barely scrape by.”

      “Then the bondage book came out and her life changed.”

      Toby chuckled. “Men call it ‘the bondage book.’ Women call it a life changer. You might want to be careful who you disparage the genre to.”

      “I’m not disparaging it. In fact, I’m going to read it myself.”

      “Really?”

      “My girlfriend has read all three books and was sad when she heard what happened. I’m interested enough to read them ... and mess with my girlfriend over the content.”

      Toby’s smile widened. “I would probably do the same. The books aren’t my thing, but I’m never one to judge what someone’s muse propels them to write.”

      “Back to Julia, you were with her for two years. How did the relationship work?”

      “It wasn’t easy. We lived in different states. We basically arranged it so we could be together two weeks out of every month; one of us would travel to the other. We had deadlines to hit, so work had to be done, but the start of the relationship was one of the happiest periods of my life.”

      “And the end of the relationship?”

      Toby exhaled heavily as he dragged a hand through his hair. “She changed. I don’t know how else to explain it. She became all about the fame and forgot the little things in life. I know I’m famous and people think I roll around in money and whatnot, but I still walk my own dog and play video games. The fame didn’t change the real me.”

      “It changed the real her, though, didn’t it?”

      “You have no idea. She became obsessed with the Grand Dames.”

      Quinn pursed his lips. “I don’t know what that is. Is that a publishing thing?”

      “Kind of. It’s a group of romance writers. Every year, the top romance writers in the industry get inducted into an informal group. They kind of run things for the entire genre ... although they would never admit it because it’s supposed to be a secret.”

      “Kind of like a sorority?”

      “Yeah. A secret society. It’s a bunch of nonsense, if you ask me.”

      “And Julia wanted to be a part of the group?”

      “She was desperate to be in the group. She wasn’t allowed that first year even though she sold more books than the rest of them combined. She was bitter about it, thought they were judging her. It was like being made fun of because she was poor all over again. She hated it.

      “So, she fought hard and demanded her spot the next year when the sequel came out,” he continued. “They couldn’t keep her out because they had no grounds. She was allowed in ... and then, well, then things just got ugly.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “How much time do you have?”

      “As much as you need.”

      “Well, then sit back. If you like the bondage game, you’re going to absolutely love the torture that these women did to each other. In fact, I might need another drink if I’m going to relive this. Maybe we should order something from room service.”

      

      ROWAN TOOK HER TIME getting ready, even going so far as to straighten her hair before pulling it back in a ponytail. She dressed in comfortable khaki shorts, a simple black T-shirt, and slid into her favorite flip-flops before gathering her camera and walking to the door.

      She was in her own little world, thoughts about how her father would approach her ripping through her head. She was a bit old for fantasies but that didn’t stop her from losing herself in visions.

      In one, he found her on the deck and made a big scene. In another, he followed her down a dark hallway and dragged her into a tiny room to tell his tale. Neither were exactly feasible, but all she had was her imagination until he actually made a move.

      She would have to muddle through until it happened. She had a job to do, and she wasn’t the type to shirk her duties ... even when she was going through an emotional crisis.

      She hummed to herself as she slipped the camera strap around her neck and reached for the door handle. She was already debating where she wanted to head to take her first shots when she pulled up short.

      There, standing in the open doorway, was her father.

      He was alone, dressed in shorts and a blue shirt, and he looked unbelievably nervous as he raised his hand to knock. He smiled when Rowan gasped, his hand shooting out to keep her from falling backwards.

      “Hey, honey.”

      Rowan actually forgot to breathe as she struggled to stay on her feet. She didn’t expect him to come to her room like this, at least not first thing in the morning, and she wasn’t prepared. She didn’t say anything initially, her tongue frozen. She merely stared as her heart pounded and the edges of her vision threatened to douse her in blackness.

      “You’re okay.” Paul stepped into the room and grabbed her arms before she could list to the side. “You’re okay,” he repeated, his eyes so wide they were all Rowan could see. “I’m so happy to see you, honey. You have no idea.”

      Rowan finally found her voice, but the words were uninspired. “Hello, Dad. Where the hell have you been?”
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      “Sit down.”

      Paul’s face flushed with worry as he grabbed Rowan’s arm to balance her. He managed to keep her on her feet as he helped her cross to the table, and then left her in a chair as he strode toward the small mini fridge in the corner of the room.

      “You don’t have any bottled water?” He appeared puzzled when he opened the door and looked at the contents. “How can you not have bottled water?”

      Rowan found her voice. “I don’t have a lot of room in the refrigerator. We get free bottled water on deck. I keep soda and iced tea here.” Her voice sounded dull, as if she was trapped in another world and couldn’t cross over to this one.

      “Okay.” Paul licked his lips before heading into the bedroom and filling one of the plastic cups by the sink with water from the tap. When he returned, he handed the water to Rowan and prodded her to drink.

      Instead, she pushed the water to the side of the table and focused on her father — there was no doubt it was him despite the change in his appearance — and tried to tamp down her fury. “Where have you been?” she repeated, her throat clogging. “How could you just leave me? I thought you were dead. I ... mourned you.”

      “Oh, Rowan.” Paul fought back his own tears as he reached for her. When she shrank away from him, he frowned. Her obvious disgust was like a sharp blow to the heart. “Baby, I’m so sorry.” He found his voice despite the pain coursing through him. “I didn’t want to leave you. I had no choice.”

      “You always have a choice. That’s something you taught me.”

      Rather than being angry, Paul merely sighed as he sank into the second chair. “I did always teach you that.” He dragged a restless hand through his hair. “I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to come to you. I wanted to wait until it was safe. It became evident pretty quickly that you may never be safe.”

      “Safe from what?”

      “It’s difficult to explain.”

      Rowan’s temper fired. “So ... basically you’re saying that you came back to make sure I didn’t fall down from surprise and then leave before telling me anything. That’s it, right?”

      Paul sighed. “No, that’s not it. I just ... need a minute. You have no idea the things I’ve been thinking leading up to this trip. I just ... you grew up to be beautiful, Rowan.”

      Tears pricked the back of her eyes as she struggled to hold on to her fury. She would not let him charm her into forgiving him, no matter how long she’d pined for the father she loved above all else.

      Paul took a moment to look around the room, his gaze falling on a framed photograph. It was of Rowan and Quinn. They sat together on their favorite beach, one of Rowan’s sandcastles in the background, and the way Quinn looked at Rowan spoke of enough love to last a lifetime.

      “Is that your boyfriend?”

      Rowan followed his gaze and nodded. “Quinn.”

      “Nick told me about him.” Paul rubbed his sweaty palms over his knees. “Nick says he’s a good guy, ex-military.”

      “Why does that matter?” Rowan asked, annoyance creeping into her voice. “Why does it matter what he’s done for a living?”

      “It doesn’t, necessarily.” He licked his lips. “Do you love him?”

      Rowan wasn’t expecting the question. In fact, she assumed she would be the one asking the questions. She absolutely hated that she couldn’t gain control of the conversation. Still, she had no intention of lying.

      “I do,” she confirmed, bobbing her head. “He’s ... a wonderful man.”

      “Good. You deserve a wonderful man. How long have you been together?”

      “Hasn’t Nick told you all this?”

      “Yes, but ... it’s different coming from you.”

      “We’ve been together a few months.” To Rowan, it felt ridiculous to concentrate on her relationship with Quinn when so many other things needed to be discussed. Still, she played along. “I met him when I came to the ship to start my new position. We were drawn to each other from the start.”

      “That’s good. That means there’s a strong chemical connection. That’s how it was with your mother and me.”

      Rowan scowled. “Are you really going to bring her up now?”

      “She’s part of the story.”

      “No, see, she died. She was forced to leave me. She didn’t do it willingly.”

      Paul didn’t immediately respond, instead sitting in his chair and blinking several times in rapid succession. That only served to cause Rowan’s frustration to churn more aggressively.

      “Are you trying to kill me? I mean ... seriously. Why did you leave me? Do you have any idea what it was like for me to wait for you to come home? I sat there for hours ... and called the police. They couldn’t help. Then I sat there for days ... and then weeks. They said you must have accidentally driven into the lake on your way home. It was the only thing that made sense.”

      “I wanted them to believe that,” Paul admitted, his voice clear as he steeled himself for the interrogation to come. “I wanted to be declared dead. That way you would get the life insurance payout.”

      “I didn’t, though.”

      Paul nodded, morose. “I know. I didn’t hear about that part until Nick talked to you in person. Digging into your financials was dangerous, so I had to hold back. I had my suspicions, but I could never get close enough to find out the details. I’m sorry for all of it.”

      “You’re sorry?” Rowan’s voice ratcheted up a notch. “You’re sorry? I sat in the dark waiting for you for hours. There was a storm that night. I was terrified. I kept telling myself that you would come home ... but you didn’t. Finally, I had no choice but to accept you were dead.

      “I mean, I had no choice, right?” she continued, her tone accusatory. “My father loved me. He would never purposely leave me. I couldn’t allow myself to even think that because it would’ve destroyed me. It was easier for me to believe you were dead.”

      “I wanted you to believe it, too.” Misery etched its way across Paul’s face. “You don’t understand what was happening at the time. People were getting close, asking questions. I had to protect you.”

      “Protect me? You left me on my own. I was a kid. Sure. I was technically an adult a few weeks later, but I was still a kid ... and I was completely on my own.”

      The look on her face broke Paul. “I know, Rowan, and I’m so sorry.” Tears spilled down his cheeks. “I had to do it. They would’ve taken you otherwise. I lied to them, you see, and told them you were normal. At first they believed me. As you got older, though, they wanted to test you themselves. I had to make sure that didn’t happen.”

      Rowan was baffled. “Who wanted me?”

      “It’s called The Phoenix Society.”

      The answer did nothing to fill in the gaps for Rowan. “I don’t know what that is. I’ve never heard of it. Unless ... you mean The Phoenix Foundation, like on MacGyver?”

      Paul snickered, considerably lightening the mood. “No, I don’t mean The Phoenix Foundation. You did love your MacGyver reruns, though. I almost forgot about that. We would sit for hours and watch the old DVDs.”

      “I had to sell them in a garage sale ... along with The X-Files DVDs that were my absolute favorite. I needed money to get through college.”

      “Nick said he helped you with that.”

      “He did, but I didn’t know it at the time. I just knew that these scholarships kept coming out of the woodwork at the exact right time to keep me in school. I didn’t know they were from him ... or that they were coming at all.”

      “That actually makes sense.” He scrubbed his cheek, lost in thought for a long beat. “I know it’s no consolation given everything that’s happened, but I’m proud of you. What you managed to accomplish on your own ... well, it’s nothing short of fantastic. I always knew you were strong. What you’ve done, however, has blown away every expectation I’ve ever had. You are ... unbelievable.”

      “That’s great,” she said drily. “I love being unbelievable ... and awesome ... and fantastical. I would still like to know where you’ve been ... why you abandoned me ... and why you’re back now, though. That’s what I want to hear. You left me. Tell me why.”

      “Because I had to save you,” Paul replied simply. “You’re my daughter, my flesh and blood. I love you more than anything. And, before you ask how I could love you and still leave, I didn’t believe I had a choice. I didn’t want you to struggle the way you did, but the alternative was something worse.”

      “And what alternative are you talking about?”

      Paul let loose an exaggerated sigh. It was time to tell her the whole truth. “Did I ever tell you how your mother and I met?”

      The conversational shift threw Rowan for a loop. “I ... you met at college. You saw her across a classroom and fell in love at first sight.”

      Paul smiled. “That was mostly true. I did look across a room and see her. I did fall in love almost instantly. It wasn’t a classroom, though. I fudged on that part of the story.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We met because we both signed up for the same experiment,” Paul said, rubbing his forehead as he put his thoughts in order. “It was for people with psychic abilities.”

      Now Rowan was doubly confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. I was careful never to tell you any of it. I don’t know if it was a mistake, but we were worried when you were little that you might spill the beans and that would make matters worse.”

      “Spill what beans?”

      “Your mother and I both had abilities,” he explained, choosing his words carefully. “I could occasionally pick up surface thoughts from people if they were feeling particularly upset or amorous, and your mother was a master at counting cards.”

      Rowan wrinkled her nose. “What?”

      “I don’t know that the specifics of that are important right now. We don’t have a lot of time. We can get into it later. Suffice it to say, your mother and I both had minor psychic abilities. There was an experiment at the school and they were paying a lot of money for participants ... and that’s where we both met.”

      “You were both psychics.” The words felt alien coming out of Rowan’s mouth. “Is that why I can see the omens in my camera?”

      Paul held out his hands and shrugged, helpless. “I can’t say with any degree of certainty that’s true, but if you play the odds ... .”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” Rowan’s tone was accusatory. “You knew how upset I was when I was a kid, how I needed answers for what was happening. You didn’t tell me. You ordered me not to say something to Mom. She would’ve been able to help me.”

      “She wouldn’t have been able to do anything but feel guilty.” Paul was solemn. “Don’t you ever doubt that I loved your mother. I mean ... absolutely loved her with every fiber of my being. Her death killed me. I did my best to take care of you, though. I tried to be the best father I could be.”

      “You left me!”

      “Because they would’ve come for you, too,” Paul barked. “They were making noises. When you were a kid, they asked about you. They wanted to know if you could do anything. I lied. I thought they believed me but then that incident happened at the school where you essentially predicted your chemistry teacher’s death and somehow they found out about it. They took notice.”

      Rowan thought back to the time in question and her stomach twisted. “You’re talking about the time I went to the police and told them Mr. Soderquist was going to die. Then he really did die and they were suspicious I had something to do with it.”

      “Yes.” Paul bobbed his head, refusing to lie. “The Phoenix Society tested your mother and me when we were in school. They were mildly interested in our abilities, but we didn’t have the power to hold their attention for long. They placated us, paid us, and then sent us on our way.

      “We didn’t care because the tests weren’t too invasive and we met through them so, to us, that seemed like the best gift we could ever receive,” he continued. “We finished college, got married, and had you. Our lives were perfect.”

      “Nobody’s life is perfect,” Rowan muttered.

      “It felt like it was perfect to us for a long time ... and then we had a visitor.” Paul’s smile slipped. “You were five years old. You were playing in the living room. You were spelling words with the Scrabble board that you had no right being able to spell.”

      Rowan worked her jaw. “I was an only child. They say only children have more expansive vocabularies.”

      Paul snorted. “Yeah. You were spelling the word ‘precocious’ at five, which was ironic, don’t you think? When the man showed up at the door, I knew who he was right away. I recognized him from the days of the experiments.

      “He invited himself into our home, asked how we were doing, and then focused completely on you,” he continued. “He couldn’t stop staring. He was waiting for you to do something fantastical.

      “Now, I don’t know how he knew about you, that you were going to grow into something rare and special the way you have, but he knew,” he said. “We lied, of course. We said we were playing Scrabble. You were distracted by that stuffed dog you loved so much. Rags was his name. You carried him around with you wherever you went.”

      “I lost him somehow,” Rowan admitted. “I don’t know what happened to him. When I started packing after you left, he was suddenly gone.”

      “I have him.”

      “What?”

      “I needed a piece of you to hold on to. I felt like a jerk for taking him but ... I couldn’t risk photographs of you in case someone saw them. I couldn’t take any of your school things, and I only have one photograph of your mother. I didn’t know what else to take, so I took the dog.”

      Rowan merely shook her head. “I don’t understand any of this. Why would they want me? And even if they did, why would you care? You said the experiments didn’t hurt.”

      “I said they didn’t hurt us,” he clarified. “They didn’t. We weren’t strong, though. We were very weak receivers. We heard about other people being taken for a different round of tests, and there was a rumor none of them ever came back.”

      “It sounds like an urban legend to me.”

      “Maybe, but we weren’t going to risk you. Not for anything. You’re my daughter and I love you. I’m not handing you over. That’s what I told the people who repeatedly came around. They wanted to test you. I knew they would eventually stop taking no for an answer.”

      “And that’s why you left?”

      He nodded. “I put together a declaration about The Phoenix Society and informed them the information would go public in the event of my death or your disappearance. I was firm in my language, and they weren’t happy when they received it. At least I gather that was true. Obviously I wasn’t there.

      “After sending it, I faked my death and left you to your own devices because I figured they would never be stupid enough to go after you,” he continued. “You were a focus for the newspaper and television reporters after I disappeared. You were in the public eye. The police were watching you. They couldn’t touch you without making things worse for themselves, even if they didn’t believe the threat I dropped about information going public in the event of my death.

      “Essentially, I made it so they had no choice but to abandon their pursuit of you,” he continued. “If they continued trying to claim you, the police would’ve eventually questioned them because you would’ve been suspicious that they had something to do with my disappearance. If they tried to take you, it would’ve made national news because of what happened to me. There was absolutely nothing they could do.”

      “And that’s it?” Rowan deflated a bit. She expected something more intriguing from the revelation.

      “There’s a great deal more of it to discuss,” Paul countered. “That’s the bare bones, though, yes.”

      “Why are you here now? If you were so convinced you had to stay away, why risk seeing me now?”

      “Because I couldn’t stop myself. I love you. I had to see you. Also, I was lonely. It’s a lonely existence pretending to be someone you’re not.”

      “Is that why you contacted Uncle Nick?”

      He nodded. “He knew the basics of what I was afraid of. When we finally saw each other, and I explained what happened, he thought I did the right thing. I mentioned that I was afraid for you and it killed me not to know what was going on with your life. That’s when he told me about the money he arranged for your education.”

      “How often do you see him?”

      “Not enough. I can’t spend time in public in case the wrong person sees me.”

      “So why are you here?”

      “Because some things are more important than death,” Paul answered simply. “I needed to see my daughter. Nick mentioned that you were involved with someone, that it was serious. He thought you would be married soon and I wanted to meet Quinn for myself.”

      “Why? It’s not as if you’re going to have a say in the matter. You lost that right when you left me.”

      “I know. I don’t want a say in the matter. I just ... I still love you, Rowan. That never changed.”

      “I don’t know that I can get over this.” Rowan opted for honesty. “I don’t know that you had a good enough reason for leaving me.”

      Paul bobbed his head, seemingly in agreement. “At the time, I thought I had no choice. Over the past decade, a lot of other ideas have filled my head. I don’t know what the correct answer was at the time, but as of right now, I simply want to spend all the time with you I can.”

      “What if I’m being watched?”

      “We don’t think you are. I mean ... perhaps from afar. No one can follow you all the time because of the nature of your job. That’s why I took a chance now.”

      “But ... with authors? How did you even get on the ship?”

      “It wasn’t difficult. I’m an author.”

      “You are?”

      He nodded and puffed out his chest. “P.J. Landis at your service.”

      If Rowan thought she was surprised before, she was absolutely floored now. P.J. Landis was a big name in the literary world. “Get out of town!”

      “It’s a fun story. Do you want to hear it?”

      “I guess ... but I’m still mad at you.”

      “You’ve earned it. Maybe I’ll be able to chip away at that anger over the course of the week.”

      “Maybe, but I wouldn’t count on it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Eight

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn wasn’t sure what to expect from the Grand Dames of romance. The word “dames” made him think of older women having tea and lobbing zingers that their younger counterparts wouldn’t be comfortable stating.

      Instead, the three women waiting for him in the publishing suite were all much younger than he imagined.

      Rosalind Painter, a contemporary romance author, had a helmet of blond hair that would’ve been welcome in the 1980s even though she only looked to be in her forties. Roxanne Hamilton, a bad boy author who wrote about men treating their bikes better than their girlfriends, boasted long brown hair that swept over her shoulders and clearly hadn’t crossed the mid-century mark as of yet. Jazzy Jessup — Quinn was positive that wasn’t her real name — looked to be in her late twenties at the most, perhaps even younger. She wore so much makeup it looked caked on and her eyelashes were a bright fuchsia color.

      They all greeted him with warm smiles, and the way they looked him up and down made him think they were undressing him with their eyes ... which left him feeling strangely vulnerable.

      Rosalind was the first to speak. “Have you ever considered moonlighting as a book cover model?”

      Whatever question he was expecting, that wasn’t it. Quinn forced a smile all the same and merely shook his head. “I have enough on my plate with The Bounding Storm. I don’t think I would like being a book model.”

      “You don’t know unless you try,” Roxanne argued. “You would be perfect for my books.” She held her hands up, as if looking through a lens. “I see you in barbed wire tattoos sitting astride a Harley. I bet you would look good with a blonde.”

      “I have no intention of finding out.”

      “I write space opera romances,” Jazzy volunteered. “Don’t tell me you don’t have a Han Solo fetish. I could totally cast you as Han.”

      “Again, while flattering, I don’t want to be a book model.”

      “Have you ever had your picture taken by a professional photographer?” Rosalind challenged. “That might change everything.”

      “My girlfriend is a professional photographer and she takes my photo all the time. I still don’t want to be a book model.”

      Rosalind heaved out a sigh and then reached for her drink. It was purple and in a martini glass, which told Quinn they were already imbibing even though it was before noon. “Your loss. What is it you want from us? Our publishers said that you wanted to speak to us and thought it best if we were all together for the interview.”

      That wasn’t what Quinn requested, but he wasn’t in the mood to start a row. If he needed to tackle the women individually, he would do it at a later time. For now, he was interested in seeing how the group interacted when together.

      “I want to talk to you about Julia West.”

      Roxanne didn’t bother hiding her sneer. “What’s wrong with her now? Is she upset that we cut her out of drinks last night? If so, that’s on her. We made no secret of where we would be.”

      “Ms. West didn’t join you for drinks last night because she’s dead,” Quinn replied simply.

      “What?” Jazzy’s eyes widened. “No way. That can’t be right. We would’ve heard if she died. It would be all over the news.”

      “The world doesn’t know that she’s dead yet,” Quinn explained. “She died less than an hour after landing on the ship, although her body wasn’t discovered until after we left port.”

      “But ... I don’t understand.” Jazzy flicked her eyes to Rosalind, confused. “What is he saying?”

      “He’s saying that you should keep your trap shut,” Rosalind shot back, her temper on full display. “If you don’t have anything important to add to the conversation, perhaps you should practice that meditation you’re always going on and on about.”

      Jazzy worked her jaw but didn’t speak, which allowed Quinn to take control of the conversation.

      “I want to hear from everybody,” he insisted, pulling out a pad of paper so he could jot down notes as they talked. “I need to know about your group. I’ve heard a few things, but they were from outside sources and I’m not sure how much weight I should give the statements.”

      “Who told you about our group?” Rosalind, eyes narrowed to dangerous slits, had the sort of flaring nostrils that made Quinn think of a snout rather than a nose.

      “I don’t think that’s important.” Quinn was blasé as he clicked his ink pen. “My understanding is that, even though she qualified for membership in the group the first year she published, you only allowed her to join the second year because you had no choice. Would you like to explain why that occurred?”

      Roxanne blinked several times in rapid succession. “Our group is private,” she said finally. “Our membership guidelines aren’t for public consumption.”

      “Really?” Quinn was having a hard time keeping his temper in check. “My understanding is the four top-selling romance authors in the publishing world get to be Grand Dames. Two of you have been in the group for years. One of you has only been here for two years.” His eyes briefly flicked to Jazzy. “If your sales fall, you’re out of the group, right?”

      “They have to fall below someone else’s sales,” Jazzy answered, ignoring the dark look Roxanne sent in her direction. “Like Julia, for example. Her complete series has been out for more than two years and her sales have obviously fallen from what they were, but she still outsells everyone below her.”

      “That’s good to know.” Quinn jotted something down. “Whose place in the group did Julia take?”

      Rosalind and Roxanne exchanged a quick look that wasn’t lost on Quinn.

      “Does that really matter?” Rosalind asked finally.

      Quinn didn’t hesitate to answer. “Yes. You either give me the name or I’ll get it somewhere else. If you withhold information, though, I’ll assume you’re hiding other things.”

      “Oh, you’re just saying that to bully us.” Roxanne’s distaste was evident, but she answered all the same. “Megan Kramer. She was in the group for four years before she lost her spot.”

      “I’m guessing she should’ve only been in the group for three years if the rules were followed that first year Julia was publishing,” Quinn argued.

      “Not exactly,” Roxanne replied. “Rosalind had the worst sales that year. She’s rebounded since. She would’ve been the one who lost her spot, though.”

      Incensed, Rosalind scorched Roxanne with a hateful glare. “That’s only because the publisher flubbed my launch. You know it!”

      “It’s because you wrote a ridiculous book,” Roxanne shot back. “Everyone knows that.”

      “Ladies, I won’t stand for a fight.” Quinn kept his voice stern. “I don’t have time for immature shenanigans. I want to know about Julia’s standing with this group and whether you know of any enemies she had.”

      “She had nothing but enemies,” Rosalind said. “No one liked her. She wasn’t a real author. She made it to the top of the charts on a gimmick. I’m not entirely sure the publisher didn’t artificially expand her sales numbers as part of some sort of marketing ploy.”

      “Oh, they didn’t do that,” Jazzy countered. “They didn’t have to. You saw all the news stories. There were people everywhere carrying around those books. They might not have been your cup of tea — probably because they weren’t secretly filled with brandy or bourbon — but other people liked them. You just can’t stand that she outsold you.”

      “Little girl, you can be booted out of this group as easily as you were accepted,” Rosalind threatened.

      “You don’t frighten me.”

      Quinn cleared his throat to get their attention. He was at the end of his rope. “Knock it off. I’m not kidding. I’ve had it with your crap. This is a serious situation. Julia West is dead ... and it wasn’t an accident.”

      “You haven’t mentioned how she died,” Roxanne noted. “I think that’s important.”

      “She was strangled.”

      “Men strangle women,” Rosalind said. “Women don’t strangle other women. If you’re looking at us for suspects, you’re looking in the wrong place.”

      “Who told you women don’t strangle other women?” Quinn asked.

      “I’ve done copious amounts of research for my romantic suspense books. I know things.”

      “Well, if you know things, you should also recognize that there is no such thing as an absolute. Strangulation is a method used when you want to be close to your victim. That means it was personal.”

      “Are we suspects?” Jazzy asked.

      Quinn shrugged. “That’s entirely up to you. I have questions. You have answers. You can either work with or against me. It’s completely up to you.”

      Rosalind’s sigh was heavy and theatrical. “What do you want to know?”

      “Let’s start from the beginning ... and I want to know everything.”

      

      QUINN WAS EXHAUSTED AFTER spending two hours with the Grand Dames. Between the catfights and underhanded digs, he was surprised no one had ever gone after them. Jazzy wasn’t as difficult, but she seemed genuinely clueless. Quinn rationalized it could’ve been an act, but if it was, he believed she’d missed her calling. She should’ve been an actress.

      Once he finished with them, he headed up to the deck. He wanted to check on Rowan, who was nowhere to be found. He stopped in the tiki bar long enough to ask Demarcus if he’d seen her, and when he responded that he hadn’t laid eyes on her all day, Quinn shoved the investigation to the side and began panicking.

      The first place he looked was the last place he saw her. He used the extra keycard to gain entrance to her room, and almost cried out in relief when he found her laying on the bed. She was hugging a pillow, her expression serious, and it took everything Quinn had not to start demanding answers.

      Instead, he was gentle as he slid onto the bed and spooned behind her.

      “I was worried, Ro. Why aren’t you working? Are you sick?”

      She shook her head.

      “Did something happen?”

      Her voice was small when she finally spoke. “He came here. Right after you left. Well, I guess it wasn’t right after. I showered and straightened my hair. I know you like it when I straighten it, so I thought it would be a surprise. I guess it’s not a surprise now, huh? It probably looks like crap.”

      She was babbling. Quinn didn’t point that out.

      “It looks fine.” As if to prove it, he smoothed her hair. “You’re always beautiful. In fact, I think it’s possible you’re the prettiest woman in the world. I don’t know why you’re not a supermodel.”

      Genuinely amused, Rowan snorted as she rolled to face him. Her eyes were clear, but the remnants of an earlier crying jag remained, and Quinn wanted to beat the person who caused the puffiness. “You don’t have to lay it on so thick,” she said quietly.

      “It’s the truth. I always want to crow the truth from the main deck so everybody can hear it. In fact, I can go up there and do it now if that will make you feel better.”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary.”

      “What is necessary?”

      “I ... don’t know. I just can’t seem to motivate myself to get up right now.”

      Quinn darted his eyes around the room, looking for a hint that Paul had been there, perhaps that he’d left something behind. The room looked exactly as it had when he left, though, which seemed more bothersome than soothing. “Can you tell me about it?”

      Rowan nodded. “He was on the other side of the door when I opened it to leave for my shift. He was just standing there, as if he’d never left. It seemed so ... normal.”

      “I can see that.”

      “Except it wasn’t normal.”

      “No, not even a little,” he agreed.

      “I kind of freaked a little bit,” she admitted. “I was so surprised I almost fell over. I’m not exaggerating. I felt lightheaded for a second and I could’ve hit my head if I’d fallen. Instead, he caught me, and came in here. He sat right over there.” She pointed to the table.

      Quinn wanted her to get to the meat of the story, but he knew better than pushing her. “Okay.”

      “I asked him what happened, where he was and why he left. He asked about you. He saw the photograph of us and wanted to know if I was happy.”

      “Did he not answer your questions?” Quinn felt hot rage bubbling up. “I mean ... did he leave you hanging after all these years?”

      “No, he answered them. He said that he was part of an experiment with my mother when they were in college. That’s how they met. It was for people with psychic abilities.”

      Quinn opened his mouth but no sound came out. Rowan barreled forward as if she hadn’t noticed.

      “They both had minor psychic abilities, small things. Apparently my mother could cheat at cards and he could pick up surface thoughts. He said their abilities actually faded as they got older.”

      “What about the group that ran the experiments?” Quinn queried. “What was up with them?”

      “The Phoenix Society. Supposedly very secret. My mother and father weren’t strong enough to garner a lot of interest. That changed when they had me.”

      Suddenly, Quinn felt sick to his stomach. “They thought there was a chance that the offspring of two minor psychics would be more powerful.”

      “They did.” She bobbed her head. “They thought I might have special abilities.”

      “You do.”

      “My father didn’t want them to know that, though,” Rowan explained. “He said he heard stories back in the day about the stronger psychics going missing. He didn’t want to risk that. They lied to the group because they thought it would be enough to keep me safe.”

      “Something must’ve happened to change that.”

      “It did. It was after my mother died, when it was just my father and me. I was having trouble with the omen. It terrified me. Whenever it popped up, I tried to stop whatever was going to happen because the guilt would eat me alive otherwise. One time it showed up for my chemistry teacher and I told the police because I thought they might be able to do something. I thought they would want to help.”

      “They didn’t?”

      “They thought I was barking mad ... until he was killed in a strange accident two days later. Then they showed up on our doorstep to ask questions.”

      “I see.” Quinn pressed a kiss to her forehead as he considered the story. “I’m guessing they didn’t believe it was simply a coincidence.”

      “No. My father lied to them. He was nervous. At the time, I couldn’t figure out why. I honestly thought the police would like having someone with my ability to help them. I was naive.”

      “Well, don’t take that on yourself.” Quinn slid his arms around her back and held her tight. “I would’ve wanted to believe the same thing at your age.”

      Rowan didn’t believe that was true, but she didn’t call him on the fib. She knew he was simply trying to help. She wouldn’t punish him for that. “My father was increasingly nervous after that. I didn’t understand it at the time, but he says he didn’t want my name showing up in police reports because he thought it would attract more investigators from The Phoenix Society. That’s when he hatched his plan to protect me.”

      Rowan told Quinn the rest of the story in a flat voice, as if she was reading a recipe and preparing ingredients. When she finished, she seemed almost detached from what had happened.

      “I don’t know whether to believe him,” she admitted. “I don’t know if he’s telling the truth or it’s a convenient lie. For all I know, he could’ve spent the past ten years coming up with a lie. Maybe he really left because he was sick of taking care of me ... or my abilities freaked him out ... or he simply wanted a new life.”

      “Well ... I guess that’s possible,” Quinn hedged. “I think he’s telling you the truth, though.”

      “Are you saying that story makes sense to you?” Rowan was understandably dubious. “It doesn’t make sense to me.”

      In truth, Quinn had a feeling Paul had only told his daughter part of the story. He was probably doling out information in small increments because he didn’t want to overwhelm her in one sitting. He didn’t bother saying that, though, because she clearly wasn’t ready to hear it.

      “I need time to think about it,” he admitted. “I don’t know how I feel yet.”

      “Okay.” She closed her eyes and snuggled close. “I’m thinking about taking a nap. For some reason, I’m really tired.”

      She wasn’t tired. Quinn knew that. She was shutting out the world because her brain was overloading and she didn’t know what else to do. He wouldn’t force her to face things just yet. Sleep might do her good, balance her a bit.

      “You should take a nap.” He pressed another kiss to her forehead. “I’ll stay here until you fall asleep. I have to continue my interviews, though, so I can’t stay for the whole afternoon. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize for doing your job.” Rowan’s voice was muffled against his chest. “Just ... hold me for a little bit. I need you for just a little bit.”

      “You have me forever,” he whispered, running his hands up and down her back. Before she drifted off, he knew he needed one last bit of information from her. “What name is he registered under?”

      “P.J. Landis.”

      Quinn stiffened. “I’ve read his books. He writes science fiction and fantasy stuff. It’s really good.”

      “Yeah. I think I’ve heard of him. It’s weird, huh?”

      “It’s ... something.” He rhythmically started stroking her back to lull her. “It’s going to be okay, sweetie. I swear it. We’re going to figure this out together. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I’m not worried. I have you.”

      “You definitely have me.” Quinn remained close, holding her tight, until she slipped into slumber. Then he carefully climbed off the bed and headed toward the door.

      He wasn’t lying when he told her he had interviews. He had something else more important to do first, though. He was going to find P.J. Landis, and the questions he asked were going to be so much more in-depth than his stunned daughter could muster.

      Quinn didn’t fancy himself Rowan’s protector, but he had no intention of letting her get hurt if he could help it. Paul Gray was going to explain what was going on, even if Quinn had to beat the answers out of him.
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      Quinn’s anger had teeth. He was determined to track down Paul Gray — er, P.J. Landis — and have a very long talk with the man. If that talk should happen to end in a screaming match, so much the better.

      Even though he knew finding answers on Julia West’s death was his primary concern, he would carve out time to deal with Rowan’s father first. To give himself plausible deniability, though, he stopped in his office to order a few of his guards to watch the Grand Dames and then slid behind his desk and booted up his computer so he could find out where Landis was staying. He wasn’t surprised to find the man in one of the suites. Landis was a relatively famous author. Sure, he wasn’t famous like Keane was famous, but he was hardly an unknown.

      By the time Quinn made his way to the room, he was fairly certain what he would say. All that flew out the porthole when the door swung open and the man standing on the other side of the threshold merely slid to the side to allow the security guru entrance.

      “I’ve been expecting you.”

      “Oh, really?” Quinn didn’t bother keeping the disdain from his voice as he stalked inside the room and glanced around.

      The space was homey, notebooks and a computer spread out on the nearby table. There was a blanket draped over the small couch in the living room, and to his utter surprise, there was a stuffed dog sitting on top of it. That seemed like a weird thing for an author to bring on vacation.

      “If you’re going to yell, I’m going to get a drink,” Paul said dully, shuffling to the small cabinet in the corner and grabbing a bottle of what Quinn suspected was whiskey. “Want something?”

      “It’s barely noon,” Quinn said finally.

      “It’s five o’clock somewhere. Isn’t that the saying?”

      “I guess, but I’m on the clock. Perhaps you shouldn’t drink either.” Quinn’s tone was dark as he regarded the man who broke his girlfriend’s heart. It took everything he had not to stride across the room and start shaking him until his secrets spilled out.

      Paul met Quinn’s gaze, a glass in his hand, and waited an extended beat. Finally, he heaved out a sigh and returned the glass to the cart before walking toward Quinn. “As you like. If you don’t want me to drink, I won’t drink.”

      “Thank you.” Quinn sank into one of the chairs. “I appreciate your cooperation.”

      “No, you don’t.” Paul’s bitterness was on full display as he took the chair across from Quinn. “You want to kill me. Go ahead and admit it. The truth is written all over your face. You wish I’d stayed away.”

      “Actually, that’s the exact opposite of what I was thinking. I wish you’d shown up years ago and not put her through a decade of agony.”

      Paul blinked very quickly. “Do you think I wanted to hurt her?”

      Quinn held his hands palms out and shrugged. “I don’t know enough about you to answer that with any degree of certainty. I know that Rowan believes the father who raised her, took care of her in the wake of her mother’s death, loved her. I’m not sure who you are, though.”

      Paul was thoughtful as he took in Quinn’s ruddy complexion and fiery eyes. Part of him wanted to argue with the man. The other part accepted that he had a right to be furious … and out for retribution. “You love her, don’t you?”

      Quinn didn’t hesitate to answer. “More than you will ever know. She’s everything to me.”

      “It’s nice that you admit that without restraint.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      Paul merely sighed at Quinn’s aggressive tone. “You would be surprised at how people react when they’re trying to protect their ego. You, apparently, put your heart on display and don’t fall victim to ego. Even though you’re here to yell at me, I can’t help liking that about you.”

      Quinn opted to toss a whole lot of honesty at Paul, whether it made matters worse or not. “I don’t care if you like me. If you were a real father, someone involved in Rowan’s life, I would probably be terrified about the possibility of you not liking me. That’s hardly my concern, though.

      “My concern is Rowan,” he continued. “What did you say to her? She’s in her room right now, curled into a little ball and napping. She rarely takes a nap in the middle of the afternoon unless it’s part of a game we’re playing.”

      He realized relatively quickly that wasn’t something he should say in front of her father, no matter how angry he was, and hurried to keep talking to cover up for his inadvertent slip. “She’s defeated right now and I don’t like it. She’s never defeated. What did you say to her?”

      Paul’s expression was hard to read as he leaned back in his chair and played with the corner of the notebook. He looked momentarily lost, as if life was weighing him down. Quinn almost felt sympathetic, but he wouldn’t allow himself to like the man who broke his girlfriend. It simply wasn’t in his repertoire.

      “She’s retreating,” Paul explained quietly. “She did the same thing after her mother died. She escaped into her own head for almost two weeks. It frightened me. I had a lot going on at the time so I didn’t give her the attention she desperately needed to snap out of it. I guess that’s on me.”

      “There are so many things that are on you right now I don’t know where to start.”

      “Did she tell you any of it?”

      “Some.” Quinn repeated Rowan’s story, hitting the high points and allowing the rest to fall by the wayside. It wasn’t important. “I’m not going to lie. She thinks the story is utter crap, but I’ve been wondering if it wasn’t something similar for a long time.”

      “Really?” Intrigued, Paul shifted on his chair. “When did Rowan tell you what she could do?”

      “Not long after she joined the crew.”

      “She trusted you that fast? That’s the opposite of how I taught her to approach things.” Troubled, Paul stroked his chin. “I was always so worried about her when she was a kid I ingrained in her head how important it was for her to make sure that trust was rarely given. She must have broken away from that over the years.”

      “No.” Quinn vehemently shook his head. “She still doesn’t trust people. She knows better than simply blurting out her secret to anyone who will listen. What happened with us was ... different.” In truth, he didn’t know how to explain it.

      “I don’t know if you believe in destiny, or fate,” he continued. “From the moment I met her, though, I couldn’t stay away. Something about her called to me. I could see she was struggling and wanted to help, but I had my own issues to deal with, including a dead body on the ship.”

      “When she finally told you, did you believe her?” Paul was legitimately curious. “I mean ... it would be normal if you didn’t believe her. Most people would think she was nuts for claiming magical abilities.”

      “I believed her,” Quinn replied. “At least ... I believed she believed it. The first time she showed me the omen, I wasn’t convinced. I could see the symbol, she pointed it out to me and explained what it meant, but I don’t think I truly understood why she was so worked up.”

      “How long did it take you to believe?”

      Quinn smiled at the memory. “Not long. I realized she was special right away. The rest seemed to come naturally. We clicked from the start. I wanted to believe her, so I believed her. It wasn’t as difficult as you might imagine.”

      “I’m glad for her.” Paul was earnest as he continued to worry the corner of the notebook. “You have no idea how glad I really am. I’ve worried about her over the years. There are nights I lay in bed and stare at the ceiling, terror grabbing me so hard I think it’s possible I may never be able to get on my feet again. I’m glad she has you.”

      “Why?” Quinn’s fury was back as he glared at the older man. “Why are you glad she has me? Why did you leave her? Why not take her with you?”

      “Because I was afraid,” Paul admitted. “I was working in the dark — and alone — when it came time to plan my escape. I thought I was doing what was best for her. You might not understand it, I wouldn’t blame you if you didn’t, but I was trying to protect her.

      “That sounds ridiculously lame in hindsight,” he continued, his fingers kneading at the tension in his forehead as he stared at the table. “I didn’t know there was trouble until they kept coming around. It was as if they expected Rowan to be different.”

      Instead of reacting with anger, Quinn heaved out a sigh. “Why didn’t you tell her the truth when she was a kid? I don’t mean when she was eight or something, of course. She wouldn’t have understood what you were saying. When she turned thirteen, though, or fourteen. She could’ve understood what you were saying then.”

      “Oh, she would’ve definitely understood it,” Paul agreed. “She would’ve taken every word to heart, disappeared inside herself and shut out the rest of the world. She would’ve cut ties with her friends in case they were spies, never left her mother’s or my sides, and turned into a shell of a human being.”

      Quinn worked his jaw, annoyed. “You don’t know that,” he said finally. “She might’ve surprised you.”

      “Son, I get that you love my daughter and I’m legitimately happy that’s the case. I’ve done a little research on you in the weeks since you interacted with Nick. I like what I see in your past. You’ll protect Rowan because that’s what you do.”

      “Rowan would say that protecting her is the least important thing I do,” Quinn said philosophically. “She would say that talking to her ... and trusting her ... and loving her are the most important things.”

      “That’s because she’s always been a dreamer. You and I are realists. We understand what’s really at stake here.”

      “Do we?” Quinn wasn’t sure if he should be offended by Paul’s take on things, but he couldn’t stop himself. He wasn’t happy with the man’s blasé attitude. “And, before you get on your high horse and paint me with the same brush you paint yourself, I’m a dreamer, too. Every night I dream about the life Rowan and I are building together and pray that she will get what she needs to be happy.”

      “I think we’re getting off on the wrong foot,” Paul clarified, holding his hands out. “That’s not what I meant about being a dreamer. It’s just ... Rowan has always believed in the inherent goodness of people. She’s a smart cookie, but she wants to believe that everyone wears their intentions on their sleeves and no one wants to hurt others.”

      “She doesn’t believe that,” Quinn countered. “She might’ve been that way as a kid, but she’s leery now. She didn’t even want to tell Sally, her best friend, what she could do. She was terrified that Sally would think she was a freak and cut her out of her life.

      “The daughter you left might have been a dreamer, but the woman I fell in love with doesn’t believe she can afford to dream,” he continued. “She’s cynical and suspects people all the time. You should be proud.”

      Paul scowled. “I can tell this conversation isn’t going to go well.”

      “Probably not,” Quinn agreed. “I’m here because the woman I love is very upset. I can’t ever remember seeing her this way before. You say she was this way when her mother died. Well, I’m willing to believe you. How do I fix it?”

      “I don’t know that you can fix it. She’s upset. She needs to work through it herself. I overloaded her this morning. I was trying to explain but ... I don’t think she understood what I was insinuating. She kept saying that it wasn’t an acceptable reason, whatever that’s supposed to mean.”

      Quinn knew exactly what it meant. “She’s been wondering what story you would tell her, imagining some huge tale of intrigue and death-defying feats. That’s the only thing in her mind that would explain what you did.

      “I knew that no matter what story you told her, it wouldn’t be enough,” he continued. “You have to understand, you died on her. That’s what she believed because the alternative was too much to bear. Perhaps that is the dreamer in her you mentioned, I don’t know. Either way, she canonized you in the process.

      “As she got older, she couldn’t completely dismiss the notion that you might have left her rather than die,” he said. “They never found your body. She thought that was weird. She wasn’t the only one. I’m going to bet that the Phoenix Society has been watching her over the years. She might have felt their presence without even realizing it.”

      “Oh, they were watching her all right.” Paul turned bitter. “Nick caught sight of them a few times. When she was a photojournalist, they were very interested in her actions. I wish she hadn’t picked a career that involved photography, but it wasn’t as if I could reach out from beyond the grave and warn her about it, is it? She did a lot of fantastical things — saved several lives — when she was with the newspaper. It drew their attention.”

      “So, what? Were you watching them as they watched her?”

      “I had interested parties watching them,” Paul corrected. “I couldn’t get too close. I couldn’t risk it. I did what I could, though. I know it sounds awful, but I was actually glad when Rowan lost her job at the newspaper. I thought she would have to find something else, something less dangerous.

      “When I found out she was joining the staff here, I was actually excited,” he continued. “I thought, ‘It’s a cruise ship. How much trouble could she find on a cruise ship?’ I thought it was an inspired choice.”

      Despite himself, Quinn chuckled. “I guess you’ve changed your mind on that front.”

      “Yes. The two of you have found so much trouble that my head is often spinning. I can’t keep up.”

      “Is that what made you decide to approach her now? Are you going to try to talk her into leaving the ship?”

      “If I thought that was possible, I would insist she come with me,” Paul admitted. “I would find a way to make her disappear after one of the cruises and no one would be the wiser because I have money to hide her identity now. Being P.J. Landis gives me certain opportunities that I didn’t have ten years ago.”

      “Yes, I’m dying to find out how you became a famous author. That’s not the point of this conversation, though. You can tell that story when we get over this ... whatever this is. That’s not going to happen until Rowan finds her strength. She’s certainly not feeling it right now.”

      “You just need to give her time.”

      “How much time?”

      “It won’t take long,” Paul supplied. “She’s a strong girl. She always has been. She does tend to shut down when things aren’t going her way, but she recognizes that’s an error relatively quickly. She’ll probably be back to her normal self — or as close to her normal self as possible — in a few hours. That’s why I took a step back and let her wallow. She was starting to shut down right in front of me and I didn’t want to push her.”

      “Yes, you’re a prince,” Quinn drawled, disgusted. “You’re the king of all kings.”

      “It’s okay to hate me.” Paul lowered his voice. “I want you to like me because I believe it’s more likely she’ll forgive me if you do, but the most important thing is that Rowan has someone on her side who fights for what she needs and wants. That’s you. I’m glad that she’s got you because it’s important she has someone to lean on.

      “Part of me wants to hate you because I know that Rowan’s life is with you now,” he continued. “There was a time I was working on an extraction plan for her because I couldn’t take another moment living without her. That all changed when you came into the picture. She’ll never leave you.”

      “I’m not in competition with you for your daughter’s affections.” Quinn slowly got to his feet and licked his lips, his temper threatening to completely derail the conversation. “She loves me in a way that’s completely separate to what she feels for you.”

      “I know that.”

      “This isn’t about you,” Quinn hissed, planting his hands on his narrow hips. “This is about her. It’s her needs that are important. Her feelings. The nightmares she’s going to be trapped in when we go to bed tonight. That’s what’s important. Your feelings and ego aren’t important at all.”

      Paul’s mouth dropped open. “I didn’t say ... .”

      Quinn cut him off, frustrated. “I don’t care what you have to say. I want you to listen to me very carefully. She needs answers from you.”

      “I gave her the only answers I have.”

      “We both know that’s not true. You gave her part of it. You’re still hiding something. I’m not an idiot. It’s written all over your face whenever you open your mouth. You might have told her some of the truth, but until you tell her all of it, you’re never going to have a chance to fix what you broke.

      “Now, I don’t know if you deserve another chance, but it’s not my place to make that decision,” he continued. “Rowan is the one who decides. She’s in control. She needs you to tell the truth. She needs you to do your very best to heal her heart. If you can’t do that, then back away now. It will hurt, but it will be a lot less painful than it could be.”

      “I didn’t come here to be a coward,” Paul stressed. “I plan to fix this to the best of my ability.”

      “Then you’d better step up your game, because you’re failing miserably. This was not a good start. Do better.”
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      Rowan was on her feet and markedly better when Quinn returned to her room shortly before dinner. His intention was to suggest he pick up food in the kitchen from Sally and they hunker down for the night, but he changed his mind on the fly when he realized she was no longer in the mood to hide from the emotions she was feeling.

      “How does dinner in the main dining room sound?” he asked as he placed his laptop on her table. “I want to tell you about my day.”

      She nodded without hesitation. “I’m starving. I haven’t eaten anything today.”

      He furrowed his brow. “Nothing?”

      She shook her head. “My father showed up before I had breakfast and then ... well, then I kind of fell apart for a bit. I’m sorry about that, by the way. I have no excuse.”

      “You don’t need an excuse.” He was matter-of-fact. “What happened today would put anyone back a few paces. You needed time to decompress. I understand that. You need to eat, though. You’re not going to do anyone any good if you make yourself sick.”

      “So ... let’s eat.” She pasted a bright smile on her face that didn’t touch the melancholy in her eyes. “I want to hear what you discovered. Although ... maybe I should stop by Michael’s office and explain I was sick or something. I completely dropped the ball today.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I already talked to Michael. You’re not in trouble. You get sick days like everybody else.”

      “Did you tell him what was really going on?”

      “Of course not. I simply said you had a bug that made you sick to your stomach. He didn’t even blink an eye.”

      “Okay, well ... that’s good.” She squared her shoulders. “I’m not going to let this beat me. I can’t go back in time and change anything. I can only move forward.”

      “Well, since we’re moving forward together, I like your resolve.” He moved closer to her, running his hands up and down her arms to offer comfort. “I am here for you. When you want to talk, I’m ready to listen. If you want to stay here so we have some privacy, I can make that happen.”

      “No.” She shook her head, fervent. “I’ve been locked up here all day. I want some fresh air ... and some dinner. I want to hear about what you’ve uncovered. When I need to talk about the other stuff, trust me, you’ll be the first one to know.”

      “Then I’ll take you at your word for it.”

      

      QUINN AND ROWAN LEFT THE serious discussions for when they were seated in the dining room, heaping plates full of food in front of them, and the other guests milling about and seemingly having a good time. They had a favorite table, and since it was set toward the back, they were rarely inundated with busybodies because they weren’t located close to the action.

      “So, you met with Toby Keane this morning, right?” Rowan started. “What’s he like?”

      Quinn’s eyes shifted toward the center of the room, to the table where Toby sat. He was surrounded by other authors — some bright-eyed females who looked at him adoringly as if he was the most handsome man in the world — and shrugged. “I kind of liked him.”

      “You liked him?” Rowan’s lips curved. “That’s actually rare for you. In general, you tend to be suspicious of all our guests. Am I to assume that you don’t believe he’s guilty?”

      “I haven’t ruled him out, if that’s what you’re asking. However, he was pretty open and honest about things. I think he loved Julia, at least at the start. He said she changed and he no longer recognized the woman she became.”

      “Did he end it with her, or did she end it with him?”

      “She ended it with him, but he was purposely distancing himself from her at the time because he hoped she would be the one to end the relationship.”

      “Why not just do it himself? Wouldn’t that be easier?”

      “You’re so cute.” He broke a breadstick in two pieces and offered her the bigger end. “That’s a male tactic for handling relationships. It’s never fun to be the bad guy, so if you’re a jerk to the point where the chick breaks up with you, that gets you off the hook.”

      Rowan narrowed her eyes. “Have you ever done that?”

      Quinn shrugged. “Perhaps in my misspent youth. I didn’t really date seriously enough to break up with anyone over the past few years.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It simply means that I didn’t see the need to have a girlfriend ... until you. That all went out the window once you rocked my world.”

      Despite herself, Rowan felt her cheeks warming with pleasure. “You’re kind of a charming guy, aren’t you?”

      “I try.”

      “You succeed.” She bit into the breadstick, chewed, and waited until she’d swallowed to continue speaking. “Did he give you any interesting information other than the fact that he’s a coward who wanted to force her to break up with him?”

      “I don’t know that ‘coward’ is the right word to describe him,” Quinn hedged. “I think he was genuinely broken-hearted when the relationship with Julia went south. He described her as a sweet woman who was thrilled to have lucked into success at the start.

      “She was bubbly, excited, and eager to make a name for herself,” he continued. “Two years later, though, she was harsh, judgmental, and apparently believed her own hype. She thought she was above everyone — including Keane — and turned into a caricature of what she apparently thought a romance author was supposed to be.”

      “That’s kind of sad when you think about it,” Rowan noted. “She worked hard to get where she was, probably achieved status that she only ever dreamed about, and then turned into the sort of person who couldn’t enjoy it.”

      “That’s fairly profound, sweetie.” Quinn smiled as he leaned back in his chair. “To me, it sounds like Julia was a profoundly arrogant woman. She wasn’t happy with anyone, and that includes her publisher, Keane, and her assistant. The one thing she was apparently focused on was being part of this Grand Dames group.”

      Rowan wrinkled her nose. “Grand Dames?”

      Quinn smiled at her confusion. “Yes. Apparently, it’s some secret society in the publishing world. Every year, the four top-selling romance authors get to form a secret club. All the publishers join together to give them special perks, and they’re considered as royalty in literary circles.”

      “Really?” Despite her unease and the trials of the day, Rowan mustered a legitimate giggle. “That is ... kind of weird.”

      “Kind of? It’s totally weird. I met the other three Grand Dames today, by the way. They’re all nutty.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Um ... Rosalind Painter, Roxanne Hamilton, and Jazzy Jessup. If you’re curious, I looked up Jazzy after the fact and her real name is ... .”

      “Mildred Wickersham,” Rowan volunteered, grinning when Quinn made an incredulous face. “Don’t give me that look. I like romance books. Jazzy’s are pretty good. She’s never made a secret about her real name, though. Apparently she hates it. She made people start calling her Jazzy when she was in middle school.”

      “Why change her last name if she only hated the first one?”

      “Because of the alliteration.”

      “Good to know.” Quinn sawed into his prime rib, noticing for the first time that Rowan’s plate was filled with bland foods. “Why are you eating rice and vegetables? You’re not really sick, are you?”

      “No, but Michael thinks I’m sick. I can’t be seen eating decadent food if I’m supposed to be under the weather. You’re terrible at playing hooky if you think that’s allowed.”

      Quinn cocked a challenging eyebrow. “I’ll have you know that I’m the king of hooky, Little Miss I Can’t Be Late for My Shift. As for Michael, he’s dining with several of the authors this evening. He spent a good twenty minutes bragging about it. He doesn’t care that you’re sick. In fact, he doesn’t care if you were faking sick.”

      “Really?” Rowan looked hopeful. “Does that mean I can get regular food?”

      “Yes.”

      “Great.” Rowan grabbed her plates to clear them from the table. “Don’t forget where you were in your story. I really am interested in hearing about these Grand Dames. They sound crazy enough to be funny.”

      “They definitely are. Get your crab legs, though. I saw they have lobster tails up there, too. Don’t hold back. You’re fine.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      Quinn took advantage of her absence to make a huge dent in his prime rib. While chewing, he took a long scan of the dining room. He almost fell off his chair when he recognized Paul. He was sitting at the same table as Roxanne and Rosalind — Jazzy was holding court at a table with younger writers — and he seemed to be engaged in a rather energetic conversation with the other assembled authors.

      “I may have gone a little bit overboard,” Rowan said ruefully as she returned. “You have no idea how hungry I am, though. My stomach is growling so loud I’m surprised people aren’t worried that a bear broke loose and is taking over the ship.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Picking up on his distraction, Rowan followed his gaze. When her eyes landed on her father, she didn’t as much as blink.

      “He seems to know them,” Quinn noted. “He doesn’t seem overly comfortable, but he’s putting on a good act. They don’t sense that he’s got other things on his mind. He engages when necessary and then hangs back. He doesn’t want to be the center of attention.”

      “Do you know the others at the table?” Rowan asked. “I’m not familiar with all the authors.”

      “Those two women to his right, that’s Rosalind and Roxanne.”

      “Ah, the Grand Dames.” Rowan perked up. “Do you think he’s tight with them?”

      Quinn watched the interaction for a long time. “No. I think he’s tolerating them for a very specific reason.”

      “And what reason is that?”

      “Because he’s learned how to blend,” he replied simply. “Roxanne and Rosalind fancy themselves the most important people in the room. They think everyone is watching them. They didn’t deny having a problem with Julia joining the group. They kept saying that she only sold so many books because it was a gimmick and they thought the publisher might be lying about the number of units sold.

      “In truth, it was easy to read them,” he continued. “They were jealous that she came out of nowhere and claimed the top spot. To them, she didn’t work for it. She didn’t put the years into the effort like they did. They earned the spot and she fell into it. They didn’t like that.”

      “Jazzy isn’t sitting with them,” Rowan noted, craning her neck. “She’s at a different table, although her crowd looks younger … and giddier. They must not like her either.”

      “Definitely not. They don’t like each other either. There’s a competition between them. There’s also a grudging respect. While they hate each other, they agree the other deserves to be there. They look at Jazzy as a temporary interloper — someone they can tolerate because they don’t believe she’ll hang around over the long haul — and they pretty much boss her around because she lets them get away with it.”

      “How did they view Julia?”

      “As a pretender to the throne.”

      “Do you think that means they’re capable of killing her?”

      “I don’t know. I think anything is possible.” Quinn slowly tracked his eyes back to Paul. “Your father is sitting with them because he knows he’ll blend into the background. Rosalind and Roxanne are the queens of that table, and he’s fine letting them reign. He knows he has to be part of the show, but he’s doing his best to disappear into the background. I find that very interesting.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he’s hiding in plain sight … and doing it well. He’s clearly learned a lot since starting his new life.”

      “Yeah, he’s learned that he doesn’t need me to succeed.”

      Quinn’s gaze was sharp when it snagged with hers. “I need you. I want you. The other stuff ... it’s not important. You don’t have to talk to him if you don’t want to.”

      “That’s not true and you know it. I’ll never forgive myself if I don’t hear him out, learn everything I can possibly learn. If he’s right and there’s potential danger lurking, I need all the information he can give. You know it as well as I.”

      “Then I’ll talk to him.”

      “No. He’s my father. I’m not ready to wash my hands of him completely. At least not yet.”

      “Fair enough. I don’t want you taking this all on yourself, though. We’re a unit. We need to do this together.”

      “I think that sounds fair.”

      “Good. Now ... eat your dinner. After that, I thought we could get a drink at the tiki bar so you can take a shot at relaxing. You’re still a little coiled. I don’t like it.”

      “A drink sounds like a fine idea.”

      “I’m glad you agree.”

      

      ROWAN’S SPIRITS WERE HIGHER when they hit the tiki bar, and she even laughed a few times. Quinn was happy to see her smile, and although it was clear things were weighing on her, she was making a true effort.

      He kept his arm around her waist as he dragged her toward a table, signaled Demarcus for two drinks, and then proceeded to make dirty suggestions to her in an effort to hear her world-famous giggle. He was not disappointed.

      “You two look happy,” Demarcus noted as he delivered rum runners. “You get the signature drink of the ship tonight because I don’t have time to dilly-dally. If you don’t like it, take it up with management.”

      “It’s fine.” Quinn slung an arm around Rowan’s shoulders and smiled at his friend. “Are the writers keeping you on your toes?”

      “You have no idea how much they can drink. I think it has something to do with being creative spirits, but it’s altogether freaky.”

      “Well, you’ll survive.”

      “I will,” Demarcus agreed, looking resigned when one of the people at the bar called out for him. “They tip really well, which is a good thing. I’ll be around later if you want another drink. Don’t leave without saying goodbye. I may need to use you guys as excuses to escape.”

      “You can count on us,” Quinn called out, laughing when Demarcus dropped into a theatrical bow in front of the author who yelled for him. “He likes complaining, but he’s having a good time.”

      “He is,” Rowan agreed. “I ... .” She trailed off when a new figure stepped in front of their table. Her father, a hopeful expression on his face, offered a bright smile as he gestured toward the open booth seat across from them. “May I join you?”

      Rowan looked around, uncertain. “Do you think that’s smart?”

      “I’m a writer on a cruise at a tiki bar. It’s fine.”

      Rowan looked to Quinn for confirmation and he nodded.

      “There’s nothing to worry about, Ro,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Everyone out here is apparently bombed and people are having a myriad of conversations around us. It’s fine.”

      “Then sit down.” Rowan gestured for her father to join them, her shoulders suddenly stiffer than they had been only moments before. “Are you enjoying your time on The Bounding Storm?”

      Paul studied her for a long beat, his eyes speculative. “It’s a beautiful ship,” he said finally. “It has a lot of amenities ... and the sun is always shining.”

      “Not always,” Quinn countered. “We’ve been out here during a few storms that would make you lose your dinner they were so rough. They’re the exception rather than the rule, though. In general, the weather is beautiful and the ship is a small community.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      “It is,” Rowan said. “What about you? You seem to enjoy the company of your fellow authors.”

      “Some of them,” Paul agreed. “Others are ... well, others are a necessary evil.”

      Quinn felt vindicated when Paul uttered the words. “You don’t like Rosalind and Roxanne, do you?”

      “They’re insipid morons. They just happen to be insipid morons who suck up all the oxygen in the room, which means they garner all the attention. I’m simply window dressing in their company and people will forget I was even there.”

      “That’s what I figured.” Quinn sipped his drink and glanced between faces. “Did you have something specific you wanted to say this evening?”

      Paul nodded. “I’m sorry, Rowan.” His voice was soft, his expression earnest as he held his daughter’s gaze. “I didn’t mean to upset you earlier. I was as nervous as you. I don’t think I did a very good job explaining myself.

      “The thing is, though, no matter what excuse I offer, it’s not going to be enough,” he continued. “I didn’t do right by you. I was trying to protect you the only way I knew how, but I mucked everything up and crushed your spirit. You’ll never know how sorry I am for that.”

      Rowan blinked several times in rapid succession. “I know why you did what you did. You’ve been pretty forthcoming with your answers. It’s still hard for me. It hurts to think what it was like sitting by that window and hoping against hope to see the reflection of your headlights when you finally returned home. You never came home, though, and I waited for a really long time.”

      Paul swallowed the lump in his throat. “Baby ... .”

      “You can’t make it right no matter how much you apologize,” Quinn offered. “You have to move forward, not look back.”

      “I know. She still wants information about the past. You can’t say otherwise.”

      “And you owe her those answers.” Quinn was firm. “Maybe not tonight, though. Tonight, maybe you should hear about how she’s been living her life. It might do both of you some good.”

      Paul looked so grateful at the suggestion Rowan had to swallow hard to hold back the tears. “I would love to hear about your life, Rowan. Tell me absolutely everything.”

      Rowan spared Quinn a small smile as he reclined in the booth and wrapped his arm tightly around her shoulders. “Okay, but it’s not all that interesting.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that. I want to hear every second of it. Don’t leave anything out.”

      It wasn’t much, but it was a start. Rowan jumped in with both feet. If she was going to do this, she was going to do it right. She didn’t want further regrets haunting her five days from now. That wouldn’t do anyone any good.
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      Paul gave all appearances of being relaxed, although Quinn could read the hidden interest in his eyes whenever he shifted to look around the tiki bar. He was hyper-vigilant, and that wasn’t something easily faked. Paul didn’t want Rowan to notice him constantly looking over his shoulder, but it was something Quinn couldn’t ignore.

      “What are you worried about?” Quinn asked. The tiki bar was almost completely empty now, but he kept his voice low. “If you’re worried someone is on this ship, you need to tell me so I can protect Rowan.”

      “Rowan is right here,” the woman in question reminded him, her eyes flashing. “I can take care of myself.”

      “Of course you can, sweetheart.” Quinn didn’t miss a beat as he rubbed his hand up and down her back. “We’re going to do it together. That’s what I meant. I simply misspoke.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “That’s not going to work on me. I know what you really meant.”

      He slid her a sidelong look. “Have I ever told you that I think you’re the prettiest woman in the world?”

      “Yes.”

      “I meant it. Right now, I want to keep the prettiest woman in the world safe. I have to ask these questions. I have no intention of cutting you out of the action. I need to know everything, though. There’s no getting around that.”

      Paul heaved out a sigh as he dragged a hand through his hair. He’d thoroughly enjoyed the time spent with Rowan and Quinn, loved the way they interacted and the light that appeared in her eyes whenever he teased her. He didn’t want to bring down the mood of the evening, but he didn’t see where he had a choice.

      “I don’t believe anyone followed me onto the ship,” he said, choosing his words carefully. “I paid close attention when I flew into town, which was three days before we set sail. I moved to a different hotel each night to make sure no one was giving chase. I believe I’m perfectly safe.”

      “And yet you keep looking over your shoulder,” Quinn noted. “I’m guessing you’ve spent the last ten years constantly looking for dark shadows on your tail. That’s an exhausting existence. You seem to be looking for something specific tonight, though.”

      “It’s just ... Julia’s death has thrown me for a loop,” he admitted after a beat, playing with his drink umbrella. “I haven’t been able to shake the idea that her death is somehow tied to me. I know it’s probably ridiculous to think that, but it’s nerve-racking all the same.”

      “I’ve actually considered that,” Quinn admitted.

      Rowan’s eyebrows hopped up her forehead. “You have?”

      He nodded. “We knew your father was coming. We were prepared for it. Of course I was on the lookout for trouble. I simply don’t know if this trouble is related to your father’s trouble.”

      Rowan pursed her lips. “Well, from what you’ve told me, it sounds like she had a lot of enemies. Maybe we shouldn’t chase trouble if we don’t have to. The murder is trouble enough.”

      “It is,” Quinn agreed. “It’s trouble I don’t want. Those Grand Dames I talked to gave me every indication that Roxanne and Rosalind could be involved. That’s how obnoxious they were. I simply don’t know if I can see them strangling a woman with their bare hands. They seem more the type to hire it done.”

      “Maybe they did hire it done,” Rowan suggested. “We don’t know everyone on this ship. Have you looked at their personal assistants? You said Julia had one. I’m guessing the others do as well. They wouldn’t want to look less famous than her.”

      “Have you met them?” Paul interjected, his eyes contemplative.

      Quinn nodded as Rowan shook her head.

      “I know Rosalind and Roxanne a little,” he volunteered. “By that I mean I’ve met them at a few conferences. They’re not easy women to deal with. They both have assistants, and they both treat their assistants like dirt. I don’t happen to believe they’re the type of women who would hire assassins, though.”

      “And you don’t look like the sort of man who has a daughter who can predict death with a camera,” Quinn said quietly. “Looks can be deceiving. Speaking of that, though, why would you attend conferences if you’re in hiding?”

      “Because if I turn into a recluse and never go anywhere, that means someone will make it their life’s mission to track me down and that could turn into a huge story that I most definitely don’t want getting out,” Paul replied. “Nick and I talked about it a long time. When I first decided to make my living writing, I thought I would barely scrape by. Things worked out much better than planned, though, and I’m making a very good living.”

      “So ... you’re basically saying you abandoned your daughter and ended up a millionaire, huh?” Rowan queried, her bitterness on full display. “I guess that’s nice for you.”

      Paul bit back a sigh ... barely. “If you think this was part of the overall plan, you’re mistaken. It simply happened. I was ghostwriting to start and this P.J. Landis thing sort of fell into my lap. Once it happened, though, we had choices to make.”

      “Honestly — and I don’t want to take his side because I’m still angry at what he did to you, sweetie — but honestly, I can see why he did things the way he did,” Quinn admitted, shifting uncomfortably when Rowan’s glare scorched him. “Don’t look at me that way,” he warned, shaking his head. “I promised to be honest with you. I can’t always take your side no matter what.”

      Paul pressed his lips together and nodded. “Thank you.”

      “I would really appreciate it if you didn’t thank me,” Quinn groused. “I hate being on your side, but the way you’ve handled this makes sense.”

      “How so?” Rowan challenged. “How does this make sense?”

      “It’s a private occupation,” Quinn replied without hesitation. “He works from home. There’s no office setting, no background checks, no drug tests or fingerprints.”

      “Then why go to the conferences?” Rowan asked, her eyes flicking to her father. “If you need to hide, why be out in the open like this?”

      Paul looked to Quinn. “I want him to answer, to see if he really gets it.”

      “He’s doing it because there’s no press allowed on this cruise,” Quinn supplied, his mind busy. “No photographs of him will accidentally make it into the newspaper. This is an industry event instead of a fan event, so he’s less likely to end up in anyone’s selfies.

      “I’ve watched him for the better part of the evening,” he continued. “He’s careful to take photos but not appear in them. He’s changed his looks enough that he should be fine anyway, but he’s very diligent and careful about who is taking photos.

      “He also sat at the same table with Rosalind and Roxanne,” he said. “They’re the center of attention, so he can fade into the background. If he sat at a table where people didn’t think they were above everyone else, they might want to take photos with him. He’s ensured that won’t happen.”

      Rowan turned thoughtful. “Basically you’re saying that you can’t be a recluse because it will inspire people to try to track you down, expose your secrets. By going on a cruise like this, though, your name will be a footnote in the festivities, but no one will have a photo of you.”

      Paul bobbed his head, his grin spreading. “Exactly. I’m a public figure ... but not really. It worked out better than I ever envisioned.”

      “And what do you want now?” Quinn asked, opting to get right to the heart of matters. “What do you expect to happen after this visit?”

      “I don’t know.” Paul’s eyes were filled with forlorn sadness as they locked with his daughter’s more reserved orbs. “I just had to see you, Rowan. I couldn’t be away from you. Not again, at least. As for what comes next, I simply don’t know.”

      “Well, I’m going to make some discreet inquiries into the Phoenix Society,” Quinn started.

      “Don’t do that.” Paul vehemently shook his head, desperation creeping in. “They might be able to track the search back to you.”

      “I have a friend with special equipment. I’m going to have him do the deed for me.”

      “Fred?” Rowan asked, referring to his former military buddy.

      Quinn nodded. “He knows what he’s doing. He’ll be able to get us information. Besides that, I need him to check into a few of these Grand Dames for me. We know Jazzy isn’t using her real name. I need to know if Roxanne and Rosalind have different monikers in their everyday lives.”

      “They do,” Paul volunteered. “Trust me. I know. Those are both pen names.”

      Quinn tilted his head to the side, considering. “How do you know that?”

      “Because almost every author in the game is working under some form of a pen name,” Paul replied, matter-of-fact. “That’s why this life is so easy for me. People assume P.J. Landis is a pen name. It’s frowned upon to ask real names, though. It’s an invasion of privacy.”

      “So, you have no idea what Rosalind and Roxanne’s real names are.”

      “I don’t. I’m sorry. I don’t even know how I would get my hands on that information.”

      Quinn heaved out a sigh, his fingers light as they danced along the back of Rowan’s neck. “Well, I can’t rule either of them out. I can’t rule out Jazzy either, but she seems less invested in that group than the others.”

      “Or she’s simply a better actress,” Rowan noted. “We’ve been fooled by good actresses before.”

      “You have a point.” Quinn brushed his lips against her temple before focusing on Paul. “What are your plans for the rest of the cruise? I mean ... are you going to land when we hit the islands or stay close to the ship?”

      “I’ll probably stick close to the ship, although I haven’t made any definitive plans.” His eyes migrated to Rowan. “As for the rest of my time here, I would like to spend as much of it as I possibly can with Rowan.”

      He held up his hand to quiet her before she could offer up a word of protest. “I understand you have work. I’ve witnessed you and Quinn together and know your relationship takes precedence. In addition to that, I don’t expect you to simply accept me back into your life as if nothing has happened.

      “That doesn’t mean I’m not going to try to repair our relationship,” he continued. “I want to spend time with you, Rowan. If I leave this ship and you never want to see me again, at least I know I’ll have tried. I have no intention of backing down from that.”

      Instead of arguing, Rowan merely stared at him for a long beat. Finally, she nodded. “We’ll spend time together, talk a bit. I think we’ve hit our limit for tonight, though. I’m officially exhausted and I cannot miss another day of work tomorrow.”

      “I’m sorry about that.” Paul was appropriately contrite. “You’ll never know how sorry I am.”

      “It’s done.” She slowly got to her feet. “It’s fine. I definitely have to take photos tomorrow, though. In fact, I have to finish loading up the photos I took the first day. I’m behind.”

      “We can claim equipment failure or something,” Quinn suggested. “We’ll make it work.”

      Rowan smiled. “We will.” She extended her hand for her father to shake, a move that caused both men sitting with her to smirk. “Until we meet again tomorrow.”

      Paul wordlessly took her hand, gripped it tightly, and smiled. Quinn, however, couldn’t swallow his laughter.

      “Is it any wonder I love you?” he choked out.

      Rowan winked at him. “I’m a delight, right?”

      “You have no idea.”

      

      TWENTY MINUTES LATER, they were back in Rowan’s room. She took the time to attach her camera to her computer so the photos she took would load and then stripped down to take a quick shower. The dregs of the day were catching up with her and she needed to wash away the heaviness of the emotions threatening to take charge of her fragile psyche.

      Instead of making his usual play to join her, Quinn took his laptop to the bed and emailed Fred. His friend was up and checking his computer at the time so he messaged back, promising he would conduct the searches the next day. If he questioned Quinn’s motivations for wanting the Phoenix Society search done on the down low, he kept his emotions to himself.

      Since Rowan was still in the shower when he was finished, he Googled information on Roxanne and Rosalind himself. He expected to find the normal articles about their book sales, or appearances at various conferences and bookstores. What he didn’t expect to find was a message board dedicated to romance authors, and one of the most popular threads was dedicated to how hateful Rosalind and Roxanne were to their fans. They weren’t the only ones mentioned, either. Julia got prime placement in the hatefest.

      He delved into the thread, his eyes widening at some of the vitriol being spewed around. He was so engrossed in the conversation — which spanned nine months — that he barely noticed when Rowan exited the bathroom.

      “You’re not looking at porn, are you?” she teased, sliding into bed next to him.

      “No, sweetheart,” he murmured, his eyes eagerly scanning the forum. “I found this message board where a bunch of readers who hate Roxanne, Rosalind, and Julia visit on a regular basis to tell tales about the times they’ve met their formerly favorite authors.”

      “Really?” Rowan slipped under the covers and rolled so she could rest her head on Quinn’s shoulder. He automatically slipped his arm under her and tugged her close.

      It was a cozy moment that would’ve been normal on any other night. Tonight, though, an outsider looking in would’ve found it odd. They were searching for potential motives for murder after having drinks with Rowan’s previously-dead father. It was anything but a normal night.

      “I like this one.” Rowan pointed to the screen and read the message out loud. “I met Rosalind Painter at a romance conference in Boston last month. I was so eager to meet her, and I took my favorite book with me in the line so she could sign it. When I got to the front of the line, she seemed nice enough and agreed to sign my book. When she handed it back, I made the mistake of telling her that she was my favorite author ... along with Julia West. The second she heard Julia’s name, she grabbed back my book and wrote a nasty message about how I was apparently illiterate, crossing out the nice things she wrote previously. She was horrible.”

      Quinn smirked. “After meeting her, I can honestly say that doesn’t surprise me. The bitterness in that room was palpable. I honestly liked Jazzy. I don’t want her to be guilty.”

      “She’s probably not.”

      “You were right about not overlooking her, though,” Quinn said. “That would be a mistake, especially given everything we’ve witnessed over the past few months. People we liked, people we thought couldn’t possibly be guilty, turned out to be the bad guys more than once. This could be the same situation.”

      “What would her motive be, though?” Rowan asked. “I mean ... why would she want Julia dead? You said yourself that she wasn’t nearly as worked up as the other two regarding the publishing world or their little group. We saw her at dinner tonight, too. She seemed the low-key sort.”

      “She did,” Quinn confirmed. “To me, she felt like a genuine person. Sure, she was a little eccentric and her eyelashes were weird, but she was the nicest woman in the room. She didn’t give me grief about asking questions either.”

      “I think the real problem is that it sounds like a lot of people had motive for killing Julia,” Rowan noted. “I mean ... it wouldn’t be motive enough for normal people like us, but they don’t sound normal.”

      “I don’t know what to think about any of it.” Quinn snapped his laptop shut and shunted it to the nightstand so he could use his other arm to wrap around Rowan’s waist and drag her on top of him. “As of right now, we don’t have enough information to form an opinion.”

      “So ... what do you want to do?” Rowan’s eyes flashed mischievously. There was light there Quinn worried would never reappear when she was having her mini-breakdown in the afternoon. “I have a few ideas if you need suggestions.”

      “I’m always open to suggestions.”

      “I thought you might say that.”
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      Rowan woke before Quinn for a change. She had the added benefit of sleeping away half the previous day, so she was essentially recharged with the dawn. Because it was warm in the bed — and she was a big fan of sharing Quinn’s body heat — she escaped long enough to grab her laptop from the table and carry it back to the bed so she could remain close to him and still accomplish something with her morning.

      For the next hour, she proceeded to sort through the photos and shuttle them to the correct portal for purchase. If her father was right — and she had no reason to think he wasn’t — she very much doubted that she would be selling a lot of photos this go-around. That didn’t mean she could shirk her duties, and she was determined to take enough photos today to make up for missing her shift when she was feeling down.

      “What are you doing, sweetie,” Quinn murmured, never opening his eyes as he shifted to rest his hand on her flat stomach.

      “Nothing.” Rowan leaned over and pressed a kiss to his brow. “Go back to sleep. I’m just catching up. You still have an hour left.”

      “I want you to sleep with me. You need your rest.”

      “I got twelve extra hours of sleep yesterday,” she reminded him. “I’m perfectly fine.”

      Finally, Quinn wrenched open one eye. “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Sleep. You need it more than me. I’m going to be right here filing photos. When it’s time, I’ll wake you up with a kiss.”

      “Sounds good to me.” For a change, Quinn positioned himself so his head was on her shoulder, his body pressed against hers.

      Rowan was so warm and cozy she thought she might actually doze again, but something caught her attention out of the corner of her eye and when she peered closer at the photograph in question, her heart nearly plummeted to her stomach.

      “Oh, crap.”

      Quinn didn’t exactly slip back into slumber. He was, however, close. When she started cursing under her breath, he reacted instantly. “What’s wrong?” He bolted to a sitting position and glanced around the room. “What is it? Is something wrong?”

      “I’m sorry.” Rowan was furious with herself for waking him. He spent the entire previous day doting on her when he wasn’t working. He needed his rest and she’d obviously ruined the attempt. “I didn’t mean to be so loud. I ... am so sorry.”

      Sympathetic, he gently rubbed his thumb over her cheek. “Ro, tell me what’s going on. There’s no going back to sleep, so there’s no ruining anything.”

      “That’s what I’m sorry about.”

      “Rowan.” Quinn’s eyes lit with determination. “Tell me.”

      She pointed toward the screen. “The last thing we need is another problem, but we officially have one.”

      Quinn followed her finger and frowned when he saw the photograph on her screen. It was of Rosalind. She stood on the deck, her back to the water, and struck a ridiculous pose in a floppy hat. That wasn’t the cause for concern, though. No, the thing that had Rowan worked up was the telltale omen that appeared in the corner of the photograph. Quinn had been around her long enough to recognize it immediately ... and he wasn’t happy with the turn of events.

      “No, no, no.” He grabbed her laptop and looked closer, as if he could make the omen go away if he stared long enough. “She’s going to die.”

      “Unless we do something about it,” Rowan agreed, her expression serious. “I’m sorry. If I’d looked yesterday like I should have ... this is my fault.”

      “Knock that off!” Quinn was in no mood to play the blame game. “You can’t take the weight of the world on your shoulders. It doesn’t work that way. We don’t know that we can save her.”

      Rowan balked. “I know you didn’t like her, but we still have to try.”

      “Oh, we’re going to try.” He was grim. “I just need to decide how.”

      “I have an idea, in case you’re interested.”

      “Really? Lay it on me.”

      

      IF PAUL WAS ANNOYED at being woken so early in the morning for a plotting session, he didn’t show it. He was at Rowan’s room twenty minutes later and he did little more than arch his eyebrows when a shirtless Quinn ushered him into the room.

      “Rowan is in the shower,” Quinn explained. “She’ll be out in a minute.”

      “Okay.” Paul narrowed his eyes as he watched Quinn head to the closet to retrieve a shirt. “Do you live here with her?”

      “What? Oh, no. I have my own room. We spend every night together, though, and for some reason we tend to do it here because her equipment is cumbersome to move around and it’s easier for her to keep it in one place. I move clothes in and out of the closet depending on my laundry schedule.”

      “Uh-huh.” Paul folded his arms over his chest. “I know I have no place saying this, but I’m uncomfortable knowing that you’re sleeping with my daughter. I mean … I kind of knew, but I didn’t know know, if you know what I mean?”

      “Oh, yeah?” Quinn wasn’t about to be bullied. “I’m uncomfortable knowing you abandoned your daughter. I think we both have a few things to get over.”

      Paul scowled. “I don’t think it’s the same thing.”

      “It’s not,” Quinn agreed. “However, I love Rowan and I’m not changing our lifestyle to appease you. I happen to think that I can read her moods fairly well and I know what she needs at any given time. Last night she was so relieved that things didn’t blow up in her pretty face she needed to laugh a little so we watched reruns of The Golden Girls in bed before drifting off. Do you have a problem with that?”

      Paul was understandably flummoxed. “No. I ... no. I don’t have a problem with that.” He was quiet for a beat. “She used to watch that show with her mother. My wife, she loved that show. It was her mother’s favorite and she passed the love on to Rowan.”

      “Rowan is a joy to be around.” Quinn chose his words carefully. “She is the best person I know. She’s still an adult, and we do adult things together. You might think it’s disrespectful to talk about those things, but it is what it is. I’m not leaving her or changing how we do things so you’re going to have to be the one to adjust.”

      Paul held Quinn’s gaze for a long beat before exhaling heavily and nodding. “That seems fair. I’m not trying to be a pain, just so you know. It’s just ... the last time we were together she was a teenager. I would’ve protected her from boys her age if asked – actually even if not asked – and it’s hard for me to get into a different mindset.”

      “I’m not those boys.” Quinn was calm. “I love her. I have no intention of ever being with anyone else again. She’s it for me.”

      “So ... basically you’re saying that I should get used to you, huh?” Paul smiled slyly. “I guess you just put me in my place.”

      “I’m saying that I’m not going anywhere,” Quinn clarified. “You and I are going to have to find a way to coexist if we want her to get everything she’s ever wanted. Now, I don’t know about you, but I want her happy. That means I’m willing to work with you.”

      Paul made a face. “I want her happy, too.”

      “Then suck it up and get over yourself.” All business, Quinn grabbed Rowan’s laptop from the table and held it so Paul could see the screen. “Do you see our problem?”

      Paul furrowed his brow as he stared at the photo, the omen he recognized from Rowan’s childhood staring back at him. “Rosalind is slated to die,” he said dully, rubbing his forehead. “That’s not good.”

      “Definitely not,” Quinn agreed. “The thing is, if a second Grand Dame is in the crosshairs of a killer, I think we can reasonably assume that you’re not involved in what’s happening. The Grand Dames are the targets.”

      “I hadn’t even considered that.” Paul brightened considerably. “That’s good news, right?”

      “Not for Rosalind.”

      “Definitely not for Rosalind.”

      “I’m working some angles to find her real name and dig up information, but I have more people to question today,” Quinn explained. “That means someone has to watch Rosalind. Now, usually I would make my men follow her, but that’s obtrusive and often hard to explain. We have a different situation in this go-around.”

      “What in the … ?” Realization dawned on Paul after the words were already out of his mouth. “Oh, geez. You’re talking about me. You want me to hang out with Rosalind and serve as protection.”

      “No, I want you and Rowan to hang out with Rosalind. It can serve as a bonding exercise while, at the same time, making sure no one strangles her and dumps her over the side of the ship.”

      Paul opened his mouth to argue and then snapped it shut. “You’re very good at manipulating people. I see what you’ve done here.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “I want to spend time with Rowan and you’ve fabricated a way for me to do it. The way just happens to benefit you at the same time.”

      “I’m a great multitasker.” Quinn’s grin was quick and mischievous. “Are you in?”

      Paul nodded without hesitation. “You know I am. I’ll take whatever I can get right now. If I help, Rowan might be willing to loosen up a bit.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Quinn clapped Paul on the shoulder and lowered his voice because the water was no longer running in the bathroom. “Don’t push her too hard. Let her come to you. She’s not going to be able to stop herself from bonding with you because it’s in her nature to love freely.”

      Paul sighed. “You really do know her well.”

      “She’s the one thing in this world I can’t live without. We’re going to have to suck it up and get used to each other. That’s all there is to it.”

      

      PAUL FOLLOWED QUINN’S ADVICE and introduced Rowan to Rosalind shortly after breakfast. He claimed that he was researching life on a cruise ship — the vacation gave him a few story ideas — and Rowan had happily acquiesced to answering questions. To further ensnare Rosalind, Paul suggested that she might want to do the same thing because it would be a lucrative new niche.

      Even though she was initially suspicious, Rosalind acquiesced and agreed to hang with Rowan. The idea of being able to launch her own niche — much like Julia had been able to do — was something Rosalind couldn’t pass up. Paul recognized that and manipulated her accordingly.

      Rowan couldn’t help being impressed. Of course, that didn’t make her like Rosalind one iota more than Quinn did. In truth, the woman was completely and totally insufferable.

      “What are crew rooms like?” Rosalind asked from her spot beneath an umbrella. She was sipping something that suspiciously looked like a Long Island Iced Tea to Rowan, but she didn’t volunteer her early-morning alcohol choices, so Rowan obviously couldn’t question her.

      “My room is pretty small,” Rowan admitted. “I’m guessing the entire thing — including the bathroom — is smaller than your closet.”

      Rosalind frowned. “Well, that’s disconcerting. How do you stay on the ship without getting depressed?”

      Rowan shrugged as she snapped a few photographs of people on the deck. “I don’t really think about it. I’m only in the room for sleep most days. I have an office for work, although I basically split my time between the office and the deck depending on the weather.

      “During the day, I spend all my time on deck working,” she continued. “That’s when we’re at sea, of course. When we’re at port, we spend all our time on the beach or at area stores and restaurants. We still only sleep in the rooms, though.”

      “Hmm.” Rosalind adopted a far-off expression as she tapped her bottom lip and considered her potential story. “Basically you’re saying it’s close quarters. I think I can make this work. Perhaps I’ll have a prince flee his country and head to America on one of those cruises that spans the Atlantic Ocean. He’ll take on a job to hide his identity ... and fall in love with the ship’s photographer. I like where this is heading.”

      Rowan and Paul exchanged a quick look of amusement before hurriedly looking away. If they held eye contact too long, Rowan was afraid one of them (or both, for that matter) would break out in guffaws, and explaining what was funny could very well be disastrous given the size of Rosalind’s ego.

      “That’s definitely a story I would read,” Rowan said finally, tabling her laughter as she took a few more photographs. “P.J. said you would probably have a lot of questions about living on a ship. What other questions do you have?”

      “What about fraternization?” Paul asked quickly, catching Rowan off guard. “Is that allowed, or do you have to hide it?”

      “Very good question.” Rosalind bobbed her head approvingly. “Is it something that has to be kept secret?”

      Rowan shook her head. “We’re allowed to date. I mean ... it’s not supposed to interfere with our duties, but I think the cruise line owners are wise enough to realize that you can’t put hundreds of workers together on a floating island without allowing them to date. That wouldn’t go over well.”

      “Good point.” Rosalind tapped her bottom lip. “I’ve seen you with the rather yummy security chief. Are you two together?”

      Frankly, Rowan was surprised that Rosalind took the time to focus on anybody but herself. In truth, the woman was insufferable. She was full of herself and derogatory to others. It was an annoying combination.

      “We are together,” Rowan confirmed, seeing no reason to lie. “He’s a wonderful man.”

      “He’s a handsome man,” Rosalind corrected. “He looks like he should be on the front cover of a book. That’s exactly what we told him when he met with us.”

      Rowan tried to picture Quinn standing shirtless in front of a motorcycle, or in nothing but a tie, and smiled. He would look better on a cover than most. Of course, she could pretty much guess exactly how he reacted to the possibility of posing for Rosalind’s books.

      “I’m guessing Quinn turned you down,” Rowan said, biting back laughter. “Was he at least polite when doing it?”

      “He was very polite, but I don’t think he realizes what a goldmine he’s passing up. He could be one of the most popular cover models out there. He wouldn’t even have to show his face if that’s an issue. A lot of the covers just show chests.”

      “Really?” Despite herself, Rowan was intrigued. “Maybe I’ll get him to pose for me and sell the photos for covers. If no one knows it’s him, it might be sort of fun ... especially the modeling sessions.”

      Paul scorched her with a look. “I’m starting to get uncomfortable.”

      That was an odd thing to say but, as usual, Rosalind was so caught up in herself she didn’t even notice.

      “I don’t want you selling his photos to just anyone,” she countered. “I want to use him for my books. I want exclusive rights. Work it out for me and perhaps I’ll be able to get you a job helping with cover design and you can leave this life of drudgery.”

      The comment grated, and it took everything Rowan had for her not to explode. “That’s a nice offer,” she said finally. “I have a contract to fulfill, though. I’m on The Bounding Storm for at least another year and a half.”

      “Too bad for you.” Rosalind was blasé as she craned her neck to look for a waitress. “I need another drink. The staff here isn’t very good, are they?”

      Paul’s expression was thoughtful when Rowan risked a glance in his direction. “I didn’t realize how that worked. You’re not hourly employees, huh?”

      Rowan shook her head. “Salaried. It works out because a lot of the time we have to work late when the ship is at sea. When we return to port, though, we get extra free time. I actually like it a great deal and I wasn’t sure I would.”

      “Do you plan on staying here for good, though? I mean ... is this going to be your career?”

      Rowan wasn’t sure how to answer. She and Quinn had talked about the future, but it was in very vague ways. She honestly had no idea where they would end up.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think we’ll stay on the ship forever. Where we’ll end up is the ultimate question. I like the beach ... and the water. I would like to end up in a place where I have access to both. I guess that’s something we’ll have to tackle down the road.”

      “Yeah.” Paul licked his lips. “I live on a lake. It’s not the same as an ocean, but it’s nice.”

      “A lake, huh?” Rowan tried to picture her father living on a lake after she spent ten years assuming he drove into one and died. “I guess that sounds nice.” Her voice was shaky. “Do you always think you’ll live on a lake?”

      “I don’t know. I have no idea what the future holds.”

      “I live in a penthouse,” Rosalind volunteered, even though absolutely no one was interested. “It looks over Central Park. I have a maid ... and a butler ... and an assistant. I have a personal masseuse, too. His name is Jorge and I insist he conduct my massages shirtless.”

      Rowan snapped her head in Rosalind’s direction. “What? That’s sexual harassment.”

      Rosalind snorted. “It most certainly is not. It would only be sexual harassment if I was a man and he was a woman.”

      “I don’t think that’s how it works.”

      “Well, I know how it works and it’s fine.” Rosalind was firm. “Now ... I need another drink and the waitstaff on this ship is abysmal.” She pushed her empty glass toward Rowan. “Be a dear and get me another cocktail, will you? I’ll have more questions prepared when you get back.”

      Rowan glared daggers at the back of Rosalind’s head but acquiesced. The whole point of the morning activities was to keep the woman safe ... even if she was absolutely horrible in every way imaginable.

      “Sure. I’ll get your drink. Long Island Iced Tea, right?”

      “Yes, but keep that to yourself. I don’t want anyone knowing I’m drinking before noon. That’s often frowned upon in polite circles.”

      “It will be our little secret.”
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      A morning spent with Rosalind was almost more than Rowan could bear. When Quinn joined their little group, he managed to serve as something of a distraction ... although it wasn’t the sort of distraction he enjoyed.

      “There you are.” Rosalind was three-quarters of the way to drunk and she waved gaily at him from beneath the huge hat. “We were just talking about you.”

      “You were?” He arched an eyebrow and looked to Rowan for confirmation.

      Puzzled, Rowan merely shook her head. “Not really.”

      “Yes, we were.” Rosalind shook her glass. “It’s empty again.”

      Paul collected the glass from her but didn’t move to refill it. “I think you should have lunch before you continue with ... your other plans.” He looked pained at having to be the voice of reason, but he didn’t back down. “If you don’t eat something and soak up all that alcohol, you’re going to lose the day.”

      Rosalind’s expression turned dark. “Why do you care?”

      “I’m simply looking out for you.”

      “And he’s right,” Quinn said. “If you get too drunk, my team will have to escort you to your room until you sleep it off.” Honestly, he was intrigued by the prospect. That would save them some worry for a few hours. “It’s up to you, of course, but I would suggest getting lunch and allowing your system a bit of time to regroup.”

      Rosalind’s expression switched to one of open flirtation when she turned back to Quinn. “Has anyone ever told you that you could be a model?”

      Rowan pressed her lips together to keep from laughing at Quinn’s expression. “Actually, now that she mentions it, we did talk about that earlier. She wants you to be on the cover of her books.”

      “I’m well aware,” Quinn muttered.

      “You left that out when telling me the story of your initial meeting yesterday.”

      “There’s a reason.”

      Rowan knew exactly what that reason was. “I told her that I thought you would make a fantastic cover model. I think, if I take the photos, we could make a killing together.”

      Quinn extended a warning finger. “Don’t go there.”

      “Why not?” Her tone was wheedling. “Don’t you want to be the object of fantasy the world over for women of varying ages and economic status? I mean ... you could be the imaginary boyfriend of thousands if you wanted.”

      “I prefer being the real-life boyfriend of one person ... although you’re testing that theory with this nonsense.”

      Rowan understood he was simply being blustery because he was uncomfortable, and she couldn’t stop herself from laughing. “Well, I’m not going to push you into anything you don’t want. It was merely a suggestion.”

      “That’s how I feel about that book we’re going to read together,” he shot back, his eyes firing. “I found a copy in the bookstore, by the way. Guess what we’re going to start reading as a couple tonight.”

      Rowan’s face fell. “I thought you forgot about that book.”

      “Nope.”

      “What book?” Paul was legitimately curious. “Is it something I would like?”

      Rowan was mortified. “No. I ... no.”

      Quinn’s smile turned sly, but he wisely didn’t continue the discussion. “It’s an in-joke. You wouldn’t get it.”

      “I would like to get it,” Rosalind drawled, her fingers playfully moving over Quinn’s forearm. “I can show you one of my books, if you prefer.”

      “I definitely don’t want that.” Decisively, Quinn gripped Rosalind under the arm and drew her to her feet. “Come on. I think it’s time for lunch. I’m guessing your cabal of writers are already seated and ready to adore you.”

      Rosalind brightened considerably. “That’s something to look forward to, huh?”

      “Yes. We’re all delighted to be a part of it.”

      

      ROSALIND SAT WITH HER WRITER friends at the center table twenty minutes later, immediately talking over the conversation so she could be the center of attention. She had a huge plate of food that Quinn gathered for her, but she largely ignored it as she started telling wild stories about her writing career. Since Roxanne had been the center of attention only minutes before, she didn’t look happy about having her position usurped.

      “They’re an odd bunch,” Rowan noted as she spread mustard on her sandwich bread and watched the scene from their usual table. Rosalind had forgotten all about them when they hit the dining room so there was no need to force themselves to sit through a meal with her when they could get a break from her overbearing presence. “It’s like being back in high school. The popular kids get most of the attention, only this time it’s because they’re rich, not pretty or easy.”

      Paul slid her a sidelong look. “You were popular in high school.”

      “Not really. I was on the yearbook staff and only went out on weekends. I barely dated. People didn’t know I was alive.”

      “I’m guessing part of that is because you were desperate to keep your secret,” Quinn noted, dipping his fries in vinegar as he smushed down his burger. “You probably had trouble trusting people because you were afraid they would turn on you. Teenagers aren’t exactly known for their loyalty.

      “It’s not their fault either,” he continued, oblivious to the way Paul looked at him. “Teenagers want to be the same because it’s bad to stand out from the pack. You’ve always been a unique and special person, so you were destined to stick out. As an adult, that’s benefitted you because people are drawn to what’s different. As a teenager, though, it’s frowned upon.”

      “How do you know all that?” Paul asked finally. “Did Rowan tell you that?”

      He shrugged. “We’ve discussed what it was like for her in school. I understand that your instincts would’ve been to protect her. That’s why you made sure she kept her ability secret.”

      “It was more than that,” Paul intoned, his expression darkening. “I didn’t want word getting out around the school in case anyone was positioned in the staff to watch Rowan. I didn’t know if it was a possibility, but I certainly didn’t want to risk it.”

      Both hands clamped around his massive burger, Quinn paused before taking a bite. “I didn’t even consider that. Do you think they would’ve gone that far?”

      Paul shrugged, noncommittal. “I don’t know. I don’t know what’s legitimate fear and what’s paranoia. They showed up three months before I left, asking about Rowan because they heard she’d warned Cissy Markham that she was going to die. It turns out Cissy had a bad heart, but they managed to fix her issues before anything happened and she survived. She told anyone who would listen that Rowan saved her.”

      “Really?” Quinn shifted to look at Rowan. “You didn’t tell me that story.”

      “I can’t keep track of all the times I warned people when I was a kid,” Rowan supplied. “There were several years in there where I got a big head and convinced myself that what was happening was a gift from God.

      “I started going to church three times a week because I thought that would make me see things clearer,” she continued. “I was having a good run there for a bit — had managed to save three people in a row — and then one of my classmates died. Jennifer Butterfield.”

      “What happened to her?”

      “She was killed in a car accident,” Paul replied, his expression hard to read. “Rowan warned her that something bad was going to happen. Jennifer was scheduled to go on a trip with her family to California and canceled because she was so upset. The plane crashed.”

      “Oh, geez.” Quinn grabbed Rowan’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “You saved her from the plane crash.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t save the other people on the plane, though,” Rowan noted. “I know it’s ridiculous to blame myself, but I was drowning in guilt for a bit. I had trouble sleeping because of it. Still, I could put up with it because I managed to save Jennifer. I thought there was a reason it happened.”

      “And then Jennifer died anyway,” Paul explained when Quinn shot him a questioning look. “Rowan started asking a lot of questions that couldn’t be answered. Did Jennifer die because Rowan warned her? Maybe the plane wouldn’t have gone down if Jennifer had been on it, although I don’t know how she got that one into her head. It was a rough period.”

      Quinn wasn’t sure how to respond, how to soothe. He’d never really given much thought to the anguish Rowan had probably faced over the years when she couldn’t save someone. Sure, he’d witnessed the after-effects when she couldn’t play hero on the ship, but that was years after she’d wrapped her head around things and was emotionally mature enough to handle the emotions associated with failure.

      “Sweetie .... .”

      “It’s fine.” Rowan waved off whatever he was going to say. “I came to grips with it — at least as much as I’m able — years ago. I don’t think talking about it now is going to help matters.”

      “I guess.” Quinn wasn’t convinced, but he wasn’t inclined to push her in front of an audience. “Tell me about your morning with Rosalind. Did you learn anything of interest?”

      “Not really,” Paul replied, picking at his salad. “Rosalind is a difficult woman. Frankly, I’m surprised someone hasn’t tried to kill her before this.”

      Rowan shot her father a quelling look. “That’s kind of mean. She wasn’t that bad.”

      “Really? She keeps trying to get your boyfriend to strip down and pose for a cover.”

      “I want my boyfriend to do that,” Rowan admitted, grinning when he poked her side. “Come on. Think of the money we could make. We’ll be rich.”

      “It’s not going to happen. Although, I might be convinced to pose for you in private one day. Not until after this one is solved, though.”

      Paul made an odd throat-clearing sound and stared at his plate. “I know I don’t deserve honored status or anything, but can you not make those jokes in front of me? To me, she’s six and wearing pigtails, bringing her Where the Wild Things Are book to my office so I can read it to her before bed.”

      “A Where the Wild Things Are fan, huh?” Quinn smirked. “I am, too. As for your complaint, Paul, I guess that’s only fair. I’ll stop saying things like that in front of you.”

      Paul looked relieved. “It’s greatly appreciated. Although ... you need to call me P.J. here.”

      Quinn realized his mistake right away. “I’m sorry. That honestly is on me. I know better.” He looked around to make sure no one was paying attention to them. “I’ll make sure I don’t do that again.”

      “The good news is, the more I think about it, the more I believe that Julia’s death is separate from my issues,” Paul offered. “I think it’s impossible that the threat on Rosalind’s life isn’t tied to what happened to Julia. The odds of both those events being tied to me have to be slim.”

      “That would be my guess,” Quinn agreed, wiping the corners of his mouth with his napkin. “Don’t drop your guard, but I definitely don’t believe there’s reason to panic.”

      “What are you leaning toward for motive?” Paul asked, smirking when Rowan shot him a surprised look. “I understand about investigations even though I tend to lean toward science fiction. Technically, I’ve been running my own investigation for decades as I research the Phoenix Society.”

      “I have a friend on that and he knows to be discreet,” Quinn said. “That same friend is trying to track down information on Roxanne and Rosalind. I need real names to do a criminal background check.”

      “Why can’t you use their pen names for that?” Paul queried. “I mean ... I believe they’re essentially living under those names. They certainly answer to them and never correct anyone when being referred to under those monikers.”

      “It’s not that simple. Legal transactions, such as buying homes and opening bank accounts, has to occur under a real name. They can’t get driver’s licenses or credit cards under their pen names unless they legally change their names.

      “Now, I’m not ruling out the possibility that they did that,” he continued. “I still want to know their real names so I can look at their relatives. Besides, you never know, there might be something funky in one of their backgrounds.”

      “Like being tried for murder?”

      “Maybe, although I doubt it. Someone would’ve released that to the media if that were the case. There might’ve been old larceny charges or something, though. I don’t know that I expect to find anything.”

      “You have to look, though,” Rowan surmised. “That makes sense.” Her gaze floated back to Rosalind. “I don’t want to throw a wrench into your plans because I know you dislike her — heck, I’m pretty sure everyone dislikes her — but she doesn’t strike me as capable of murder. She could barely lift her own glass.

      “Those bins were deep,” she continued, holding up her hand for emphasis. “I think it would take a decent amount of upper body strength to toss a body into one of them. Julia looked to be about a hundred and forty pounds I would guess. So, not big. When dealing with dead weight, though, that would be cumbersome.”

      “How do you know about dead bodies?” Paul asked curiously. “When did that become part of your knowledge base?”

      Rowan shrugged. “I worked as a newspaper photographer. You pick things up here and there. Since I’ve hooked up with Quinn, we’ve had our fair share of bodies. You would be surprised at the things you pick up.”

      Sadness momentarily washed over Paul’s features. “I didn’t want this life for you. You shouldn’t have to know things like that.”

      “I happen to love my life,” Rowan said. “I’m not sorry how things turned out. I wish I hadn’t been left — I’ll probably always wish that — but that’s what brought me here. I don’t know that I ever would’ve had the strength to leave Michigan if you were still there. Perhaps you did more for me than you realized when you abandoned me.”

      Paul’s eyes flashed at the word “abandoned,” but he didn’t get a chance to comment because Quinn offered up a quick headshake and inclined his chin toward a spot over Paul’s left shoulder. When the older man shifted to look, he found Lila Valentine heading in his direction.

      “What’s this about?” he muttered under his breath.

      “I have no idea,” Quinn replied. “That’s Julia West’s assistant.”

      “Really?” Paul plastered a fake smile on his face and greeted her with a hearty hello. “Do you need something?”

      If Lila was uncomfortable with being the center of attention, she didn’t show it. “Well, I was hoping to talk to you, Mr. Landis.” She shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable. “If that’s okay, I mean.”

      “I don’t see why it wouldn’t be okay.” He patted the open seat between Quinn and himself. “Have you met Mr. Davenport and Ms. Gray? They work on the ship. I’ve been questioning them because I have ideas about setting a book on a cruise ship and they’re helping with my research.”

      Quinn was impressed with the smooth way he delivered the information. It was doubtful Lila would care why the trio was eating together, but if someone questioned her, she would have the story at the ready. That was a good thing.

      “That sounds nice. I bet it’s a good book.” Lila wiggled on the chair, clearly searching for courage. Finally, she blurted out what she’d approached the table to say. “You don’t have an assistant, right? That’s what everyone says. You’re notorious for doing everything yourself.”

      “I’m old school,” Paul volunteered. “I’m something of a control freak so I like doing the work myself.”

      “But you should focus on your words,” Lila argued. “You need to get the writing done. If you hired an assistant — me, for example — I could do all the other work you don’t have time for. Think of the extra hours that would garner.”

      Paul’s expression was kindly as he studied the young woman’s morose features. “You’re out of a job now that Julia is dead, huh?”

      “I am and I’m worried. I want to find a new job as soon as possible.”

      “I can’t help you.” Paul almost looked sad. “I wish I wasn’t the control freak I am but hiring you would be like throwing money out the window because I would still feel the need to do everything myself.”

      “Okay.” Lila was resigned. “I’m sorry I bothered you.”

      “Don’t be sorry.” He patted her arm before she could flee. “I’ll ask around and see if anyone is hiring or looking to upgrade. The fact that you not only worked for Julia, but also put up with her attitude, should make you highly sought after. I bet you’re not unemployed for long.”

      “I hope not.” Lila was morose. “I wanted to make this my long-term position. If someone doesn’t hire me ... .” She left it hanging and collected herself. “Anyway, thank you for your time. If you hear anything, please let me know.”

      “I’ll definitely do that.” Paul watched her go, a mixture of amusement and sympathy warring for supremacy on his handsome face. “She’s worried now, but someone will snap her up. She’s too valuable to let walk away from the business.”

      “She seems a little lost right now,” Quinn agreed. “She’s not our big worry, though. Our big worry is Rosalind. I don’t know how we’re going to be able to keep an eye on her twenty-four hours a day without her getting suspicious.”

      “That is a quandary,” Paul agreed. “We should put our heads together and come up with something. We probably don’t have a lot of time.”

      That’s exactly what Rowan was worried about. Time. She could feel it ticking away in the back of her head. She didn’t take it as a good sign.
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      Rowan spent the afternoon taking photographs. She had no choice. If she didn’t upload at least a hundred snapshots to the portal before the end of the day, she was convinced she would get in trouble. Quinn told her that was ridiculous and he would take care of it, but she was a rule follower in general.

      That left Quinn to watch Rosalind, which he opted to do from a safe distance. Paul joined him.

      “You seem at home here,” Paul noted as he sipped an iced tea in the shade. “How long have you been here?”

      “Not overly long. Longer than Rowan, but that’s not saying much.”

      “And you helped her when she first arrived, right?”

      Quinn shrugged. “She was acting squirrelly. I couldn’t figure out what she was doing, why she was watching one of our passengers the way she was. At first I thought maybe she was a thief or something — which seems ridiculous in hindsight — but I constantly caught her spying on people.”

      Paul chuckled at the mental image Quinn was conjuring. “She never was very stealthy.”

      “No, but we’ve been working on it. Eventually she admitted what was going on and she showed the omen to me. I saw it, wasn’t sure I believed it, but then when the passenger ended up dead ... well, I came to realize pretty quickly that she was telling me the truth.”

      “Is that when you started dating?”

      “Not exactly. We worked together for a few days. I convinced myself I was merely helping her and that it didn’t mean anything. Then I realized that I was wildly attracted to her. Fighting that seemed impossible. Then we started dating.”

      “And you’ve been together ever since.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “No break-ups?”

      Quinn slid Paul a sidelong look. “What is it exactly that you’re asking?”

      “Nothing,” Paul said hurriedly, leaning forward. “I wasn’t asking anything. I was just curious.”

      Quinn studied the man for what felt like a long time. In reality, it was probably only a few seconds. Still, he couldn’t shake the idea that Paul was holding something back. Slowly, realization began to dawn and suspicion took shape.

      “You’re trying to decide if you can convince Rowan to leave the ship with you.” It was a statement, not a question.

      Paul balked. “I didn’t say that.”

      “But you’re thinking it.”

      “I ... maybe.” Paul was pained as he met Quinn’s steady gaze. “I know you don’t see this because you think what I did was unforgivable — and I don’t forgive myself, so don’t assume that — but I miss her. I’ve missed her for the past ten years.

      “Living without her is like living without a limb,” he continued. “Worse, it’s like living without a heart. The way my life is set up now, she could come with me and I would be able to keep her safe.”

      “How?” Quinn’s pulse sped up. “How are you going to protect her?”

      “We’re going to hide.”

      “Is that how you want her to live her life?”

      “Well ... no, but it’s the best option for her.”

      “No, it’s the best option for you.” Quinn’s temper ratcheted up a notch. “You want her to give up the life she’s building to live in hiding with you. How is that going to work exactly? Will you live in a house together in the middle of the woods in another country? What about what she wants? What about what she needs?”

      “You’re getting upset for no good reason.” Paul kept his voice low. “I have her best interests at heart.”

      “No, you don’t. You want to take her from the light and hide her in the dark. She lives out in the open here. She has friends. She has a job she likes. Sure, it’s not the perfect job, but she enjoys it.”

      “And she has you,” Paul surmised. “That’s the part you’re leaving out. You don’t want her to leave you.”

      The mere suggestion sent Quinn’s heart tumbling. “You’re right. I don’t want that. If I thought that’s what she wanted, though, I would let her go.”

      “I don’t think you would. You would fight for her.”

      Quinn tilted his head to the side, considering. “Actually, you’re right. I would fight for her. If I thought the only way to keep her safe was to go into hiding, though, I would go with her. If you don’t think I would spend my last breath protecting her, then you haven’t been paying attention to what’s been going on here for the last three days.”

      Paul worked his jaw, unsettled. “So ... you would want to come with us?”

      That was the last thing Quinn wanted. The idea of tucking his tail between his legs and racing off to an unknown location to hide was distasteful to him. It was, however, better than losing Rowan. “I would want what’s best for her,” he replied, choosing his words carefully. “I can’t make that decision without her, though. If you want to suggest running away to Rowan, that’s your right.”

      “And you would simply allow that?”

      “I’m not her keeper.”

      “You’re her protector.”

      “I will protect her. I’m not her protector, though. She’s capable of protecting herself. She’s good at it. She’s strong ... and unbelievably smart. She’ll make her own decision on the matter.”

      “And you’re not going to give me grief if I ask her?” Paul looked dubious. “That seems to be the opposite of what I’ve discovered about your relationship.”

      “Well, you don’t really know either of us, so I don’t know how you can say that with a straight face.”

      “I know my daughter.”

      “You know who your daughter was. You know the child. The woman is something else entirely, and she’s been forced to take care of herself for a very long time. The woman is not the child.”

      “I’m going to bring it up. I can’t stand the idea of walking away again.”

      “That’s your prerogative.” Quinn managed to bite back his rage as he turned back to watch Rosalind. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a job to do. I don’t much care for your company right now.”

      Paul wanted to continue arguing, perhaps find a way to cause Quinn to snap. That would’ve been easier, of course. Making him out to be the bad guy would make Paul feel better. Quinn’s resolve was such that he refused to be baited, though. Paul couldn’t blame the man for not wanting him around.

      “I am sorry,” Paul said as he slowly got to his feet. “I don’t want to hurt you. You’ve been wonderful to my daughter, taken care of her when I should’ve been the one rushing to her aid. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Just go.”

      “I’m going. I just ... I’m sorry.” With those words, he turned on his heel and disappeared down the deck. He went off in search of Rowan — something Quinn recognized — but the security guru didn’t make a move to stop him.

      In this particular case, Rowan had her own choices to make.

      

      PAUL FOUND ROWAN INSIDE. She was heading toward her office to upload photos and he asked if he could accompany her.

      “It’s not going to be very exciting,” she warned, leading him through the labyrinth of hallways that only employees were allowed to traverse. “In fact, it’s probably going to be pretty boring.”

      “I don’t care about that. I just want to spend time with you.”

      “Okay.” If Rowan picked up on the fact that her father was edgy, she didn’t let on. Instead, they lapsed into amiable silence as they cut through the bowels of the ship. Paul didn’t speak again until she keyed them into her office and the door shut behind them.

      “This is a nice space.” He looked around appreciatively. “It’s fairly big. I was expecting a closet.”

      “The offices on this level are all big,” Rowan explained as she plugged in her laptop and booted it up. Quinn’s office is right next door.”

      “Oh, do you guys spend a lot of time down here?”

      “Not really.” Rowan’s attention was fixed on her computer screen so she didn’t notice the furtive way Paul looked toward the framed photograph on her desk. It featured Rowan and Quinn, this time dressed for a night out, and they were beaming broadly at the camera. “He’s down here more than me because he has employee meetings and the like. I come down here and work if we have plans to go to dinner or something after, though. It’s nice to be close to him even if we’re not sharing the same space.”

      “Yes, well ... .” Paul realized very quickly that he was losing his nerve. “You haven’t asked a lot of questions since we agreed to start anew. I can’t help being surprised by that.”

      “What do you want me to ask?” Rowan finally flicked her eyes to him as she reached for a cord to connect her camera to the computer. “I thought you didn’t know any more than you volunteered.”

      “I told you everything that I thought you would be interested in.”

      “Yeah?” She inclined her chin toward one of the chairs on the other side of her desk. “Why don’t you have a seat? You’re making me nervous.”

      “Sorry.” He did as instructed, rubbing his sweaty palms over his shorts. “It feels closed-in here, doesn’t it? You have that little window, but it doesn’t allow for a lot of light.”

      Rowan shifted her gaze to the porthole in question. Since her office was on one of the lower levels, the space boasted portholes rather than windows. It took her a bit to get used to it, but now she kind of liked it.

      “Are you claustrophobic? I don’t remember you being claustrophobic.”

      “I’m not claustrophobic,” he clarified quickly. “I simply don’t like feeling closed in. That happened during the college experiments, mind you. They put us in rooms during the drug protocol and locked the doors so we couldn’t escape while under the influence.”

      Rowan furrowed her brow. “What drug protocol?”

      “Didn’t I mention that part?”

      “No. I’m pretty sure I would’ve remembered that.”

      “We had a two-week span where they tested various intravenous and psychedelic drugs on us. It was a very intense period.”

      “You just let these people shoot you up with drugs?” Rowan was incredulous. “What kind of moron would do something like that?”

      Paul’s smile turned rueful. “You really need to learn to form an opinion.”

      Instead of smiling, Rowan doubled down. “I’m serious. You were very strident when it came to talking to me about drugs. I’m pretty sure one of the first things you ever told me was to make sure I didn’t accept something from someone and take it without question. You said, even if it’s Advil, to make sure I’m a hundred-percent positive what I’m shoving in my mouth.”

      “Yes, well ... I guess you could say I was so militant about that because I knew a little something about it. If you think I’m proud that I let them experiment on me that way, I’m not. They swore up and down at the time that the drugs were harmless, but after the fact, I’m not so sure that was true.

      “There was a time I believed the drugs might have been involved in your mother’s death,” he continued, his expression turning cloudy. “I don’t know that my belief was warranted or realistic, but the doctor couldn’t find any reason for your mother to be as sick as she was.”

      “She had cancer,” Rowan pointed out, her heart rolling painfully. “She died of cancer. I ... you said she died of cancer.” She searched her memory. “I heard you talking to the doctor. If it wasn’t cancer, what was it?”

      “It was cancer,” Paul said hurriedly, hating the way her cheeks flushed with color. “It’s just ... the cancer was very resistant to treatment. When she was first diagnosed, her chances were good. Every single thing that could’ve gone wrong with her treatment went wrong.

      “I found myself sitting by her bedside, holding her hand, and wondering if whatever drugs they fed us during that clinical trial somehow led to her death,” he said. “She was too young to die. I loved her so much, though, that I can’t decide if I really believed that or if I simply wanted someone to blame.”

      The photos on her laptop seemingly forgotten, Rowan leveled her gaze on him. “Did you have an autopsy?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?”

      “She died of cancer. Nothing abnormal came from the autopsy.”

      “Well ... I guess that’s good.” Rowan said the words, but she wasn’t sure if she meant them. In truth, she went through a period where she wanted to blame the world for her mother’s death, too. She managed to overcome the feelings, but it was a long slog. “You really believe this Phoenix Society is something to fear, don’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t have left you otherwise.”

      “I’m starting to see that,” she acknowledged, sympathy washing over her. This man wasn’t the one she remembered. He was a broken-down version of her father who had obviously been through hell. That didn’t mean she wasn’t keen to know him. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure something out. I’m sure there will be a way for us to see each other again ... somehow.”

      “I’ve already figured that out.” Paul recognized his opening and barreled forward. “You can come with me. Once we dock back in Florida, you can pack your things and disembark. We’ll be out of the country before anyone knows you’re gone.”

      The suggestion was so absurd Rowan could do nothing but openly gape.

      “I have a big house in the country,” he continued, oblivious. “It’s a manor house in the English countryside. Do you remember when we used to have tea parties when you were little? You always said you wanted a manor house ... so that’s what I bought.

      “There’s plenty of room for you there,” he said. “You don’t have to work. I have more than enough money. You can take all the photos you want, maybe focus on the scenery so you don’t have to worry about the omens, and we’ll live the rest of our lives in hiding. It will be perfect.”

      Rowan finally found her voice, although it was weak. “You can’t be serious.”

      “I am. I’ve already talked to Quinn about it, if that’s your worry. I explained I didn’t want to hurt him, but I planned on giving you the option. I know it’s a big change for you — and it will hurt a bit to let him go — but you’ll see it’s for the best over the long haul.”

      “Have you eaten a big plate of crazy since lunchtime?” Rowan challenged, her cheeks flushing. “I mean ... seriously?”

      Paul worked overtime to tamp down his frustration with her attitude. “It’s best for both of us.”

      “It’s best for you,” Rowan countered, echoing Quinn’s earlier words. “It’s not best for me.”

      “Because of Quinn? Is it that you don’t want to leave him? He didn’t come right out and say it, but he insinuated he would go with us if it came to it. I’m sure if you ask ... .”

      “We’re not living our lives in hiding.” Rowan was firm as she rested her palms on her desk and stared hard at her father. “I’m building a life with Quinn and it’s going to be out in the open. Eventually we’re going to get married and have kids.”

      “Things change.”

      “That won’t. We’ve already talked about it.”

      Paul’s expression turned dark. “And what will you do if the Phoenix Society comes for your children?”

      “We’re going to settle whatever we need to with them before it becomes an issue,” Rowan replied without hesitation. “I don’t know who these people are. I recognize you’re legitimately terrified of them. Perhaps I’m stupid for not feeling the same fear, but I have no doubt that we’ll solve this particular problem before it becomes an issue.

      “Even if you want to blame Quinn for my decision — which is stupid, but you seem determined to blame someone — he’s not the reason,” she continued. “I love him. There’s no doubt about that. Even if there was no Quinn, though, I wouldn’t go with you.”

      “But ... why?”

      “Because I don’t want to live in the shadows. I love the sun and I want to be in it.”

      “There’s sun in England ... sometimes.”

      “You know what I mean.” Rowan turned rueful. “I’m sorry if you had some grand plan and I’m crushing it, but I can’t believe you honestly thought that would happen. I’m not living in a world where it’s necessary to constantly be afraid. That’s not who I am.”

      “Quinn knew,” Paul muttered, shaking his head. “That’s why he told me to go ahead and bring it up. He knew you wouldn’t agree.”

      “I would say so. He knows me better than anyone.”

      “He said that, too. I didn’t want to believe him. I mean ... you’re my daughter.”

      “I am, but I’m an adult now. Maybe you can’t see it because you missed the transition. I don’t need someone to protect me. That doesn’t mean I don’t want you in my life. You could work with us to face this problem if you wanted, you know. We could do it together ... and then live in the open together.”

      Paul’s face went ashen. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. What if they come after us?”

      “You make it sound as if that’s inevitable. Perhaps we should be planning for it rather than trying to hide from it. That’s just a suggestion, though.

      “Either way, I’m not going into hiding,” she said. “My life is with Quinn. For now, that means we’re staying here. After that? I’m not sure what will come. I know we’ll be together when we face it, though. That’s enough for me.”

      Paul was impressed with her fortitude but remained worried. He didn’t know if he had the strength to join them, and that was a small tear that he feared would widen to the point where it swallowed him whole.

      He wasn’t a coward and yet he was afraid. Could he come back into the light like she suggested? Did he even want that?
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      Paul didn’t bring up the idea of Rowan leaving with him after the cruise again. Instead, he watched her work for a bit and then excused himself to take a nap before dinner.

      Worried, Rowan called out to him before he could disappear through the door. “Will I see you again?”

      The fear in her voice was enough to cause Paul’s stomach to clench. “Why would you ask that? Of course you’ll see me again.” Even though he feigned ignorance, he knew exactly why she would ask the question. He was never going to be nominated for Father of the Year, and that was a vicious rip compared to the small tears he’d been enduring since showing himself to Rowan.

      He had to fix what he’d broken, and he had no idea how.

      “I’ll see you for dinner. We have to keep using the ruse that I’m getting information from you for a book, but you’ll definitely see me for dinner.”

      Her relief was palpable as some of the stress vacated her shoulders. “Okay. Great. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

      Paul was meandering down the hall, his mind busy, when Quinn landed on the office floor. He exited the elevator and pulled up short when he caught sight of Rowan’s father. The anger he thought dissipated after their previous conversation returned with a vengeance.

      “Is Rowan in her office?”

      Paul nodded as he studied the taciturn security guard. He could feel the rage rolling off him in waves. “I’m sorry.”

      “You’re sorry?”

      His eyes suddenly glassy, Paul held out his hands in capitulation. “I don’t know what I was thinking. I shouldn’t have said what I did ... or even suggested taking Rowan with me. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      Surprisingly, Quinn felt the leading edge of his discontent ease. Paul was a father, he reminded himself. He loved Rowan. Even though he left her, Quinn had no doubt that Paul believed he was doing the best thing possible for Rowan. It turned out to be a mistake, but his motivations weren’t in question.

      “I know what you were thinking,” Quinn said quietly. “You were thinking that you screwed up and want to correct it. You can’t do that in five days. It’s impossible. You think if you have time with Rowan that she’ll eventually get over everything and go back to being your daughter.”

      “She’s still my daughter.”

      “She is,” Quinn agreed without hesitation. “She’ll always be your daughter. She’s not a child any longer, though. She has her own ideas about her future.”

      “That’s pretty much what she said.”

      Quinn tried to bite back a smile ... and failed. “She didn’t take it well, huh?”

      “She wasn’t mean or anything. She simply said it wasn’t going to happen, that you and she were going to find a way to handle the Phoenix Society together, and she refused to live in hiding. That’s not the life she wants for herself or any future children.”

      “Do you blame her?”

      “No. It’s just ... I’m afraid.”

      The naked anguish on Paul’s face was enough to cause Quinn’s anxiety to ratchet up a notch. “I don’t want you being afraid. I don’t want her afraid. We’re going to figure this out. She was right about that.”

      “She’s planning on having children with you. That doesn’t surprise you, does it?”

      Quinn shook his head. “Not even a little. We’re nowhere near following through on that, for the record. A cruise ship is not a place to raise a child, but we’ve got time to come up with a plan. I can work anywhere. If she finds a business that offers her what she needs, then I’ll move with her. That’s down the line, though. We need to deal with the here and now.”

      “And how are you going to do that?”

      “I don’t know yet. My friend is digging for information. He’s good at getting to the heart of matters. Once we know more about what’s going on with this group, then we can come up with a plan of attack. I think Rowan would like you to be around for that, but if you’re not, we’ll handle it ourselves.”

      Paul’s features twisted into the approximation of a grimace. “What you’re basically saying is that you think I’m a coward.”

      “I don’t believe that’s the word I used.”

      “You think it, though.”

      “I think that you’re afraid,” Quinn clarified. “I think you were afraid before you left and sacrificed yourself because you thought it was the only way. Over the years, I think you’ve let that fear grow. You need to rein it in.

      “It’s okay to be afraid,” he continued. “It is not okay to let that fear rule your life. If you want to go back to wherever you’ve been living, though, that’s certainly up to you. We’ll handle the Phoenix Society from our end.”

      Paul’s scowl grew more pronounced. “You’re really starting to bug me.”

      “You’ll survive.” Quinn wasn’t in the mood for another row. “I’m heading off to see Rowan. Will we be seeing you for dinner?”

      “Do you really think I would simply take off again?”

      “I don’t know.” Quinn opted for honesty. “I hope not, but this is the first tense interaction you’ve shared since you’ve been back. I’m not sure if you’ll pass or fail. I guess we’ll find out at dinner, huh?”

      “I’m going to pass.”

      “I certainly hope so.”

      

      ROWAN WAS INTENT ON her computer screen when Quinn strolled through the door. He took a moment to study her, found he was happy that her eyes didn’t look puffy, and shifted closer to her desk so he could see what she was working on.

      “Hey, sweetie.” He automatically moved his hands to her back and started rubbing. “How are things?”

      “They’ve been worse,” Rowan replied, rolling her neck so she could look up at him. “How are you?”

      “I’m with you. I’m perfect.”

      She grinned despite herself. “That was a little over-the-top.”

      “I heard it the second I said it. I couldn’t take it back, though, so I decided to pretend I meant to be that schmaltzy.”

      Rowan chuckled, taking a moment to study his features. “You don’t look overly upset.”

      “Should I?’

      “I was a little worried after the things my father told me. I was waiting for you to find me, but I was ready to track you down if you didn’t show up before dinner.”

      “There’s nothing to worry about.” He meant it. “I knew your father wouldn’t like the answers he got from you. That’s why I didn’t fly off the handle and instead let him approach you. It seems it worked out to my advantage.”

      “It did,” Rowan agreed, thoughtful. “Still, just in case you aren’t aware, there’s nothing in this world that could make me leave you.”

      “What about a zombie invasion?”

      Laughter bubbled up at his serious expression. “We would either survive together or live out our days as flesh-eating corpses in the same barren field.”

      “Good to know.” He swooped down and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I love you.” His voice was barely a whisper. “I knew it was going to be okay. That’s why I didn’t smack your father around, which is what I really wanted to do when he made the suggestion.”

      “I’m glad you left it to me.”

      “Yeah, well .... .” He inclined his chin toward the screen, eager to talk about something that didn’t include her father. “Any change on Rosalind?”

      Rowan shook her head as she sobered. “No. The omen is still there. I took hundreds of photos this afternoon and they’re all loading through the portal now. The omen is only on photographs featuring Rosalind. The other omen isn’t showing up at all, which I’m kind of glad about.”

      “Have you talked to your father about the second omen?”

      Rowan shifted uncomfortably on her chair. “Not so much.”

      “Don’t you think you should?”

      She shook her head. “Not so much. I don’t want to add to the insanity right now.”

      “Okay.” He pressed another kiss to her forehead. “I’m expecting some information from Fred. I’m going to leave you in here to finish up and go next door. I figured we could leave for dinner together in two hours.”

      “Okay. That sounds like a plan.”

      He gave her shoulders another rub. “Your father says he’s going to be there.”

      “He told me that, too.”

      “I believe he’s going to keep his word. Please don’t spend the next two hours worrying that he’s going to disappear again. It’s going to take a toll on your mood if you do.”

      “I promise to be all smiles and inane laughter.”

      “I don’t think you need to go that far.”

      “I’m okay,” she said, briefly grabbing the fingers that rested on her shoulders and giving them a squeeze. “I’m not going to fall apart again. You don’t have to worry.”

      “If you need to fall apart, that’s what I’m here for. Don’t keep it together on my account.”

      His tone was so serious Rowan couldn’t stop herself from giggling. “We’re kind of crazy sometimes, huh?”

      “I think we’re just crazy enough.” He stooped down so he could hug her from behind, his chin resting on her shoulder. “I love you. We’re going to figure this out. Our biggest priority right now is solving Julia’s murder. After that, the Phoenix Society is the main show.”

      “We can only focus on one thing at a time.”

      “Yes, well, I’m sick of Rosalind. I have two of my men watching her right now. The faster we save her life, the faster we can ignore her. I can’t tell you how much I’m looking forward to that.”

      “If you would just pose for the cover of one of her books she would leave you alone.”

      Quinn scowled. “Did I mention what we’re reading together in bed tonight?”

      Rowan held up her hands in capitulation. “I surrender. There’s no need to get nasty.”

      “Oh, that’s not what you’re going to be saying when it’s time to go to bed tonight.”

      “I’m kind of sorry I brought it up.”

      “That makes one of us.”

      

      AS PROMISED, PAUL WAS already seated at Rowan and Quinn’s regular table when they made their way into the dining room later that evening. He smiled and waved before turning back to his meal. By the time the couple joined him, he was halfway finished.

      “Sorry.” Paul’s smile was rueful. “I was so hungry I couldn’t stop myself from getting a head start.”

      “That’s okay.” Quinn sat across from Paul so Rowan could have the spot between them. “How was your nap?”

      “Good. I needed it.”

      “I happen to love a good nap, so I get that,” Quinn said, grinning as he inclined his head toward the huge pile of crab legs sitting in front of the other man. “It looks like you enjoy seafood as much as Rowan. She eats so many crab legs I’m surprised she doesn’t sweat butter.”

      “Ha, ha.” Rowan poked his side. “You’re a funny guy.”

      “I am indeed.”

      “You guys seem to be in good spirits,” Paul noted. “Have you managed to make any headway on Rosalind’s imminent death?”

      Quinn looked around to make sure no one was eavesdropping, but the area immediately surrounding them was empty. “No, and Fred is running into a few issues tracking down their real names. I have questions on how a pen name works, if you’re willing to answer them.”

      “Sure.” Paul was relieved to have something to talk about that didn’t revolve around his ridiculous actions earlier in the day. “What are your questions?”

      “You don’t need to legally change your name to adopt a pen name, right?”

      “No.” Paul shook his head. “Technically my legal name is P.J. Landis, but I’m in a unique situation.”

      “Yeah, and I totally want to discuss how you managed to create a new identity that passes muster when we have time to hash things out,” Quinn said. “Right now, though, Fred is having trouble finding real identities for Rosalind and Roxanne ... as well as a few others.

      “He managed to complete a background check on Jazzy, but that’s because she’s been honest about her real name,” he continued. “For the record, other than a few speeding tickets, she’s clean. She’s never been in any trouble.”

      “You said you didn’t suspect her from the start,” Rowan noted, cracking a crab leg in the exact same manner her father did.

      Quinn could barely hold back his smile when he saw how similar they were. “Yeah, well ... um ... .” He cleared his head and returned to the task at hand. “She wasn’t high on my list, but I sent Fred a lot of names to sort through, including Toby Keane.”

      “Did he find anything good on Keane?” Paul asked, legitimately curious. “He’s got an interesting reputation in the literary field.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Quinn cocked an eyebrow. “What reputation does he have?”

      “He’s revered as a literary god who manages to get away with certain quirks that other authors aren’t allowed to embrace. For example, most of his books are a good two hundred pages longer than they should be. Editors would rein that in with other authors. Because he’s Toby Keane, he can do whatever he wants.”

      “As long as he continues to sell, I don’t see why anyone should infringe on his artistic license,” Rowan noted. “I mean ... I wouldn’t like it if people told me what I could and couldn’t take photos of. That would drive me crazy.”

      “I can’t really relate because I don’t have an artistic soul,” Quinn said. “The stuff Fred found on Keane was interesting but not bad enough to make him a suspect.”

      “What stuff?” Paul asked.

      “Well, for starters, he’s got quite the reputation in his home county. He’s been arrested for driving tractors while drunk, but he’s only been charged once despite four arrests.”

      “He’s been arrested for drunk driving four times?” Rowan was horrified. “How does he keep getting away with it?”

      “Because he drives the tractors in fields and doesn’t hurt anyone during his little trips,” Quinn replied. “I think everyone in the county knows he has a drinking problem but protects him because he’s famous and brings tourist dollars to the area.

      “There’s an entire tourism business built up around the places Keane writes about in his books,” he continued. “A lot of people have jobs who might not ordinarily have jobs, so he’s revered. He gets special treatment.”

      “I would say that Toby definitely has a drinking problem,” Paul agreed after a moment’s contemplation. “I’ve met him twice now, but I’ve heard stories about the other conferences. Every Toby story starts with ‘he was so hammered’ and no one seems to think there’s a problem with that.”

      “It’s not my place to curtail his drinking,” Quinn noted. “He hasn’t gotten out of line, even though he’s been gregarious in the bar both nights ... and I expect that to continue tonight. He doesn’t sexually harass the bar staff or the other writers. He basically tells drunken stories and expects the others to clap as if he’s the funniest man in the world.”

      “I’ve never heard bad stories about Toby,” Paul said. “Sure, I’ve heard drunken stories, but he seems to be a likable drunk.”

      “The same can’t be said for Rosalind,” Quinn said. “I’m pretty sure she’s a drunk, too. She’s more hardcore, though, and tends to get shrill. Rosalind Painter is not her real name, though, and Fred is digging deeper trying to find it because there’s no paperwork indicating she ever legally changed her name.”

      “Which means she has a real name that she operates under for legal purposes and keeps it under wraps,” Rowan mused. “Do you think that’s normal among authors?”

      Paul nodded. “I think that most authors write under a pen name, although there are probably variations. I think very few people write under their real names because it can be a hassle when people show up at your house.”

      “Has that happened to you?” Quinn asked, curious.

      “No. I’m extremely careful about protecting my privacy, though. Most of my fans don’t even know where I live and my email addresses are generic. I go through ten proxy servers when logging in to confuse anyone who might be trying to chase the accounts back to the source.”

      “To your knowledge, has anyone come close to discovering your real identity?” Quinn asked.

      “No. Like I said, I’ve been very careful. I live a quiet life. I don’t even have a maid or assistant.”

      “That sounds like a lonely existence,” Rowan offered, her eyes sad. “I don’t like thinking about you spending all that time alone.”

      “It’s not an easy life,” Paul said. “It’s not a terrible life either. The hardest part is being without you.”

      “We talked about this.” Rowan was firm. “I’m not going into hiding.”

      “No. I don’t expect you to.” Paul forced a smile that didn’t make it all the way to his eyes. “You can’t be what you’re not. I don’t want that for you.”

      “Have you considered joining us to fight what’s to come?” Quinn asked. “I can find a way to get you a place in Florida that’s under the radar. It’s not perfect, but you would be able to see Rowan at least once a week while we figure things out.”

      “I’m considering it,” Paul admitted. “I’m afraid ... but some things are worse than death.” He briefly patted the top of Rowan’s hand. “I need time to think. I’ll have an answer for you by the end of the trip.”

      “That sounds fair.” Rowan slid a cluster of crab from her plate to her father’s. “Until then, you should eat up. You need your strength.”

      “Yes, well, I’ve never been able to say no to crab legs.”

      Rowan beamed. “That makes two of us.”

      Amused at the interaction, Quinn allowed the conversation to flow around him as he scanned the dining room. Odds were, they had a killer hiding in plain sight. He had no idea how to uncover who it was, though, and he was starting to feel frustrated.

      He needed answers, and he needed them soon. Rowan and Paul needed his focus and he couldn’t give them everything he had until Julia’s murder was solved and Rosalind was safe. He had to take it one step at a time.
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      The writers weren’t on the ship merely for sun and fun. They also had a one-day conference, which essentially allowed them to claim the trip for business reasons and write it off on their taxes. Quinn was in charge of the security for the conference, and his suspicious nature was on full display when Rowan woke the following morning to find him scanning the photographs on her laptop.

      “You’re not looking for porn, are you?” she murmured, still sleepy. “If so ... that’s probably pretty rude seeing as I’m in bed right next to you.”

      Despite his worry, Quinn chuckled. “You’ve got such a gutter mind. I love that about you.”

      “What are you looking at?” Rowan rolled so she could look at the computer and rest her head on his shoulder at the same time. “Why are you going through my photos?”

      “Because I wanted to see if the omen was still on Rosalind’s images. It is, in case you’re wondering.”

      Curious, she tipped her head up so she could stare at his stubbled profile. “What’s bothering you? Don’t bother denying you’re upset. I can tell.”

      “I’m not upset. I’m ... thinking that there’s a lot going on today.”

      “You mean that conference thing?” Rowan wasn’t nearly as bothered by the day’s schedule as Quinn appeared to be. “I would think that would make things easy for us. Everyone is going to be in the same room together, and no one would be stupid enough to try and off Rosalind with that many eyewitnesses present.”

      “True. I just ... I’m uneasy.”

      “Uneasy, huh?” Rowan rolled her hand over his washboard abs. “If I didn’t know better, I would think you’re suddenly the psychic one.”

      “I prefer letting you keep that title.”

      “So ... what’s the problem?”

      “I don’t know.” He dragged a hand through his tousled hair and met her gaze. “I don’t know how to explain it. I have a feeling. Something is going to happen.”

      Instead of questioning his instincts, Rowan pulled herself into a sitting position and turned serious. “Well, where is Rosalind now?”

      “Sleeping off the dregs of last night. She was in the bar until well after midnight. My men had to escort her back to her room. A few authors offered — including Toby Keane — but I left my guys with firm instructions. They got her back ... and then watched her door all night.”

      “So, we know she’s alive. That’s good.”

      “We know she was alive when we dropped her off. Hopefully she didn’t sleep on her back and choke on her own vomit.”

      Rowan’s eyes went wide. “Wow. You’re in quite the mood, huh?”

      “She’s a pain. Don’t bother denying it.”

      “Even though she’s a pain, we don’t want her choking on her own puke. That would be ... unpleasant.” Rowan made a face. “I mean ... that’s very gross. I don’t think she’s going to ask you to be her cover model if you’re wishing for things like that.”

      Quinn poked her side. “Stop reminding me of the cover model thing.”

      “As soon as you stop reminding me of that book.”

      “I can’t ignore the book.” Quinn’s hand moved to the nightstand, to where the paperback copy he bought in the gift shop rested. “This is my new how-to survival bible.”

      “Ha, ha.”

      “I’m serious.” He shifted the laptop to the nightstand and rolled toward her. “I’ve been learning a lot from that book. Do you want me to give you a demonstration?”

      Even though she didn’t want to encourage him, Rowan couldn’t stop herself from grinning. “I guess. It had better not be anything weird, though.”

      “I guarantee you’re going to like it.”

      

      AFTER BREAKFAST, QUINN HEADED to the room they would be using for the conference and Rowan made her way to the main deck so she could snap more photographs. Quinn’s men were still on duty — and said they heard signs of movement inside Rosalind’s room — but she hadn’t yet emerged. That was honestly good for them, so they decided to treat it as a gift from the gods.

      “You want iced tea?” Demarcus asked as Rowan loitered near the bar. It was a relatively gloomy day — especially by paradise standards — so the bar was empty.

      “Sure.” Rowan bobbed her head and hopped on a stool. “It’s awfully empty out here this morning.”

      “That’s because the authors have the conference thing all afternoon,” Demarcus explained, sliding a glass in front of her and smiling. “None of them are looking forward to it either. I guess attendance is mandatory if they expect to write off the trip, though. I never knew how desperate people were for tax write-offs until I started working on The Bounding Storm, mind you. Apparently, it’s a big deal.”

      Rowan smirked at his faux outrage. “Yes, well, those are problems you and I will never have to deal with ... at least as long as we’re working here.”

      “True story.” Demarcus kept his hands busy as he wiped down the bar with a rag. “What are your plans for the day?”

      “I have to shoot the conference.”

      Demarcus made a hilarious face. “You’re kidding. That sounds like the dullest assignment ever.”

      Rowan merely shrugged. “It’s part of the gig. I don’t really have a choice in the matter.”

      “No, I guess not.” He pasted a bright smile on his face when he caught sight of movement over Rowan’s shoulder. She turned to see who he was greeting and added her own smile to the mix when she recognized Julia West’s assistant. She was with another woman who looked vaguely familiar, but Rowan couldn’t put her finger on where she knew her from.

      “Hello.” Rowan kept her smile in place. “How are you guys today?”

      “Some of us are better than others,” the woman Rowan thought she should know said as she grabbed the closest stool. “Lila here is very worried about finding another job. I told her that was ridiculous, that people are going to be crazy to hire her, but she won’t believe me.”

      “It’s not that I don’t believe you, Jazzy.” Lila was morose. “It’s just ... I would feel better if I have a job. Some of us have to worry about paying our rent every month. We’re not independently wealthy.”

      Rowan widened her eyes. “You’re Jazzy Jessup?”

      Jazzy nodded, amused by the change in Rowan’s demeanor. “Let me guess, you’re a fan.”

      “I’ve read some of your stuff and like it,” Rowan acknowledged. “You’ve got a gift for dialogue. It’s fun and makes me laugh out loud. Some of your guys are a little too alpha for my taste, though.”

      “Really?” Instead of being offended, Jazzy’s eyebrows hopped and she let loose with a chuckle. “I almost forgot what it was like to have someone tell me the truth.”

      Rowan realized right away that she might have overstepped her bounds. “I didn’t mean it as a bad thing. I mean ... I know people absolutely love your stuff. I wasn’t trying to be insulting.”

      Jazzy waved off the comment. “Don’t worry about it. There’s no reason to freak. I don’t mind when people don’t like my stuff. I just wish they wouldn’t read it instead of sending me insults via email and private message.”

      “Do you get a lot of insults?” Demarcus asked, legitimately curious. “I guess I never thought about that. I just assumed you were universally loved if you sold a lot of books.”

      “Oh, no.” Jazzy shook her head as she accepted the tonic water Demarcus handed her. Rowan figured she had to be a frequent visitor to the tiki bar because he automatically knew what she wanted. “Some people like whatever I write, and that’s a great feeling. It makes me want to keep writing and it gives me bursts of imagination that propel me forward.

      “Other people, though, they send some really nasty emails,” she continued. “I’ve gotten death threats because my heroines don’t always end up with the characters certain individuals think they should end up with.”

      Rowan was horrified by the prospect. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah, and it’s freaky.” Jazzy sipped her tonic water. “When I was struggling to get picked up by an agent and publisher, I thought everything in my life would be perfect when I started selling books. I guess it’s a case of the grass always being greener, but once I started selling, I found I still had problems. They were simply different problems.”

      “What happens if you get a death threat?” Rowan asked, her mind busy. “I mean ... do those go to your account, or do they go straight to your publisher?”

      “It’s a mixture. Sometimes I get them. Sometimes the publisher does. I think most of them — like ninety-nine percent — are harmless venting. I mean, it’s flattering people care about the characters enough to get worked up over their lives, but I still cry when I read negative reviews. I don’t know why it’s so hard, but it’s like sitting back and watching other people kick puppies. I don’t know how to explain it.”

      Oddly enough, Rowan found she understood what the woman was saying. While she obviously didn’t have to deal with it on the same scale as Jazzy, she could remember a time or two when an editor said he didn’t like the photos she’d taken of a crime scene and she took it to heart.

      “How often do you think authors such as yourself — ones who are in the public eye — get death threats?” Rowan asked, her mind busy. “I mean ... do you think Julia got death threats?”

      Jazzy and Lila snorted in unison.

      “Oh, she definitely got death threats,” Lila said. She looked to be drinking straight orange juice as she reminisced about her boss. “It was my job to answer all her fan mail.”

      “If you don’t mind me asking, what was it like?” Rowan queried. “I’m not trying to be a busybody or anything. It’s just ... my boyfriend is head of security and we’ve been discussing Julia’s death. Is it possible an irate fan hid amongst the authors and went after her?”

      “I guess anything is possible,” Jazzy replied after a moment’s consideration. “I mean ... authors are readers, too. I know it sounds weird, but I geek out whenever I meet authors I love. There are a few I’ve met on this cruise, in fact. They think it’s weird for me to gush over them, but I can’t help it.

      “The thing is, as a fan, I think readers forget that authors are human, too,” she continued. “We have real feelings and emotions. When it comes to Julia, she definitely forgot what it was like to be a normal person. She melted down left and right — and in public — and treated her fans abysmally. She didn’t seem to care.”

      Rowan glanced to Lila for confirmation. “You spent a lot of time with her. Is that what you thought, too?”

      Lila shrugged. “She wasn’t exactly a nice boss. She pushed me to the limit so many times I lost count. I threatened to quit — and did quit — several times. The publisher kept offering me more and more money to stay so I couldn’t really turn it down. Plus, even though she was horrible, there’s a certain pedigree associated with working for the top-selling author of any given year.”

      “That’s true.” Rowan rolled her neck until it cracked, something occurring to her. “Wait ... how do you guys know each other?” Her gaze bounced between faces. “Are you considering hiring Lila as your assistant? That might work out well for both of you.”

      Instead of nodding, Jazzy chuckled. “No, Lila can’t work for me. We’re friends.”

      Confused, Rowan narrowed her eyes. “I don’t understand.”

      “We’ve been friends since high school,” Lila explained. “We came into the business together, started ghostwriting together. Jazzy lucked out and hit it big, but I’m still struggling. We talked about me working for her but both agreed we didn’t want to risk our friendship in case someone lost their temper. It’s simply better if I work for someone else; then Jazzy and I can hang out and not worry about work.”

      “That actually makes sense,” Rowan acknowledged. “Still, it must have been difficult to work for Julia knowing the things she must have said about Jazzy. It’s my understanding that Julia wanted to control everyone in that Grand Dames group.”

      “Oh, boy, did she.” Jazzy seemed amused by the conversational turn, but Rowan noted that Lila wasn’t as comfortable. Of course, even if she disliked her, Lila must’ve felt some form of loyalty to her boss, even if it was minuscule.

      “I’m interested in this Grand Dames group,” Demarcus admitted. Whether he realized he was helping her or not, Rowan was thankful for the investigative assist. His questions came off as natural curiosity. “How did that even get started?”

      “I honestly don’t even know,” Jazzy replied. “I heard about the group vaguely – you know, whispers and gossip – and when I was invited, I was shocked. I mean ... I knew I’d sold a bunch of books. I really did hit it at the exact right time.

      “In fact, Lila and I were talking about writing a series of books together before my series hit and I couldn’t commit to writing with her,” she continued. “We were both sad about that, although it’s probably for the best because I’ve heard of writing collaborations ruining friendships. I didn’t want to risk that.”

      Rowan’s senses started tingling as she spared a glance for Lila. The look on the woman’s face told her that Lila was prepared to risk the friendship in exchange for professional glory. Obviously she hadn’t voiced that opinion to Jazzy, though, because the other woman carried on as if she didn’t notice the change washing over her friend.

      “As for when the group started, I really can’t say,” Jazzy said. “I agreed to be part of the group because my agent told me it was unheard of to turn down membership. I thought it might be fun. I was wrong, though. It’s a power struggle, and there’s nothing fun about that.”

      “How do things work?” Demarcus asked. “I mean ... do you do anything?”

      “Yup.” Jazzy bobbed her head. “For my first meeting, we sat in a room together and gossiped about the other writers. I thought that was fun for about five minutes, until I heard some of the hateful things they were saying.

      “The thing is, I don’t really want to be part of the group,” she continued. “My publisher says I have to be. He didn’t come right out and say that they would stop carrying my books if I quit, but it was sort of insinuated.”

      “Wow.” Rowan didn’t know what to say. “That seems sort of harsh.”

      “It’s totally harsh,” Jazzy agreed. “What sucks about it is that Lila would totally love to be part of the group. She knew about the Grand Dames when we were in high school.”

      “I did,” Lila confirmed, taking on a far-off expression. “I always wanted to be part of the group. I planned to make it there — one way or another — no matter what.”

      “You still have time,” Jazzy pointed out. “If I can make it, anyone can. We just need to find the right books for you to write.”

      “That’s not as easy as you make it sound,” Lila snapped, taking Jazzy by surprise with her vehemence. “I mean, I’ve written a lot of stuff that I’m proud of and no one cares.” She adjusted her tone. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled. It’s just ... it’s been a long couple of days.”

      Jazzy clucked, sympathy rolling off her. “I know. We’re going to find something. You just need an assistant gig to tide you over. Once we get back, we’re going to put our heads together and come up with something magnificent.

      “Who knows, but this time next year, you could be the fourth Grand Dame,” she said. “You would like that, and I would finally have someone to talk to during the meetings if you’re there to balance out the vitriol.”

      Lila brightened considerably. “Do you think that’s a legitimate possibility?”

      “Oh, yeah. You’re really talented. I’ve always thought so. In fact, you’re more talented than I am. I just happened to get lucky.”

      Instead of correcting Jazzy and complimenting her abilities, Lila nodded. “It’s getting closer. I get down in the dumps sometimes because ... well, you know, but it’s getting closer. I definitely think this is going to be my year.”

      Jazzy patted her wrist. “I know it is. In fact, we have an hour before the conference starts. Let’s look over one of those outlines you were telling me about and we’ll see if we can work it to something that will sell.”

      “Great.” Lila hopped off her stool, talk of Julia completely forgotten. “Let’s go. I can’t wait to show you the billionaire book I was talking about a few weeks ago. You said you didn’t think it would sell because it’s too close to what Julia wrote, but now that she’s dead, her books are going to hit the top of the charts again and all the publishers are going to be looking for similar stuff.”

      “You have a point.” Jazzy waved at Rowan before disappearing with her friend, allowing the tiki bar to sink into silence.

      Rowan waited until she was sure Jazzy and Lila were out of hearing distance before speaking. “That was weird, right?”

      “I think they’re all weird. Do you have something specific in mind, though?”

      Rowan nodded as she moved to depart. “I need to find Quinn before the conference. There’s something I need to talk to him about.”

      “Does it involve dirty books?” Demarcus’s eyes twinkled with amusement, causing Rowan to frown.

      “I’m going to glue his lips shut if he’s not careful.”

      “That might only turn him on.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.”
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      Rowan found Quinn in the largest ballroom the ship had to offer. It had been decked out for the conference — a long table at the front of the room with name tags in front of assigned seats — and hundreds of chairs were already in place for the guests. She was eager to tell him what she overheard, but she slowed her pace when she realized Quinn wasn’t alone.

      Paul was with him, and they looked to be having an intense conversation.

      “So ... you guys are going to get married?” Paul asked as he helped Quinn test the cameras in each corner of the room.

      Instead of immediately responding, Quinn snickered.

      “I’m serious,” Paul pressed. “Rowan said you have plans for the future. I’m simply trying to get a feel for them.”

      “Are you asking my intentions toward Rowan?” Quinn asked finally.

      Paul nodded. “I am.”

      “Well, I’d be more than willing to tell you my intentions if you tell me yours. What are your intentions toward Rowan?”

      Paul balked. “What do you mean? I don’t understand what you’re insinuating.”

      Quinn sobered, his eyes going dark, all traces of mirth erased from his features. “You know exactly what I’m talking about and I’m not in the mood to play games. Are you planning on leaving again?”

      Paul heaved out a sigh. “I don’t know.”

      “Well, you’d better make up your mind. We don’t have a lot of time left on this cruise and I would think you’d want to have a plan in place for when we dock.”

      “I had a plan in place up until yesterday,” Paul grumbled, handing Quinn a motion-detector sensor. He seemed to recognize the equipment Quinn was working with. “Now I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

      “I find it hard to believe that you really thought Rowan was going to leave with you,” Quinn argued, blasé. “I mean ... that might have been what you wished for in your wildest dreams, but it wasn’t realistic.”

      “I thought it was realistic.”

      “You thought the daughter you raised was going to abandon the man she loves?”

      “Ugh.” Paul made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat. “You like saying that, don’t you? Yes, I know she loves you. I’m not blind nor an idiot. That doesn’t mean I want to sit around and talk about it, for crying out loud.”

      “Hey, you volunteered to help me.”

      “Because I figured Rowan would be here. I thought you were supposed to be watching her. She could be in trouble and you don’t even know it.”

      Quinn let loose a long-suffering sigh, almost as if Paul was his father and he was sick of hearing the whining. “I happen to know exactly here Rowan is.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Paul obviously wasn’t convinced, and his expression caused Rowan to swallow a giggle. She remembered it from her childhood. It was the same expression he used when she denied toilet-papering Sandra Stevens’s trees after a fight in home economics. “Where is she?”

      “Standing on the other side of the room eavesdropping on us,” Quinn replied without hesitation. “I believe she’s having a good time listening to us squabble.”

      Rowan was mortified to be caught, but she took a bold step forward. Paul widened his eyes when he saw her, his gaze going between Quinn and his daughter several times before focusing on her.

      “Why were you eavesdropping?” Paul asked finally. “Why not just come in and join the conversation?”

      “Because I like listening to Quinn talk about me,” Rowan said after a beat, moving toward the two men with a whimsical smile. “He’s the schmaltzy sort and I like hearing him say wonderful things about me.”

      Quinn winked as he climbed down from a ladder. “And I love you hearing the wonderful things I say about you.” He tapped Rowan’s chin to get her to raise it and gave her a quick kiss. “Where have you been? I expected you back here forty minutes ago so we could discuss the best plan for watching Rosalind this afternoon.”

      “I was in the tiki bar.”

      Quinn’s eyebrows hopped. “It’s a little early. Are P.J. and I driving you to drink?”

      “No. I went for the iced tea and stayed for the discussion.” She rubbed her hands together, excited. “So, you’re never going to guess what I overheard.” She launched into her tale, leaving nothing out. When she was finished, Quinn was intrigued and Paul’s expression defied categorization.

      “Do you think Lila is capable of killing Julia?” Quinn asked, rubbing the back of his neck as he pictured the diminutive assistant. “She’s not very big. Remember, it would’ve taken someone with strength to dump Julia in that laundry bin.”

      “We’ve assumed that,” Rowan argued. “What if it’s not true? What if Julia was strangled standing up and toppled into the laundry bin from above? That wouldn’t take much strength at all.”

      Quinn wanted to argue with the suggestion, claim it wasn’t possible, but when he pictured it in his mind, he got what she was saying. “Maybe we should test it,” he said after a beat. “We’ve been working on the assumption that someone had to lift Julia into the bin.

      “What if Rowan is right, though?” he continued. “What if she fell into the bin? That would be a completely different scenario.”

      “Where can we find one of these bins?” Paul asked.

      “Laundry room.” Quinn motioned with his fingers. “Come on. Let’s check it out. I want to at least see the phenomenon in action.”

      

      THE LAUNDRY ROOM ATTENDANTS didn’t look happy to be interrupted, and by the chief of security no less. Still, they knew better than fighting about it. Other than Michael, Quinn had the most authority on the ship and he had the power to eliminate jobs if it became necessary.

      “How much do you weigh?” Quinn asked, pointing toward one of the workers as she stood and watched the trio work.

      “Excuse me?” The young blonde’s eyebrows practically flew off her forehead. “That’s a rude thing to ask.”

      “Yes, well, I’m a rude guy.”

      Rowan pressed her lips together to keep from laughing at Quinn’s stern expression. He was obviously trying to exert his will, which she found sexy ... in a very romance novel sort of way.

      “I weigh a hundred and five pounds,” the woman automatically answered.

      Quinn rolled his eyes. “You’re five-foot-six, just like Julia West. You don’t weigh a hundred and five pounds. I’m guessing a hundred and thirty-three.”

      The woman’s mouth dropped open. “Excuse me!”

      Rowan couldn’t stop herself from laughing at the outrage. “Use me, Quinn,” she prodded. “I weigh a hundred and thirty-five pounds. I’m about a half-inch shorter than Julia, but the demonstration will still work with me.”

      “I was going to use you as the attacker,” Quinn argued.

      “Use her as the attacker.”

      “Fine.” Quinn gestured for the attendant to move closer. “What is your name?”

      “Laura.”

      “Well, Laura, I need you to pretend to grab Rowan by the throat. Don’t really hurt her.”

      “You want me to ... strangle her?” Laura was legitimately confused. “I don’t understand.”

      “Just do it.”

      Laura tentatively moved closer to Rowan and reached out, her fingers wrapping around Rowan’s throat.

      “Don’t squeeze,” Quinn instructed, moving closer to the two women. His mind was working at a fantastic rate as he took in the scene. “Ro, if your body went to dead weight right now, would you tumble forward or backward?”

      Rowan wasn’t sure how to answer the question. “I don’t know,” she replied after a beat, looking behind her while Laura kept her fingers loosely gripped around her throat. “My natural instinct is to fall backward, but I can’t decide if that’s because I know I have extra padding there so that makes the fall safer in my head or not.

      “I mean, think about it,” she continued. “Julia would’ve been dead weight at that point. She wouldn’t have been holding herself up.”

      “Good point.” Quinn was thoughtful as he circled the bin. “What’s the deal with these things?” he asked, giving the bin a little shake for emphasis. “Are they ever left out in the open so the guests can use them?”

      Puzzled, Laura shook her head. “Why would the guests want to use them? They’re not exactly vacation items.”

      “No, but we found a body in one the other day. To me, that seems to indicate at least one of them had to be left out so our murderer could take advantage of it.”

      “This happened on a day when people were checking in, right?” Laura queried.

      “Yeah.”

      “The bins are brought out when collecting bedding and linens. They get heavy fast. The bins are taken into the hallways and left at the intersections so multiple maids can use them at once. That cuts down on the time they’re in the hallways, and since the brass thinks they’re unsightly, that’s a good thing.”

      Something occurred to Rowan. “You guys don’t usually do laundry on check-in days, right?”

      “No,” Laura agreed. “The laundry is usually caught up long before we leave port. There would be no need for the bins to be out that day in the first place. You’re right about that.”

      “That’s an interesting catch, Ro.” Quinn furrowed his brow as he stared into the bin. “Why was a bin out if it was unnecessary?” He searched his memory. “There were multiple bins out the afternoon we found her. If they weren’t being used to collect bedding, what else would they be used for?”

      “To collect table linens,” Laura replied without hesitation. “That’s probably why they were out. If I remember correctly, that first day – like right away – the organizers of the conference looked over the ballroom that was going to be used for the meeting and didn’t like the table covers. That meant they all had to be removed ... and laundered again.”

      “Why would they have to be laundered more than once?” Rowan asked. “Why not simply fold and store them until they were needed?”

      “It’s company policy,” Quinn explained. “The maids were following protocol.” He ran his hand over the back of his short-cropped hair as he considered several options. “The thing is, all the bins would’ve been rolled into the ballroom and filled there. They wouldn’t have been left in the hallways. There’s no reason.”

      “Okay.” Rowan didn’t bother hiding the fact that she was chasing Quinn’s thought pattern. “I don’t know why that’s important.”

      Paul moved forward, finally inserting himself in the conversation. His author brain, the problem-solving portion that allowed him to plot well, had already caught up. “Because that means Julia was in the ballroom when she died. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      He nudged Laura out of the way and stepped to the spot in front of Rowan. “Whatever happened, it was in the ballroom and it probably happened fast. Whoever was in charge of making sure the ballroom met standards would’ve headed straight there ... and obviously Julia went along for the ride.”

      “Why would she do that?” Rowan asked.

      “Because she’s the keynote speaker,” Quinn answered automatically, picturing the table at the front of the ballroom. “She had the power position at that table.”

      “Who else was at the table?” Rowan asked.

      “Roxanne ... Rosalind ... Jazzy ... Toby ... Franklin Marsh.”

      “Who is Franklin Marsh?”

      “He’s a science fiction author,” Paul volunteered. “He’s a nice guy. Before you ask, I can’t remember him ever interacting with Julia. She wasn’t popular and only the romance authors went out of their way to meet her. The authors in other genres didn’t care.”

      “Huh. I didn’t even think about that.” Quinn rubbed his square jaw. “The Grand Dames were important, but only in romance circles. To those who didn’t write romance, they must have seemed ridiculous.”

      “You have no idea. There were a lot of people who laughed about the members of that group behind their backs. In fact, there were a lot of jokes about it being like a sorority ... except the members were all too old to have fun.”

      “Jazzy isn’t old,” Rowan pointed out. “She’s young ... and she seems like a pleasant individual. She didn’t give me any grief at all. Lila, on the other hand, seemed entitled and bitter. I’m thinking that’s not a very constructive combination.”

      “What if Lila was with Julia when she visited the room upon her arrival?” Quinn suggested. “Lila claimed that they checked into their rooms and Julia demanded that she unpack while she went to the bar. We watched the footage, lost Julia in the crowd, and only followed the trails that led to the bars and lido deck. What if Julia went to the ballroom ... and Lila followed?”

      Rowan tried to picture the young woman in question. It seemed ridiculous to imagine her as a killer, but Rowan had born witness to stranger things. “It makes sense in a weird way,” she said after a beat. “Lila and Jazzy both wanted to be writers. They started at the same time, worked as assistants at the same time, and the plan was to find agents and publishing houses at the same time.

      “Right before Jazzy hit it big, they were talking about doing a project together,” she continued. “Once Jazzy’s series hit, she didn’t have time for another project. That left Lila out in the cold.”

      “Not only that, but she was working for an author she hated,” Quinn added, his eyes back on the bin. “Julia was mean to her. Lila said she considered quitting numerous times, but she was always lured back by more money.”

      “There are rumors that Julia went through so many assistants that the publishing house warned Lila wouldn’t be replaced if Julia ran her off,” Paul volunteered. “Julia had an absolutely nightmarish reputation in the community. She was horrible ... even though people actually liked her when she first started. Her reputation was lost pretty quickly.”

      “All because she was at the top of the charts and her ego inflated,” Quinn mused. “She cut off her family — although I’m not sure I wouldn’t have done the same under similar circumstances because they were users — and she demanded her spot in the Grand Dames. She wasn’t allowed the first year because they wanted to break their own rules and not admit her.”

      “Have you checked on the woman who was booted in her place?” Rowan asked.

      Quinn nodded. “Yeah. Megan Kramer. She had a rough year, to the point where she’s not even on this cruise. I double-checked. If she killed Julia, she sent an emissary in her place. I’m not ruling that out, but it seems like a long shot.”

      “Besides that, why not go for Jazzy instead of Julia?” Paul queried. “Everyone knows that Jazzy is easier to get along with, which means she’s open to people approaching her. Getting close to Julia was impossible because she was always surrounded by people.”

      “Which brings us back to the ballroom,” Quinn noted. “Julia probably wanted to see her throne, where she would be holding court, and it’s unlikely she went alone. Lila was probably with her.”

      He briefly ran his thumb down Rowan’s cheek before pretending to strangle her. “Julia probably said something to Lila that pushed the wrong button and Lila snapped. She grabbed her around the throat and started to shake.”

      If Rowan was bothered by Quinn pretending to strangle her, she didn’t show it. Instead, she joined in the display and played her part, flailing her arms. “Jazzy said that Lila always wanted to be part of the Grand Dames, while Jazzy didn’t really care and only stayed with the group because her publisher insisted. Maybe Lila was jealous of Julia and lost her cool.”

      “It could’ve been a spur-of-the-moment thing,” Quinn mused, staring into Rowan’s eyes. “Julia says something, Lila snaps, but once she wraps her hands around Julia’s throat, she can’t take it back. If she does, Julia is the type to get her fired ... or even arrested.”

      “So, she keeps squeezing,” Rowan prods, leaning away from Quinn and toward the bin. “If someone tries to strangle you, the first instinct is to escape. Julia probably tried to escape so she was leaning away ... and when she lost consciousness she was already off balance.”

      “And then she toppled right into the bin,” Quinn finished when Rowan made a show of falling backward into one of the empty bins. He grinned when he moved closer and stared down at her. “Is it wrong that I kind of want to join you in there for a nap?”

      “Yes,” Paul automatically answered, rolling his eyes. “It’s definitely wrong. Let’s focus on the problem in front of us. If Lila killed Julia, which I agree is possible, why would she be focused on Rosalind? Rosalind is still a target, right?”

      “She is,” Quinn confirmed, extending a hand to help Rowan out of the bin. He took a moment to hug her before smoothing her hair, his mind running through eight different scenarios at once. “Maybe she found she enjoyed killing Julia. She might think that if she can’t be a Grand Dame, then no one should be able to join the group.”

      “That would mean Jazzy is also a potential target,” Rowan noted.

      “It would.” Quinn distractedly leaned forward and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Sweetie, I need you to go to the ballroom and take fresh photos of our players. Let me know if anything changes. The conference should be starting in fifteen minutes.”

      Rowan didn’t offer up an argument. “Okay. What are you going to do?”

      “Fred should have all my background checks for me. I believe Lila is probably the person we’re looking for, but I want to be sure. I don’t want to miss anything. You should be perfectly safe in the ballroom because it’s full of witnesses. I won’t be far behind you in case something happens.”

      “I hate to remind you, but I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself.”

      “We’re a team so we have to work together. Those are the rules and we’re sticking to them.”

      Rowan snorted. “You have an excuse for everything, don’t you?”

      “I love you. I don’t need an excuse.”

      “So, let’s get to it,” Paul suggested, averting his eyes when Quinn kissed his daughter with a little more enthusiasm than he was comfortable with. “The sooner we put this behind us, the sooner we can talk about other things.”

      “I think that’s a grand plan,” Quinn said. “Let’s do this. Things are finally starting to come together.”
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      Paul went with Quinn to his office. It made sense. Paul was one of the few people who could fill in the gaps when he started reading the background files.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Paul was nervous about leaving Rowan. “Maybe I should go to the ballroom and be with her.”

      “She’s capable and doesn’t like being crowded.” Quinn was intent as he logged on to his private email account. “She is perfectly fine in the ballroom. No one would dare move on her there. Why would they? She’s not a suspect. She’s not a threat.”

      “But she is a threat.”

      “They don’t know that.” Quinn tapped a few keys and pulled up Fred’s email. “Okay, here we go. Rosalind Painter’s name is Rebecca Maynard. She was an office assistant for an accounting firm before she hit it big as an author.

      “She was married to a man named Rupert Maynard for five years and they had three children,” he continued. “She never returned to the office after her last maternity leave and was a homemaker after that.”

      Paul forgot his worry about Rowan and sat in the chair across from Quinn’s desk. “Are you serious? I didn’t know she had kids. Why wouldn’t that be public?”

      “Because she’s not raising the kids,” Quinn replied, digging deeper into the information. “She wrote several romance novels while at home with the kids. Sent them to agents and got turned down until she finally hit a stroke of luck and published a book through a small publisher. It did okay, if not spectacular, but her second book earned a lot of money and things officially changed.

      “She petitioned Rupert for a divorce right away, but she didn’t want to split her book royalties with him,” he continued. “Apparently, whatever books she published while they were married were considered community property. There was also a question about the series continuing and him being able to claim those royalties.”

      “I never realized she was married.” Paul was dumbfounded. “Her publisher must’ve worked extremely hard to keep that information secret.”

      “Definitely,” Quinn agreed, bobbing his head. “She struck a deal with Rupert. She signed off on custody of the kids, gave him a lump sum payment of a hundred grand, and he gave up rights to her books.”

      Paul’s mouth dropped open. “You’re basically saying she sold her kids to that man.”

      “Pretty much.” Quinn squirmed on his chair, uncomfortable with the turn of events. “Who would do that? Who abandons children like that?”

      Paul frowned. “I abandoned my child.”

      Quinn flicked his eyes to the man he knew would one day be his father-in-law. For better or worse, from this day forward, their lives would be inextricably mixed. There was no getting around that. They were already family.

      “You left Rowan because you were trying to protect her,” he corrected. “Would I have made the same decision in your shoes? Probably not. You didn’t have a lot of time to think about it. And, in your head, it was either stay with her or potentially lose her to death or whatever experiments you believe they’re running.

      “I’m not going to pretend I understand all of it,” he continued. “It’s above my pay grade and we haven’t yet been able to dig into the information Fred is digging up on the group. Yes, he’s finding stuff. We have to get through this first and then focus on that.

      “As far as Rosalind goes, they’re not the same thing at all,” he said. “You agonized over your decision. You mourned the loss of Rowan for ten years. I don’t think Rosalind has been mourning anything.”

      Paul nodded in thanks. “You didn’t have to say that, but I appreciate it.”

      “I said it because it’s true.”

      “Does it say anything in there about the kids?”

      Quinn turned back to the file. “Rupert remarried and his second wife, who looks to be a lovely person and solid citizen, adopted them. I have no idea if they’re aware of their ties to Rosalind, but I’m guessing she put certain stipulations in place to keep this information under wraps.”

      “I disliked her before.” Paul was grim. “I downright hate her now.”

      “Join the club.” Quinn moved on to the next file. “Here is Roxanne Hamilton. She was a lawyer before all this, making a good living. She’s still licensed to practice law in the state of New York. She’s kept her Bar standing in the state, where she doesn’t currently practice but used to be a criminal defense attorney.”

      “What’s her real name?”

      “Martha Martin. She’s well regarded in legal circles. Her record is fairly clean, although she was cited for going around judicial procedure eight years ago when representing Charles Lipscomb.”

      Paul tilted his head to the side, searching his memory. “Why is that name familiar?”

      “Because he killed eighteen women in and around the city over ten years and almost got off on a technicality. She’s the one who discovered the technicality. Luckily they managed to charge him another way and he’s doing life in Attica.”

      “Oh, my ... .” Paul’s face drained of color. “He was the one who ... um ... hacked off the feet and hands. He kept them as souvenirs, putting them in jars of formaldehyde and decorating his house with them.”

      “Yeah. He was sick and disgusting.” Quinn made a face as he read further. “She was dating a judge — not the same one on the Lipscomb case, mind you – but she was also cited for not declaring her relationship with that judge during several cases and the verdicts were called into the question after the fact.

      “Since double jeopardy rules applied, her clients couldn’t be tried again,” he continued. “That created quite the uproar and the judge in question was removed from the bench. His name was Jeremy Dexter.”

      Paul jerked up his head, his eyes going wide. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      Baffled, Quinn shook his head. “No. That’s what it says. Why is that important?”

      “Jeremy Dexter is a high fantasy author who made a splash two years ago when selling his first book,” Paul explained. “He got a six-figure advance, which is practically unheard of in fantasy circles unless you’re writing Harry Potter.”

      “Does he hang around with Roxanne?”

      Paul held his hands palms out and shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m not current on all the gossip. I hang around with them at things like this to cover myself, but I honestly don’t care about any of them. I wouldn’t say I’m friends with any authors because I don’t want to risk them asking the wrong questions.”

      “I can see that.” Quinn rubbed the back of his neck. “It sounds as if Roxanne was a moral vacuum, but what would her motivation for going after Julia be? Why take her out?”

      “I don’t know that we’ll ever truly understand the inner workings of the Grand Dames. Maybe we’re trying too hard to find a motive when the answer is simple greed and jealousy.”

      “I guess.” Quinn massaged his forehead as he turned to the next file. “Jazzy Jessup, whom I ran a deep search on even though I knew the basics. Real name Mildred Wickersham. She was a solid student in high school, never got in any trouble other than a few drunken warnings while out with her buddies. Lila is listed in two of the warnings. That’s pretty much standard teenager stuff, though.”

      “Rowan didn’t get in trouble like that,” Paul argued. “I don’t think that’s standard teenager stuff.”

      “Rowan is an angel.” Quinn smirked as Paul’s lips curved down. “You shouldn’t give me an opening like that if you don’t want me to gush. You’ll learn, though, and you’ll get used to us together. That is ... if you plan on sticking around.”

      “I’m still thinking about it. I sent a message to Nick to see what he thinks. He’s involved in this, too. I can’t simply jump in with both feet without at least running it by him.”

      “Fair enough.” Quinn held his hands up in capitulation. “I’m not trying to force you into something you’re not comfortable talking about. It’s just ... I don’t want Rowan getting hurt. If you agree to stay, work on this together, then she’s less likely to get hurt.”

      “You really do love her, don’t you?”

      Quinn nodded without hesitation. “More than anything. You have no idea what she means to me.”

      “Well ... I need to talk to Nick. I know what I want, but I’m afraid. If I stick close, I might eventually be seen and that’s the last thing Rowan needs. That will tip off the Phoenix Society people. What will you do if they move on her?”

      “Kill them.” Quinn was matter-of-fact as he turned back to his screen. “As for Jazzy, I didn’t mean that drinking in a field and getting formal warnings issued by a variety of police agencies was a good thing. It’s just ... that was semi-normal where I grew up. It’s certainly not something that would lead me to believe she’s a murderer.”

      “I guess not.” Paul was intrigued by Quinn’s declaration that he would kill anyone who came after Rowan, but he wisely let the statement go … for now. “I thought we agreed that Lila was the more likely suspect. What do we know about her?”

      “She’s next.” Quinn shifted to the next file. “Let’s see ... she was born in Waco, Texas and didn’t move to Austin until she was in elementary school. That’s interesting. She lived in a variety of different homes over the years, which seems to suggest to me that she was in foster care.”

      “That doesn’t mean anything.” Paul straightened quickly. “I don’t think she deserves to be a suspect simply because she was in foster care.”

      “She’s a suspect because of the things she said in front of Rowan,” Quinn clarified. “I find the foster home stuff interesting because it could point to feelings of abandonment. If she thinks that Jazzy left her behind, she’s more liable to lash out at her because of it if she has a foundation that suggests she has abandonment issues.”

      “Oh.” Paul was momentarily abashed. “I didn’t think about that. You’re pretty good at this. Did you always want to be in security?”

      Quinn shook his head, thoughtful as he kept reading Lila’s file. “No. I joined the military because I wanted to save the world. I left the military because I realized I couldn’t save everyone. I’m better off focusing on my little corner of the world. That’s something I can control.”

      “Would you really kill someone to protect Rowan?”

      “I’ll kill multiple someone’s to protect her. If that’s what you’re worried about, don’t. I have every intention of keeping her safe. You have my word on that.”

      Something about Quinn’s chilling delivery convinced Paul that was true. “You’re a good man.” He turned rueful. “You’re a good man who sticks with her no matter what. I should’ve been a good man like you.”

      “You’re a different sort of good man. We’ll figure this out.” Quinn didn’t look up from his computer screen. He was completely entranced by what he found there. “Lila had a lot more issues than Jazzy, and I can’t help but wonder if Jazzy knew all of this.”

      “Can you give me an example?”

      “Sure. Lila’s mother was a drug addict who basically neglected her for two years, going so far as to leave her alone at night when she went out to get a fix. She fashioned some sort of cage deal to keep Lila in the crib, tossed in two bottles, and took off for hours on end.”

      Paul was horrified. “Oh, my ... .”

      “One of the neighbors heard the baby screaming one night and checked on her, found the setup,” Quinn continued. “She called the police and Lila was taken into protective services. Her mother’s parental rights weren’t immediately severed. The court tried to get the woman some help, but eventually she simply disappeared and Lila was left in the system.”

      “What about her father?”

      Quinn absently scratched the side of his nose as he dug deeper. “Well, that’s interesting. There is no father listed on Lila’s birth certificate, but Fred managed to hack into her files and there were rumors that her father was Jamison Wickersham.”

      “Is that name supposed to mean something to me?”

      Quinn was grim when he finally met Paul’s gaze. “Jamison is Mildred Wickersham’s father as well.”

      “Jazzy?” Things slowly slid into place for Paul. “Geez. Do you think Lila knows that Jazzy is her half-sister?”

      “I’m going to bet there was a time when Lila went looking for her father. If she realized that Jazzy ended up with everything — a nice house, parents who cared, security — while she got nothing, that could’ve made the bitterness even more hard to swallow.”

      “Do you think Jazzy knows?”

      “I honestly have no idea. I’m going to find out, though. Everything in this investigation is suddenly pointing toward Lila, and I’m worried what she’s going to do if backed into a corner.”

      “I’m guessing now is the time when we track down Rowan and make sure she’s okay.”

      “You guess right. She needs to know all this.”

      Paul hopped to his feet. “Let’s go. I don’t like being separated from her.”

      Quinn’s smile was small but heartfelt. “It sounds to me as if you’ve already made up your mind.”

      “We’ll talk about that later.”

      

      ROWAN WAS BORED OUT OF her mind as she snapped photographs in the conference room. With Julia gone, Rosalind took over keynote speaker duties and she seemed to be enjoying herself as she held court on the stage and addressed her fellow authors.

      Rowan snapped multiple pictures, checking her viewfinder each time. The omen remained on Rosalind’s photo, which meant she was in danger. That hadn’t changed. The odds of someone attacking the woman in front of hundreds of witnesses were slim, though, so Rowan was reasonably assured she had a little time to play with.

      “It’s exciting, huh?” Lila intoned, moving close to Rowan’s elbow as she loitered near the back of the ballroom. “All these authors in one room ... it’s like being bathed in a spring of greatness.”

      Rowan found the comment unbelievably hard to swallow. “Well ... I’m not really into public bathing but, if that’s your thing, more power to you.”

      “I didn’t mean ... .” Lila turned sheepish as she shook her head. “That sounded stupid, didn’t it? I don’t know why I think I can be a writer if I say stupid things like that. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      “I bet you’re a great writer,” Rowan countered. “I bet you could sell a million copies if you just came up with the right idea. You need to have faith in yourself. I know it’s not easy, but it happens all the time. You just need to concentrate.”

      “What are the odds I’ll think of two different ideas that will sell?” Lila challenged. “Julia already stole my best idea. I should be a millionaire. Instead, I’m scrambling to be an assistant again. She promised me when she took my idea and ran with it that it would benefit me, too. That turned out to be a big, fat lie.”

      Rowan stilled, dumbfounded. “Wait ... what? The Ties That Bind was your idea?”

      Realizing her mistake too late to take it back, Lila worked her jaw. “I ... you ... no ... .”

      “Did you write those books?” Rowan pressed. “Did Julia steal your books?”

      “I can’t talk about this.” Lila turned on her heel and disappeared through the double doors that led to the hallway.

      Rowan wasn’t about to be dissuaded now, so she cast a look back to the stage, made brief eye contact with Jazzy, and then chased Lila into the hallway. “Wait!” Rowan increased her pace as she followed Lila toward the stairwell. It was clear Lila wanted to escape, but Rowan had no intention of letting her do it. “I need to talk to you.”

      “I’m not talking to you,” Lila shot back. “I shouldn’t have said that. It was a mistake. Forget what I said.”

      “There’s no way I can forget that.” Rowan was breathless when she joined Lila in the stairwell, her mind spinning. “You wrote Julia’s book. How, though? I thought she didn’t have an assistant until after the fact.”

      “She didn’t, but the book she turned in to the publisher was weak and poorly written. It was given to me to polish up and I made it what it was. I tweaked the story, and in at least fifty changes, and made it better. It was my idea ... and she got rich off it.”

      “It sounds like both of you contributed.”

      “Oh, you don’t even know what I’m talking about.” Lila gave Rowan a light shove, which reminded the photographer that she was in a vulnerable position. Quinn asked her to stay in the ballroom and now she was in a remote stairwell, where Lila could practically do anything she wanted if she set her mind to it.

      “I’m sorry this happened to you, but I believe you have the talent to break through.” Rowan decided to put distance between herself and Lila, just to be on the safe side. “I have to get back. I ... .” Whatever she was going to say died on her lips as she pulled open the door and came face to face with another figure. She wasn’t expecting this one, and surprise washed over her in waves as she tried to grasp exactly what was happening.

      “What are you doing here?”
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      Rowan stood there, blinking, for what felt like forever. Wrapping her mind around the turn of events wasn’t easy, but the initial sense of relief she felt when the door opened evaporated quickly.

      The look on Jazzy’s face told her in no uncertain terms that what was about to transpire wasn’t going to be a pleasant conversation.

      “What’s going on in here?” Jazzy drawled, sliding through the door and letting it slowly close behind her. The stairwell was illuminated, but not well. Most guests preferred the elevators and only the staff regularly used the stairs. That meant the area remained vacant for large portions of the day.

      “Nothing is going on,” Lila replied quickly, her eyes furtive. Rowan couldn’t help but notice how nervous the young woman suddenly appeared to be, which didn’t make sense given the suspicions currently bubbling up. “Why would you think something is going on?”

      “Because I saw you two at the back of the room,” Jazzy replied without hesitation. “You had your heads bent together.”

      “I hardly think we had our heads bent together,” Rowan countered. “We were simply ... enjoying the show.” That seemed like a safe answer, so Rowan went with it. “I’m not an author, but I found the conversation on the stage very illuminating.”

      Jazzy spared her a sideways glance and then focused her full attention on Lila. “Where were you going when you left the conference room?”

      “Nowhere,” Lila replied hurriedly, holding her hands out in a placating manner. “Why would you think I was going anywhere?”

      “Because I told you something right before the conference began, and I think you’re starting to freak out about it. There’s no reason to get worked up, by the way. What I said ... I didn’t mean it. It was just a joke.”

      Lila didn’t immediately respond, instead remaining rooted to her spot and avoiding eye contact.

      A sick sensation slowly filled Rowan’s stomach as she realized there was a good chance she’d severely misjudged the situation. “Oh, geez. You’re the one who killed Julia.”

      Jazzy’s eyes flashed with something Rowan couldn’t immediately identify. She had the sneaking suspicion it was hatred, but the woman managed to shutter her emotions so quickly that Rowan couldn’t be sure that she didn’t imagine the phenomenon.

      “Why would you think that?” Jazzy asked, tilting her head to the side. “Did Lila tell you that?”

      “I didn’t, Millie,” Lila volunteered quickly, her eyes filling with panic. “I didn’t say a word to her. I wouldn’t betray you like that.”

      “My name is not Millie,” Jazzy hissed, her voice roughly as warm as an iceberg. “I don’t like that name. You of all people know that.”

      “Of course. I ... .” Lila broke off, licking her lips.

      Rowan was technically between the two women, potential escape at either side, but she didn’t feel safe. It was obvious something bad was about to happen, although things weren’t going down like she expected. “I think things are taking a turn for the worse and it’s not necessary,” she said, changing course quickly. “This is all clearly a big misunderstanding.”

      “A misunderstanding?” Jazzy mocked, snorting. “You just accused me of being a murderer.”

      “And I was mistaken.” Rowan’s voice was clear, and she sounded calm despite the tempest raging in her head. “I thought one thing but it’s clearly not the case. We should get back to the ballroom. They’ll notice I’m gone fairly quickly since I’m supposed to be shooting the entire event.”

      Jazzy didn’t look worried in the least that someone would come looking for them. “Really? You think they’re going to worry about the photographer during a boring panel discussion? Please. We all know that’s not true. No one cares about those photos.”

      “I’m still required to take them,” Rowan pressed. “The publishing houses will want copies.”

      “Well, the publishing houses are going to be disappointed,” Jazzy drawled, shaking her head. “It would really be for the best if you didn’t try to manipulate me. I don’t like being manipulated.”

      Rowan balked. “What makes you think I’m trying to manipulate you?”

      “I’m not a moron. It’s fairly obvious. Now ... shh.” Jazzy pressed her fingers to her lips and focused on Lila. “I told you the truth earlier. You were all up in arms because you didn’t think you would ever succeed, and I explained exactly how we were going to make that happen. I don’t see why you’re being such a baby about all this.”

      “I’m not being a baby,” Lila said carefully. “I just ... am not being a baby.” Her voice was weak, her hands shaking. “I’m simply trying to wrap my head around things. I don’t think I’m being ridiculous or anything, and those disappointed sighs you keep uttering aren’t helping matters. I need time to absorb what you told me.”

      “I don’t see why.” Jazzy was blasé. “I mean ... I did you a favor. You want to be in the group, and I did you a favor. You should be thanking me, not acting like a total wimp.”

      A sick sensation of understanding drifted over Rowan. “You killed Julia to help Lila.”

      “I believe this conversation is above your pay grade,” Jazzy snapped. “You’re not involved so ... shut your mouth.”

      Rowan knew she was in a precarious situation, but she wasn’t about to back down. Lila looked as if she was about to bolt — which was a bad idea in a stairwell — and Jazzy clearly had some emotional issues. That meant things would likely come to a head no matter what ... and fast.

      “I don’t think you can cut me out of the conversation since I’m here,” she pressed, refusing to back down. “I’m trying to understand why you did this. I mean ... I get that you wanted to help Lila, but how is killing Julia going to propel her forward?”

      “Once the truth comes out that Lila is the one who wrote Julia’s best-selling books, she’ll be set for life.”

      “And how are you going to get that news out there?” Rowan challenged. “I’m guessing Lila signed a non-disclosure agreement. That’s how she got paid.” She lobbed a brief look in Lila’s direction for confirmation. “Am I right?”

      Lila swallowed hard and nodded. “I can’t take credit for the books. Besides, I didn’t do all of it myself. Julia is the one who okayed the outlines. I’m simply the one who wrote them.”

      “Yes, but you should get credit for writing them,” Jazzy pressed. “You did the work. You should get the glory.”

      “I signed away my rights because I needed the money,” Lila argued, fury lacing her words for the first time since Jazzy showed up in the stairwell. “You know how it works. It’s ridiculously expensive to live in New York. That’s where you need to be when you’re first starting, though, so you can take meetings with various publishers. I had to do what I had to do.”

      “And I had to do what I had to do,” Jazzy said simply. “You needed help, so I gave it.”

      “Except killing Julia doesn’t help me,” Lila argued. “I needed her. I needed the money I got working for her.”

      “You don’t need that money.” Jazzy made a tsking sound in the back of her throat. “You’re going to have money of your own. You’re going to be famous the second the news cycles pick up on the fact that you really wrote The Ties that Bind books.”

      “Except I didn’t.” Suddenly, Lila had found her voice and she refused to back down. “She found me on a ghostwriting board. She hired me. I didn’t even know who I was writing for at the time. She told me what she wanted, what she was willing to pay, and I did it.

      “It was more of a collaboration,” she continued. “Julia was the one who was in the right place at the right time on this one. She got the accolades.”

      “Even though she didn’t deserve them.” Jazzy made a face. “She was a horrible woman. Do you have any idea the things she said behind your back? She knew that we were close, that I loved you, and yet she got off on saying horrible things about you.

      “I hated it, and I told her I hated it,” she continued, her eyes glinting in the limited light. “She liked torturing me, though. All of them liked being mean to me, treating me as if I was a childish idiot, but she was the worst. She actually started believing her own hype and thought she was better than everybody else. I had to show her the error of her ways.”

      Jazzy’s voice was so cold it sent chills down Rowan’s spine. Still, she managed to maintain the illusion of cool as she licked her lips and debated how to proceed.

      “How did it happen?” she asked finally. “Why did you attack her on the ship? That was a bad move, because it left you trapped here as the investigation wound its way through the author ranks. You should’ve done it on the mainland.”

      “I didn’t plan it,” Jazzy offered, her expression rueful. “I didn’t set out to do it. I followed her into the ballroom because she was insisting on seeing the set-up and I wanted to talk to her. She’d been ignoring me for days even though I threatened her with exposure if she didn’t sit down and discuss Lila’s position.”

      “Discuss my position?” Lila was obviously confused. “I don’t understand. What did you think she was going to do? It wasn’t as if she was going to suddenly see the error of her ways and claim me as a co-writer. She wasn’t going to split the money with me.”

      “You got five grand for writing the first book in that series,” Jazzy reminded her. “Julia made twenty million because it was a runaway success. How is that fair?”

      “It’s not fair,” Lila replied simply. “It’s what I agreed to, though. It’s on me, not her. I’m the one who agreed to the deal. Do I regret it? You have no idea. I can’t go back and change it, though.

      “We agreed that you were going to help me come up with another idea, remember?” she pressed. “What happened to that idea? Why can’t we go back to that?”

      Rowan could think of a reason — she ended up dead in a laundry bin — but she had to give Lila props for trying. “If Lila doesn’t understand why you did what you did, why are you still insisting it was the right choice?” she asked after a beat, genuinely curious. “Seriously ... I don’t understand why you decided to go this route.”

      “I told you. I was with Julia, bugging her to allow Lila to participate in the conference as an author rather than an assistant. She wouldn’t listen to me, said Lila had to do her bidding because that’s what she paid her for. I disagreed ... and she simply refused to see things my way.”

      Jazzy’s expression was downright chilling.

      “Where did you find the laundry bin?” Rowan asked. “Did someone leave it behind?”

      “Julia didn’t like the table linens,” Jazzy replied, her lips curving into an unattractive sneer. “She demanded they be switched out. Two maids came in to tackle it. They had bins with them. They tossed all the old linens in the bins and then disappeared for some reason. I think they were looking for different linens, but I can’t be sure.

      “Anyway, they left the room and Julia kept talking,” she continued. “She refused to see things my way, accept Lila as an equal instead of a subordinate. She said that Lila would never amount to anything because she was white trash. I just ... snapped.”

      Rowan’s heart gave a little lurch. “You’re loyal to your friend.”

      “I am,” Jazzy agreed. “I hate the way Lila is treated. I don’t get the same level of adulation as the others, but they have to at least pretend to respect me because I’m a Grand Dame. I never understood about the group until I was in it. Now I understand. It’s power. I like the power.”

      “You want to share the power with Lila.”

      “Oh, I’m going to share the power with Lila. I’ve got a plan. I’m not going to deviate. I have everything under control. Unfortunately for you, that means you’re going to have to serve as a sacrifice of sorts. I would prefer it wasn’t necessary, but I have no choice. You’re going to have to die.”

      Oxygen clogged in Rowan’s lungs. “Well, that sucks.”

      

      ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE stairwell door, Quinn stood with his ear pressed to the metal door. He could hear everything transpiring on the other side.

      He knew Rowan was okay ... at least for now. He knew Jazzy was the culprit rather than Lila, although he was still trying to swallow the swerve. He also knew that he needed to get in there and defuse the situation. He simply didn’t know the best way to do it.

      Once Jazzy threatened to kill Rowan, though, he knew he was out of time. He threw open the door, ignored Lila’s theatrical gasp and the way Jazzy’s eyes jerked to him, and met Rowan’s gaze head-on.

      “Hello, ladies,” he drawled, his voice low and calm. “I don’t suppose we could finish this discussion down in the security office, could we? I think that would be best for everybody.”

      The look on Jazzy’s face was priceless. Her eyes went so wide Quinn thought there was a legitimate chance they might pop out of their sockets. It was a ridiculous thought, but her expression was so exaggerated he couldn’t shake it.

      “What are you doing here?” Jazzy asked, her voice barely a whisper. “I ... you ... we ... um ... you’re not supposed to be here.” She recovered, although only marginally. “This is a private conversation. You shouldn’t interrupt.”

      “She killed Julia,” Rowan interjected quickly, some of the tension she’d been carrying around for the past few minutes disappearing. “She wanted to prove she was Lila’s best and most trusted friend.”

      “She’s more than that,” Quinn supplied, making room at the top of the stairs so Jazzy could see the security guards he’d brought with him. When he hit the conference room and realized Rowan was missing, he interrupted long enough to ask questions. That hadn’t gone over well with Rosalind, but one of the women on the stage admitted she saw Rowan following Lila – and Jazzy following both of them – out of the room. Thankfully, they hadn’t made it very far, so he was ready to move when his men appeared on the scene.

      “She’s more than what?” Rowan asked, quizzical. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “Jazzy understands,” Quinn said. “She knows her father’s secret, after all. She tried to cover for him for years, but it finally got to be too much.”

      Jazzy’s chest hitched as she held Quinn’s gaze. “How do you know about that?”

      “There are public records readily available. If you dig hard enough, it’s easy to uncover the fact that your father is also Lila’s father.”

      Whatever Lila was expecting, it wasn’t that. Her mouth dropped open and the incredulous look she shot Jazzy was enough to cause the other woman to shrink in embarrassment.

      “W-what?”

      “It’s true,” Quinn pressed. “You and Jazzy share a father. She’s known for some time, although she clearly never shared that information with you.”

      “But ... I was raised in foster care,” Lila hedged. “My mother took off when I was a kid and there was no one to take care of me. If Mr. Wickersham was my father l ... I don’t understand.” She trailed off, a far-off expression on her face.

      “I’m guessing he cheated on his wife,” Quinn offered. “He didn’t want her to find out. I don’t know if he ever considered telling you the truth, but Jazzy knew. I think that’s why she’s been working so hard to advocate for you.”

      “You shouldn’t have told her,” Jazzy hissed. “She wasn’t ready to hear the information. I had a plan. I wanted her to be rich and famous before I told her.”

      “Why?” Lila asked, a tear sliding down her cheek. “Why not just tell me the truth from the start?”

      “Because life wasn’t fair to you,” Jazzy replied simply. “You had horrible things happen to you. The other kids made fun of you in high school because your clothes were from thrift stores. I remember the look on your face the first time I took you to my house.

      “I was afraid,” she continued. “I thought if you knew what you should’ve had that you would’ve hated my father. I didn’t want that. We always dreamed about being sisters. When I found out we really were, it seemed somehow kismet.”

      “You should’ve told me,” Lila pressed. “I wouldn’t have blamed you for it. It’s not as if you could’ve changed it.”

      “I still wanted you to get everything you ever wanted. I had a plan.”

      “Was killing Rosalind part of that plan?” Rowan asked.

      Jazzy snapped her head in Rowan’s direction, stunned disbelief blanking her features. “How did you know that? I ... didn’t tell anyone that.”

      Rowan thought of the photographs she’d snapped and merely shook her head. “Call it a hunch. Once you killed Julia and realized it relieved some of the pressure you were feeling, it probably seemed like a good idea to get rid of Rosalind, too, huh?”

      “It wasn’t that, although I’m not going to deny being happier since Julia’s death,” Jazzy replied. “If you know the truth about my father, you probably know the truth about Rosalind, too.”

      Realization dawned on Quinn. “She abandoned her children. She basically sold them for her book rights and never looked back.”

      “I don’t like it when people don’t take care of their kids,” Jazzy said simply. “That should be mandatory. It’s not a choice.”

      “I happen to agree with you.” Quinn’s tone was grave. “That doesn’t mean you can kill someone and get away with it. You’re going to have to pay for what you did to Julia. You know that, right?”

      Jazzy shrugged, seemingly unbothered by the turn of events. “At least the truth will come out about who wrote those books when my trial hits, right? I’ll have gotten what I wanted, just in a different way.”

      Quinn slowly drew a pair of cuffs out of his back pocket. “I’ll make sure the truth gets out about those books. You have my word on it.”

      “That’s the most important thing.” Without complaint, Jazzy lifted her wrists and allowed Quinn to affix the cuffs. “I’m kind of glad you showed up when you did,” she said after a beat. “I wasn’t looking forward to killing your girlfriend. I just didn’t see where I had a choice.”

      Quinn searched her face for a hint of the madness he was convinced lurked under the surface. All he found was a young woman who wanted to protect the lifelong companion who was so much more than a best friend.

      “If you touched her, I would’ve killed you. I guess that means I’m glad I showed up when I did, too.”

      “Some things are meant to be.” Jazzy’s smile was sad and whimsical. “Don’t forget your promise. Make sure the word gets out.”

      “I always keep my promises.”

      “Good. That’s really good.”
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      Jazzy didn’t put up a fight, not even when Quinn locked her in one of the minimalistic cells on the detention level. He made sure she was comfortable, supplied her with an extra blanket and pillow, and then looked the other way when Lila wanted to sit outside and talk to the friend who was suddenly her sister.

      Quinn instructed his men to keep clear of the conversation as long as Lila didn’t get in the way. She obviously had a lot of questions, and Jazzy was the only one who could answer them. The two women spent the next two days talking nonstop, and Lila promised to stand by Jazzy when they hit the mainland and she was transferred into police custody.

      Rowan spent those two days with her father. They talked about old times, reminisced, but chatter about what was to come was held at bay. Neither of them wanted to push the issue, so they simply pretended they weren’t working under the threat of a ticking clock.

      Quinn didn’t understand it, but he didn’t insert himself into the conversation either.

      Finally, on the last day, Paul was ready to discuss what was to come. He met Rowan and Quinn at the tiki bar, and the trio secluded themselves in the corner for a very important conversation.

      “What’s the buzz with the other authors?” Quinn asked, his fingers rubbing light circles over Rowan’s back as he sipped his iced tea. “Was everyone surprised Julia didn’t write her own books?”

      “There had always been whispers,” Paul replied. “I never heard them, but I’m not exactly in the inner circle. Apparently very few people were surprised, but Roxanne and Rosalind are very excited to have the Grand Dames to themselves. Rosalind is talking about instituting an ethics evaluation for group membership going forward.”

      Quinn’s smile slipped. “From the woman who sold her children to keep her book royalties? I think that’s pretty rich.”

      “Yes, well, word of that has spread, too.” Paul’s lips curved. “I’m not sure how it happened, but somehow Toby Keane found out the truth and he’s been telling anyone who will listen. He’s always hated Rosalind.”

      Speculative, Quinn arched an eyebrow. “Are you the one who told him?”

      “I can’t recall.” Paul absently rubbed his chin. “If I did, I don’t remember. I guess it doesn’t matter, though.”

      “No, I guess not,” Quinn agreed. “How is Rosalind taking it now that her secret is making the rounds?”

      “Not good. She’s been holed up in her room for the past twenty-four hours. She’s livid. She tried denying it at first, but apparently she tripped over her own lie and everyone knows. More people are talking about what she’s done than Jazzy being a murderer.”

      “Jazzy was ... messed up,” Rowan interjected, tracing the ring of condensation her glass left on the table as she spoke. “She didn’t set out to be a murderer.”

      “That doesn’t make what she did okay,” Quinn countered. “Julia didn’t have to die. She might’ve been a terrible person, but that doesn’t mean she deserved what happened.”

      “I didn’t say she deserved it. Jazzy snapped, though. I’m starting to think she’s a little mentally unbalanced.”

      “I believe that, too,” Quinn admitted. “I’m sure that will factor into her sentence when it comes time. I wouldn’t at all be surprised if she ended up in a hospital rather than a prison.”

      “Would Lila be able to visit her there?”

      Quinn nodded. “I think, despite everything, Lila and Jazzy are going to remain close. What happens with Jazzy’s father is anyone’s guess, but he’s been notified. Jazzy asked me to make the call. He’ll be waiting at port when we land. Apparently he’s already retained a lawyer.”

      “I guess that’s to be expected,” Rowan mused, shaking her head. “Ah, well. It’s incredibly sad. I think most people believe money fixes everything. That’s very rarely the case.”

      “Definitely not,” Quinn agreed. “There is no such thing as a perfect life.”

      The small group lapsed into amiable silence, the only sound that of busy straws. Finally, Paul cleared his throat and drew two sets of curious eyes in his direction.

      “I’ve made a decision.” His voice was quiet, but solid.

      “Oh, yeah?” Quinn did his best to appear calm, but he tightened his grip on Rowan’s shoulder as a way to show his support. He had every intention of being there for her no matter what. He hoped Paul would make the right decision, but if he didn’t, Quinn would help Rowan pick up the pieces.

      “Nick has managed to acquire a condominium with his corporate account,” Paul said. “It’s not far from where you dock. We’re going to be staying there together for the next couple weeks.”

      Hope grew like a balloon in Rowan’s chest. “Really?” It was more than she dared to hope for. “Does that mean you’re going to help us work through this?”

      “That means that I’m tired of living in the shadows, too,” Paul replied, choosing his words carefully. “When I first arrived, I had every intention of convincing you to come with me, Rowan. I wanted to get you away from this place, keep you safe.

      “Nick told me it was a pipe dream, something that I would never be able to pull off, but I thought I knew you better,” he continued. “To me, you were still an eighteen-year-old girl, one who had been too shy to date. It’s pretty obvious you’re not the same person.”

      “No,” Rowan agreed. “I like to think I’m stronger than I was.”

      “You’re definitely strong.” Paul flicked his eyes to Quinn. “You’re strong together. I didn’t want to admit it, not even to myself, but it’s obvious you two belong together.”

      “I’m glad you’ve come to that realization without me having to shake you,” Quinn noted. “There were a couple of tense moments the other day where I thought I was going to have to beat you up. Since Rowan would’ve frowned upon that, I’m glad it didn’t come to it.”

      “That makes two of us.” Paul licked his lips and shifted on his seat. “Nick is picking me up at the docks when we land and we’re heading straight to the condo. We’re going to stay there for two days and watch the area to make sure we’re not under surveillance. After that ... we’ll be able to start planning.”

      “Fred has been busy pulling information,” Quinn supplied. “So far, we don’t have a smoking gun, but he’s only scratched the surface. The more information he gets, the more we’ll be able to form a plan of attack.”

      “Will I be able to see you?” Rowan asked, worry flitting through her eyes. “I mean ... I know we have to be careful, but we’ll get to spend time together, right?”

      Paul’s smile was kindly. “Yes, although not for the next two days. It’s important that you guys go back to your normal routine, as if nothing has happened.”

      “We can do that.” Quinn bobbed his head. “We tend to stick close to the ship, shop and eat dinner in area locations. We spend a lot of time on the beach.”

      “Then keep doing that. Once we’re reasonably assured it’s safe, we’ll get the address to you and set a meet. We need to go over the information together. Somehow, some way, we need to find a way to get them to back off.”

      “For all we know, they might be following Rowan and waiting for signs that she’s going to manifest,” Quinn noted. “With the right equipment, we wouldn’t even know we were being watched when we spend time on the beach.”

      “No, but Rowan’s gift is unique,” Paul said. “Whether she really needs the camera to direct her power or she simply thinks she does ultimately doesn’t matter. It’s turned into a great shield because she’s never out in the open displaying her ability.”

      “I’m thankful for that, too.” Quinn moved his hand to the back of Rowan’s neck, to the spot where she carried most of her tension. “We’ll be prepared to meet up again. Once a few days have passed and these people see we’re acting normally, things will probably shift again. We’ll be ready.”

      “Good.” Paul’s smile was heartfelt as he reached under the table and lifted a canvas bag. He’d brought it with him when he hit the deck, and Rowan was curious enough to widen her eyes.

      “What’s this?” she asked, taking the bag.

      “It’s a gift for you.”

      She peered inside, tears instantly springing to her eyes when she caught sight of the familiar stuffed dog. “Rags.” She drew him out, ignoring the well-worn patches as she hugged him to her chest. “I can’t believe you kept him all this time.”

      “I told you I did.”

      “I know. It’s just ... .”

      “I needed to feel close to you,” Paul explained. “The dog was your favorite, so even though I knew it was mean to take him, I couldn’t stop myself from doing it. I have you back, though, so Rags should be yours.”

      “Thank you.”

      Quinn pursed his lips, amused and touched. “That’s kind of nice, huh?”

      “There’s one more thing in the bag,” Paul prodded, inclining his chin.

      Rowan dug inside a second time, furrowing her brow when she returned with a P.J. Landis hardcover. “What’s this?”

      “That’s the book that hits in two months. It’s not even available yet.”

      “Oh. Not that I’m not eager to read your stuff now that I know who you are, but why are you giving this to me?”

      “Look inside.” His voice was barely a whisper.

      Dutifully, Rowan flipped open the cover. Her heart lodged in her throat when she read the dedication. Instinctively, Quinn read over her shoulder, saying the words out loud as he went.

      “To my daughter,” Quinn intoned. “Wherever you are, whatever you do, I’ll always be proud of you. You’ll never know how much. You’re the one thing in this world that makes the sun seem brighter and magic not only possible, but probable. Carry me in your heart, because I will always carry you.”

      Rowan sniffled as she swiped at the errant tears on her cheeks. “That was ... .”

      “Beautiful,” Quinn finished for her, smiling. “Obviously you’ve had this dedication in the works for months.”

      “More like a year,” Paul corrected. “I knew I couldn’t stay away forever. It was only a matter of time. We’re family, so we need to work together to get through this. You were right when you said it. I understand that.”

      “We’re family,” Rowan agreed, exhaling heavily. “Things are about to get interesting, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      “I guess that’s for the best. The sooner we figure out answers, the sooner we can move forward with a new life.”

      “That’s all I want,” Paul said.

      “It’s all any of us want,” Quinn noted. “I have faith we can pull it off. We simply need to work together.”

      Rowan clutched the dog tighter to her chest. “And so we will.”

      “And so we will.”
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      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Quinn Davenport, his voice sleepy, snagged his girlfriend Rowan Gray around the waist as she rose. They were on the deck of The Bounding Storm, one of the finest cruise ships to dock in Florida, and the sound of the waves beyond had lulled him to the point where he was on the verge of falling asleep.

      “I’m running to the bathroom.” Rowan patted his arm, amused by the confused look on his face. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Okay.” He ran his hand over his short-cropped hair. “Did I fall asleep?”

      “I think you were drifting. It’s okay. I didn’t mean to wake you. I will honestly be right back.”

      “Knock yourself out.” Quinn rolled to his back and stared at the stars. It was a quiet night, especially by cruise ship standards, and he was still flummoxed that he’d managed to conk out despite the fact that there were people flitting to and fro on the deck. It was their last night at sea. The following day they would return to port — and the real world in the process — and he was looking forward to having his feet on solid ground for a few days. As much as he loved the sea — and he did — he loved the mainland, too.

      Besides, there were things to do on the mainland, and he was eager to get an update from the people he and Rowan had left behind when they set sail days before.

      “Excuse me, sir.”

      He turned his head at a trio of giggles and forced himself to a sitting position. He was comfortable — ridiculously so — on the lounger, but as head of security for The Bounding Storm, he had to look professional if the guests approached him.

      “Is something wrong?”

      The young women who stood in front of him barely looked old enough to drink. If Quinn had to guess, he figured they were visiting on break from college and they’d spent the last few days getting drunk and rowdy. If they were approaching him now — and they looked more tipsy than concerned — he figured it was because they had mischief on their minds.

      “Nothing is wrong,” the first girl said hurriedly. She was blond and lithe, and her eyes seemed to gleam under the limited light as she regarded him. “We just thought we should join you.”

      “You know, so you’re not alone,” another girl piped in. She was brunette and boasted one of the lowest-cut tops Quinn had ever seen. “We figure that the worst thing in the world is being lonely on a cruise ship and we want to save you from that fate.”

      Quinn had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing. It wasn’t that he was interested in their offer as much as amused by their boldness. “Well, I’m not lonely. In fact, my friend just ran to the bathroom. It’s fine.”

      “Your friend?” The third woman, also a blonde, leaned forward. Intrigue lit her features and, for the first time since they approached, Quinn sensed trouble. “Is your friend as hot as you?”

      “Definitely.” Quinn bobbed his head without hesitation. “She’s ridiculously hot.”

      “She?” The third woman was taken aback. “I ... what do you mean she?”

      “I think he’s talking about me,” Rowan announced, sliding in behind the women and giving them a sidelong look as she cut around the spot they occupied. “I could be wrong, though.”

      “I’m definitely talking about you.” Quinn grabbed her hand and dragged her toward the lounger they’d been sharing only five minutes before. “It’s good you’re here. These young ladies are worried that I’m lonely. You should probably assuage them of that fear.”

      Rowan’s eyes lit with mirth as she cast a look over her shoulder at the disappointed women. They’d obviously approached Quinn because his fiery good looks were a natural aphrodisiac to anyone who was attracted to men ... which they obviously were. The fact that Rowan had already staked her claim on him was a kink in their plan.

      “Are you two together?” the brunette asked finally. There was a hint of resignation to her tone.

      “We are,” Quinn confirmed, moving his hand over Rowan’s back as he regarded the women with kind eyes. “Is there anything else you guys need?”

      “I guess not.” The blonde was sad as she scuffed her flip-flop against the deck. “We thought you were the strong and silent type.”

      “He is,” Rowan confirmed. “He was so silent the only noise he was making a few minutes ago sounded like snores.”

      Quinn playfully pinched her flank. “Keep it up.”

      “We thought he might like company,” the girl stressed. “I guess we were wrong.”

      “I have all the company I need,” Quinn commented, slinging an arm around Rowan’s shoulders. “Thank you for thinking of me, though. It’s appreciated.”

      “I bet if you head to the tiki bar you’ll be able to find a few guys who really are lonely,” Rowan offered. “It’s the last night of your cruise, so now would be the time to track down those sorts of guys.”

      The blonde nodded her agreement. “Right. Well ... we should probably be going.” She took an exaggerated step away and then slowed. “You’re sure you’re not lonely, right?”

      Quinn managed to keep a straight face, but just barely. “I’m definitely not lonely.” He tightened his grip on Rowan. “In fact, I’m exactly where I want to be.”

      “Ah, well, we had to try.” The brunette was rueful as she moved to join her friend. “I told you he was too hot to be lonely. We should head back and find those guys who were drinking the Jägermeister. They were definitely lonely ... and only one of them was ugly.”

      “Yeah, but which one of us gets the ugly one?” the third blonde queried.

      “We’ll draw straws when we get there.”

      Quinn managed to keep his chuckle in until he was sure they were out of earshot, and then he belted out a gregarious laugh. “Oh, thank you for saving me, Ro.” He kissed her temple and rolled back to his previous position, the stars twinkling above. “I thought for sure I was a goner.”

      Rowan was almost as amused as Quinn. “You must exude a special type of musk,” she noted, leaning closer so she could sniff him. “Seriously, how did they even find you? It’s dark over here.”

      “I have no idea.” Quinn was insistent as he dragged her down to get comfortable. “Maybe they heard the snores.”

      “That’s a possibility.”

      “Were you snoring, too? Before you got up to go to the bathroom, I mean. Maybe it was your dulcet tones that drew them in.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” She poked his side and rested her chin on his chest as they resumed their previous positions. “It’s a beautiful night, isn’t it?”

      He kept his gaze directly on her. “You’re beautiful.”

      She snickered at his serious expression. “I think we just proved that you’re the beautiful one. You attract women wherever you go.”

      “I only care about one woman.” And, because it was true, he wrapped his arms around her back and kissed her forehead. “What are you going to do first when we land tomorrow?”

      Rowan had been expecting the question so she wasn’t caught off guard. “I thought I would make sure the guests got off safely, like I normally do. Then I plan on filing the necessary paperwork with the home office to confirm the number of photographs I took during this cruise.”

      He let loose a drawn-out sigh. “Oh, you’re being cute. I love it when you’re being cute.”

      “And I recognize sarcasm when I hear it.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He shifted lower so he could stare into her mesmerizing eyes. “What about your father, Rowan?” He kept his voice low so it wouldn’t carry over the deck. Talk of Rowan’s father, Paul Gray, was still an iffy proposition ... especially since he’d faked his death when she was a teenager and only recently returned.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do about him,” she admitted, gnawing on her bottom lip. “I have a few options.”

      “You must be leaning toward one.”

      “I am. I thought I would let you decide.”

      “No way.” He vehemently shook his head. “Don’t even think about putting this on me. You’re the one who has to deal with it.”

      Rowan turned sheepish. “I know. It’s just ... it’s a lot.”

      “It is a lot,” Quinn agreed, stroking the back of her head. “Fred is still tracking down information on the Phoenix Society for us. He should have more for us to look at when we land. I told him not to send any of the information via email in case ... well, in case they’re somehow monitoring us.”

      “Do you think that’s possible?” Rowan’s heart flopped at the prospect. “I mean ... do you think it’s possible they’ve been watching me the whole time?”

      That was the question, wasn’t it? Quinn found himself plagued by the idea when he gave himself a moment to think about their circumstances. He spent years with Special Forces in the military, years fighting gun battles and participating in covert operations. He was less fearful of those years than he was of what lay in front of them. He had a feeling that was because of Rowan, because he had something important he absolutely couldn’t lose this go-around.

      “I think it’s probable,” Quinn said finally, hating the way she cringed. “I don’t think they’ve watched your every move or anything,” he added hurriedly in an effort to soothe her frayed nerves. “I think they’ve kept tabs on you, though. It would’ve been stupid for them to just walk away simply because your father disappeared.”

      “Yeah, but he essentially faked his death. I mean ... he didn’t do a good job of it. He left a lot of open questions. The local police believed he drove into the lake during a storm, though. Oddly enough, that happened on a regular basis in Michigan. Why would the Phoenix Society have reason to doubt that?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t know. They were clearly interested in your father and mother, though. I mean ... they kept tabs on them for years. I don’t think they simply washed their hands of the whole thing because your father was removed from the picture.”

      “Yeah.” Rowan rubbed her cheek against his shirt. “Why do you think they never approached me?”

      And there, Quinn thought, was the opening he’d been looking for over the past several weeks. “I think they probably did contact you. You just didn’t know it at the time.”

      Rowan stiffened. “What? But ... how?”

      “You probably didn’t realize it was happening. You might’ve recognized the operative as a casual friend or acquaintance and never thought anything about talking to them.”

      “Like who?”

      “I don’t know. I wasn’t privy to your life before you joined the ship. I can’t answer that for you.”

      Rowan was more bothered by that than she wanted to let on. “I don’t get it,” she said finally, her fingers restless as they walked up and down his chest. “What would be the point?”

      She already knew the answer to that. Quinn was sure of it. Still, he answered because he believed she needed to hear the specifics from him. “The Phoenix Society was running experiments on individuals they believed to be psychic. That included your mother and father.”

      “I’m well aware.” Rowan was terse. “I know what my father told me. I was there for the conversation.”

      “Hey. Don’t bark at me.” Quinn was gentle as he grabbed her chin and admonished her. “I’m on your side. I didn’t create this situation. I’m trying to help. Don’t take out your frustration on me, no matter how tempting it may be.”

      Shame flooded Rowan’s cheeks. “I’m sorry. You’re right. That wasn’t fair.” She wrapped her fingers around his wrist, earnest. “I’m just ... afraid.”

      The admission tugged on Quinn’s heartstrings. “I’m going to be right here with you,” he promised, his voice low. “I hate that you’re fearful, but it’s actually a good thing in this particular case. It will keep you aware, alert. I don’t like that you’re scared, but I’m going to be with you no matter what.”

      Rowan wasn’t certain about much in this world, but she believed that with her whole heart. “Yeah.” Briefly, she pressed her face in the hollow between his neck and shoulder and gave him a kiss. “I don’t mean to be cranky. I’m doing the best I can.”

      “I know, baby.” He brushed his lips against her forehead. “This is too much for any one person to bear. That’s why you need to lean on me.”

      “This isn’t your fight, though.”

      Annoyance reared up and grabbed him by the throat. “No? I thought when I fell in love with you that all our fights were shared. Are you saying, if something happened to me, that you would abandon me to fight on my own?”

      Rowan immediately balked. “Of course not. You know better than that.”

      “So, why do you assume this isn’t my fight?”

      “I ... .” She trailed off, uncertain how to answer.

      “That’s what I thought.” Quinn was serious as he met her gaze. “We’re in this together. You can’t shake me now. I need you to promise you won’t try.”

      “I don’t want to shake you,” she argued. “You know that. I love you.”

      “I know you do. It’s always nice to hear, though. The thing is, you strike me as the sort who might try to shake me for my own good. If you try that, we’re going to have words. There is no pushing me off for my own good. We’re going to figure this out ... and it’s going to be a joint effort.”

      Rowan let loose a dramatic sigh, although there was a twinkle in her eyes. “I guess I’ll have to learn to live with that.”

      “That’s probably wise.”

      They shared a sweet kiss before returning to the problem at hand.

      “I think the Phoenix Society has kept loose tabs on you in recent years,” he said. “I think they believe you’re psychic, which you are.”

      “I take prophetic photographs,” she stressed. “I don’t think that necessarily means that I’m psychic.”

      He was amused despite himself. “What would you call it?”

      She shrugged, noncommittal. “A ... fluke of nature.”

      “A psychic fluke of nature.”

      “I’m not psychic.” Rowan had always been uncomfortable with that word. “I can’t see the future ... or the past. I have residual abilities that manifest with a camera and that’s it. I’m pretty freaking far from psychic.”

      “Uh-huh.” Quinn was understandably dubious. He also understood why she insisted on protecting herself. “Fine. You’re not psychic.”

      “I’m not.”

      “I was agreeing with you.”

      “You were agreeing with a certain tone,” she corrected. “It’s a tone I happen to despise, by the way, just so you know.”

      “Thank you for the tip.” He twirled a strand of her hair around his finger and decided on a different conversational course. “You’re magic, sweetheart. I knew that almost from the start. What you can do ... well, you’re more than the sum of your parts. Your ability is still a big part of you, though. You can’t deny it. That’s not going to make it go away.”

      Rowan turned morose. “I know. It’s just ... I can’t help thinking that if all this psychic stuff went away, I would’ve lived a very different life. My father never would’ve left. I wouldn’t have been left on my own. Do you know what that world would’ve looked like?”

      Sadly, Quinn had an idea. If her father hadn’t left, odds were Rowan never would’ve found her way to The Bounding Storm. They never would’ve met ... and fell in love ... and be planning a life together. He wouldn’t be searching for the perfect ring to propose if those things had never happened. And yet, knowing that, he also recognized her life would’ve been easier and the pain that propelled her existence for years would never have happened. Since he hated it when she hurt, he couldn’t help but see the appeal of that world ... even if it meant he never got what he wanted.

      As if reading his mind, Rowan linked her fingers with his. “I wouldn’t trade what we have for anything,” she whispered. “That was the wrong thing to say. I love you. I want you more than anything. It’s just ... all of this has thrown me.”

      “I know.” He kissed her forehead. “We’re going to figure it out. The last communication we got from your uncle said he found a house and would be in contact as soon as we landed. That’s tomorrow. I expect he’ll get in touch with us as soon as possible when we dock.”

      “And then what?”

      Quinn shrugged. He didn’t have an answer for her. “And then we’ll figure it out,” he said after a beat. “That’s all we can do.”

      “Yeah, well, I wish we would hurry up and figure it out.”

      Quinn chuckled. “I can agree with you there. I guess we’ll just have to distract ourselves with other things until that happens, huh?”

      Instantly suspicious, Rowan raised her eyes. “What did you have in mind?”

      Quinn’s grin was playful. “Well, I’m glad you asked. I thought we would start with a little of this.” He leaned forward to press his lips against hers. He never made it, though, because a bright light filled the air over their heads and caused him to jerk his eyes up.

      “What’s that?” Rowan asked, instantly shifting gears. “Is that ... fireworks?” She knew that wasn’t the right answer and yet it was all she could come up with.

      “Not fireworks,” he countered, sliding his legs over the side of the lounger and struggling to a sitting position. “It’s an emergency flare.”

      “Coming from where?” Rowan glanced around. “Did someone on the ship fire that? It looks like it came from over there.” She pointed at the open sea.

      “It definitely does,” Quinn agreed, clambering toward the railing. “I ... can you see anything?”

      Rowan didn’t answer because, at that exact moment, someone started screaming. The noise wasn’t coming from the ship, though. It was coming from the ocean, which meant somebody was out there ... and in trouble.

      Quinn narrowed his eyes and peered into the darkness. “Son of a ... . We need help. There’s someone out there.”

      Rowan thought that was the understatement of the year, but she immediately reached for her phone to call for help. “What do we do?”

      Quinn wasn't certain. “I don’t know. We’d better decide fast, though. I don’t think we have a lot of time.”
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      Quinn’s eyes were keen as he scanned the dark ocean.

      “They’re close,” he muttered.

      “Michael is stopping the ship,” Rowan announced, referring to the ship’s captain as she returned to his side, phone in hand. She was all business. “He’s ready to launch a rescue mission if you can figure out which direction you want to go.”

      “I ... don’t know.” Quinn’s frustration was palpable. “I know I heard something.”

      Rowan knew that, too. “They’re out there.” She gestured vaguely, earning a dark look from Quinn.

      “Would you like to narrow that down for me?”

      Rowan held out her hands. “I would if I could.”

      “I know.” He squeezed her shoulder and stared into the night. “We need to get out there. I’ve tried calling out, but either they can’t hear me or I can’t hear them. Maybe we overshot them.”

      “What happens if we can’t find them?” The prospect made Rowan uneasy.

      “We’re going to find them.” Quinn was sure of himself. “I’m not leaving until we find who is out here. I can promise you that.”

      

      ULTIMATELY, QUINN’S MEN LAUNCHED two rescue boats. He called out into the darkness for almost a full twenty minutes before he made the decision. He couldn’t run the risk that people were out there, waiting to be rescued, and he somehow missed them. The fact that they crossed paths at all was something of a miracle.

      Quinn took two men on his small boat with him and sent another four on a separate boat. They were in contact via radio, and the small engines of the rescue boats were quiet compared to the large engines boasted by The Bounding Storm.

      Even though he lost sight of her in the gloom as soon as they pulled away, Quinn could feel Rowan’s eyes on him. Her anxiety was palpable and he felt bad for leaving her behind. She volunteered to help, was keen to offer her services, but she wasn’t trained for this sort of operation and he recognized he would spend more time worrying about her than focusing on his mission if she were part of the rescue team. So, instead, she remained behind. He could practically feel her nerves stretching out over the vast ocean, but he pushed them out of his head.

      “Anything, Craig?” he asked the security guard navigating their boat. Craig Lancaster was a former Navy man with an impeccable sense of direction. Quinn purposely picked him as a wingman for this mission.

      “I think they’re that way.” Craig pointed with his chin. “I swear I see a small light.”

      Quinn stared hard in the direction he indicated but came up empty. “All I see is the moon bouncing off the water.”

      “They’re there. Can’t you hear them?”

      Quinn tilted his head and strained to pick up something on the water, anything. Finally — although he wasn’t sure if he was imagining it — he was convinced he heard the faint sound of chatter. “There’s definitely something out there.” He squared his shoulders. “All ahead ... although don’t go too fast. I think we’re going to come up on them all at once.”

      “I think you’re right.” Craig remained focused on their path as Quinn cracked an industrial glow stick and started waving it.

      “My name is Quinn Davenport,” he called out. “I’m head of security on The Bounding Storm. That’s a cruise liner that anchors in Florida. We’re here to help. We have food and supplies back on the ship. Please call out if you hear us.”

      He waited a beat. When there was no response, he nodded toward the man on his right. Hector Gomez was a former Cuban citizen who immigrated to the United States ten years before. Quinn surmised that they were about to encounter were embattled Cubans trying to make it to the United States, people who had accidentally blown off course and ended up floating past their initial destination. There was every chance they couldn’t understand what he was saying.

      Hector repeated the statement in Spanish, encouraging the people on the boat to respond. When there was no answer again, Quinn found he was getting frustrated.

      “Please,” he started. “We can’t find you without a little help. We need you to speak so we can follow your voices.”

      Then, as if magically lifting a veil, someone did speak ... and it took him completely by surprise.

      “It’s not that we don’t want to talk,” a female voice said, raspy and rusty and so faint he almost didn’t hear it. “It’s just that we’re really thirsty ... and it hurts to talk.”

      “Some of us no longer have voices,” a male added.

      Quinn jerked to his right, his eyebrows practically flying off his forehead as he finally caught sight of what they were looking for. There, floating on the water — almost invisible in the darkness — was a rescue raft. It was larger than most rafts, although it was holding a number of people. Quinn quickly counted in his head. Six people. There were six people in the raft, and they looked ragged and ready to pass out.

      “Geez,” Craig muttered, killing the engine on the rescue dinghy. “I didn’t see them until we were right on top of them.”

      “That makes two of us,” Quinn noted, grim as he grabbed a rope from the floor of the rescue craft. “We’re going to toss you a line. I need you to secure it to the raft. We’ll tow you back to The Bounding Storm and get you on board. We have medical staff there ... and we’re due to dock tomorrow so we’re not all that far out.

      “We have food and all the water you could want,” he continued. “For those who check out, we even have a few cocktails if you’re feeling up to a proper evening at sea.”

      The lame joke got a few hollow laughs from the people on the raft.

      “I think we’re all just going to be happy to get off this thing,” a woman said. She looked as if she’d been to war and back, her clothes tattered and stained, her hair matted on one side. “Thank you so much for finding us. That was our last flare. I was afraid nobody would be on deck and see it.”

      “We’ve been out here for ... well, a long time,” someone else said. “We’ve run through every ounce of water and food we had. We were giving up hope.”

      Quinn flashed a smile. “Well, you don’t have to hope any longer. We’re here and we’ll get you back to the ship before you know it. Although, out of curiosity, how did you end up here?”

      “We were sailing around Florida,” the woman replied. “It was a family trip, a getaway. We lost our bearings in a storm and the ship went down.”

      “At least you all made it out together,” Craig offered. “It sounds like you had a rough time, but you made it.”

      Her expression turned grim. “Not all of us.”

      

      IT TOOK QUINN ALMOST AN hour to get the raft back to The Bounding Storm. Once there, he had another problem. The people he found on the raft were weak. Some of them were incapable of climbing a rope ladder on their own. That meant Quinn’s people had to help, and after a few minutes of plotting, they figured out a way to get everyone onto the main deck.

      That took another forty minutes, and by the time everyone had landed, Rowan was a nervous wreck.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, hurrying forward. She looked so relieved to see him that Quinn had to bite back a smile. “I was getting worried.”

      “It wasn’t the smoothest of operations, but we got the job done.” He refrained from pulling her into his arms because it seemed unprofessional and instead focused on the welcoming crew she’d amassed on the main deck. “What do we have?”

      “They’re that missing family from the pleasure yacht,” she replied. “It was on the news when we left port a few days ago. The yacht was called the Serendipity and it disappeared almost two weeks ago.”

      Quinn was stunned. “Two weeks?”

      She nodded. “I’m pretty sure the Coast Guard called off the search for them right before we left Florida. They said there was no way they survived.”

      “Yeah, well ... they freaking survived.” Quinn’s anxiety ratcheted up a notch. “This is ... wow.”

      “A big deal,” Rowan agreed, rolling her neck. “The medical staff is checking everybody over. I’m pretty sure they’re going to want to transport them to the medical wing. They’re all dehydrated and in need of food and water.”

      “There goes the bar night I promised them.”

      Rowan merely arched an eyebrow and shook her head.

      “It was a joke,” he reassured her, squeezing her hand. “I just can’t believe we found them. What are the odds? Were they even supposed to be in this area?”

      “I’m going to leave that up to you to ascertain,” she replied. “You know I’m not good with directions.”

      “Even with GPS, you get lost,” he teased lightly before turning serious. “Geez. Refresh me on the yacht crew. I’m assuming we don’t have everyone. Is there a chance others are out there?”

      “No.” Rowan pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead. “There were nine people total on the Serendipity. Three of them didn’t make it.”

      “I don’t suppose they told you how that came to be, did they?”

      “No, and I’m definitely leaving that line of questioning up to you.”

      “Fair enough. Can you give me a rundown on who we have here?”

      “Sure. That woman over there, she’s Patrice Sterling. She’s the matriarch of the family. It was her husband who owned the yacht.”

      The way she spoke in the past tense caused Quinn to recognize that the patriarch was one of the fallen. “Okay.”

      “She’s severely dehydrated and has done very little talking,” Rowan explained. “She seems a little out of it. You might be able to get more information from her tomorrow if you’re so inclined.”

      “Just tell me about the rest of them.”

      “That’s Ben Sterling.” Rowan pointed to a stalwart man in his thirties. Quinn figured he was the strapping sort who dressed in polo shirts and khakis on a normal day. Now, his shorts were stained and his cheeks looked sunken in. “He’s Patrice’s son. The woman with him is Vicky Chapman, his fiancée. She’s unable to talk right now and Dr. Kavanaugh says that he’s probably going to have to put her on an IV.

      “Over there is Leona Chapman,” she continued, pointing toward a chair about ten feet away from the previous couple. “She’s Vicky’s mother. She’s been quiet, but she’s not as bad off as her daughter. Next to her is Byron Winchester. He’s the captain of the Serendipity. From what I’ve been able to ascertain, he’s also a longtime friend. He seems wrecked by whatever happened out there.”

      “And her?” Quinn pointed at a woman who was sitting on a lounger by herself. She looked stricken, and he was pretty sure she was the one who had been talking to him during the rescue. Somehow, she’d managed to get their attention even though she was obviously dealing with rampant discomfort due to dehydration.

      “That’s Ariel Coltraine,” Rowan answered. “She’s basically a Jane-of-all-trades on the ship. She worked as a maid and waitress and is not considered part of the family.”

      “Okay.” Quinn rolled his neck until it cracked, running the names through his head. “So, who are we missing?”

      “That would be Pat Sterling, the father. He was an oil tycoon, I believe, although he had a lot of other business interests, too. There was some mention of manufacturing in the news story. Barbara Sterling, the daughter, is also not here.” Sympathy rolled through Rowan as she thought about everything the family had lost. Sure, several members survived — and that was something of a miracle — but they lost a lot, too. “And Carly Vaughn is also missing. She was Barbara’s best friend. Apparently they were inseparable.”

      “And you’re absolutely sure there’s no chance they’re out there?” Quinn asked.

      “They said it’s impossible, but I can’t answer that for you. You’re going to have to find one of them and ask those questions yourself.”

      “Yeah.” Quinn obviously wasn’t happy at the prospect. “Well, I need to be sure. I should probably get to that right now.”

      “You did a good thing here,” Rowan offered quickly, her voice low. “You saved them. What happened before ... well, you couldn’t have changed that outcome. You did everything you could.”

      He shot her a reassuring smile. “I know. It’s still difficult.”

      “Difficult is still to come. I don’t think any of them want to talk about what happened to the rest of their party.”

      “Yeah? Well, they’re going to have to. I need answers, and I won’t be the only one. Once we rendezvous with the Coast Guard, they’re going to have so many questions they may never stop answering them.”

      To Rowan, that sounded like a nightmare. She didn’t voice her concern, though. Instead, she merely stepped back and allowed Quinn to continue with his business. He was nowhere near done for the evening.

      

      IN THE END, QUINN DECIDED to approach the captain for the initial question-and-answer session. It seemed like the most professional thing to do. Once he got a basic story, he could allow their new guests to settle in for the night. Odds were, everyone would be better off to answer questions in twelve hours.

      “I don’t want to bother you, Captain Winchester,” he started, choosing his words carefully. “It’s just ... I need a little information.”

      “I don’t know what I can tell you,” Winchester rasped from a lounger, one of the nurses monitoring his pulse and blood pressure. “I’m not even sure myself what happened.”

      “There must be something you can tell us.”

      “We set out from St. Augustine on the fifth,” he started. “That’s not the home base for the Sterlings, mind you. They live on the Gulf side.”

      “Which is where we’re going,” Quinn volunteered. “We port on the Gulf side.”

      Winchester looked confused. “Are we on the Gulf side now? I’m not sure how that happened.”

      “We’re not. We’re heading south. We will be on the Gulf side when we dock tomorrow, though. That will happen at around noon or so.”

      “I ... what day is it?”

      Quinn swallowed hard. It would only make sense for the captain to lose track of time on the ocean. He was dehydrated and probably spent all of his time sleeping to conserve energy. “It’s the twentieth.”

      “You have got to be kidding me.” Winchester viciously swore under his breath. “I can’t believe it’s been that long.”

      “You still haven’t told me what happened,” Quinn prodded gently. “I need to know so I can relay information to the Coast Guard. I guarantee they’ll meet us when we dock. You guys are going to be media sensations when word of this gets out.”

      “Oh, well, that’s exactly what I always wanted my claim to fame to be.” Winchester rolled his eyes. “As I said, we left St. Augustine on the fifth.” He sounded stronger, although not by much. “The first night passed without incident. We were in no hurry. This was a pleasure cruise to celebrate Ben and Vicky’s engagement.”

      “Okay. That makes sense.” Quinn bobbed his head.

      “We didn’t run into trouble until we hit West Palm Beach,” he supplied. “That’s when things went to crap. A sudden storm popped up, one we weren’t expecting, and the mast was struck by lightning.”

      “You were on a yacht, though, right? There should be contingencies for that.”

      “There should,” Winchester agreed. “We were screwed from the start, though. The storm turned us around and the lightning fried all of our navigational equipment. Even the backups weren’t working.”

      “That should be impossible.”

      “Yeah, well, if you can figure out a reason why ... that would be great. I don’t know what happened. All I know is that we started taking on water about an hour after the lightning strike. Things weren’t great for us at that point, but I thought we could wait it out and get our bearings when the sun rose.

      “The problem was, the ship had other ideas,” he continued. “I tried to engage the bilge pump but that wasn’t working either. By then, there was a lot of water beneath the deck and people were starting to panic. I made the decision that we should get in the life rafts ... but a few of the people on the ship disagreed.”

      “Pat Sterling?”

      “He was one of them,” Winchester acknowledged. “He didn’t want to abandon his pride and joy. He put up a terrific fight. Finally, his wife convinced him he had no choice. He could always buy a new boat and start from scratch, an idea that appealed to him. He agreed to evacuate.

      “At first we were going to take both dinghies,” he continued. “There was emergency equipment — beacons and a battery-powered radio — that we wanted to load. We were splitting up the two when things got really bad ... and the ship started going under.

      “Pat was determined to get the radio and he went below deck even though I told him not to,” he continued. “I did the only thing I could and loaded people. When Pat didn’t immediately come back, Barbara insisted on going after him. I had a firm hold on her and was going to physically put her on the escape raft when her buddy Carly stuck her nose in and they both fought me together.

      “I’m ashamed to say, they overpowered me,” he said, choking up a bit as his eyes turned misty. “I feel guilty for it, but I didn’t have a lot of options. I had to get everyone else off the ship. I figured they would turn up ... but they didn’t. By that time the storm was getting worse and the second raft broke away without anyone in it. It might still be out there for all I know. That was the boat with the radio, though. We were forced to take the one that had nothing but a bit of food and water in it. The bigger stores were in the other boat.”

      “I’m guessing you planned to lash them together.”

      “Yeah.” he bobbed his head. “That just didn’t happen.”

      Quinn clapped him on the arm. “You did what you had to do. Although, I have to ask, are you sure the three people who went below deck didn’t survive?”

      “I’m sure I never saw them again. I screamed for them, of course. They didn’t appear, though. I don’t see how they could’ve survived. There wasn’t another lifeboat and the ship went down around West Palm Beach, at least that’s my guess. It might’ve been a bit further south.”

      “Well, I’ll make sure the Coast Guard knows to send someone out that way. The odds of finding the Serendipity are low but never say never. We found you, and that should’ve been impossible.”

      “Thanks for that, by the way. We tried yelling out to you, but we simply didn’t have voices left. I have no idea how you even found us.”

      “I heard someone scream so I knew you were there.”

      “I don’t think anyone screamed.”

      “I heard it. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter. You should take it easy and get some sleep. Morning will come soon enough ... and then you’ll be facing an entire round of new questions.”

      “I’m not looking forward to that.”

      Quinn didn’t blame him.
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      Rowan woke in Quinn’s arms the next morning, the sun barreling through her suite porthole. She’d forgotten to draw the drape when crashing the night before — she was up much later than usual — and she was regretting the oversight now that she had to face the day earlier than she would’ve liked.

      “It’s too early,” Quinn muttered, throwing the arm that wasn’t wrapped around her back over his face. “Go back to sleep.”

      Rowan arched an eyebrow, amused despite herself. Neither one of them were morning people, but Quinn was usually better about greeting the day than her. “I don’t believe I said anything,” she noted finally.

      “You were thinking it,” he muttered, shaking his head.

      “Thinking what?”

      “That we should get up.” Quinn put his hand to the back of her neck and tried to press her down. “Go back to sleep. It’s not morning yet.”

      Rowan chuckled. “You’re really crabby this morning, huh?”

      “I’m ready for you to go back to sleep.”

      “Okay.” Even though she knew it was a lost cause, Rowan rested her head on his shoulder. She was no longer tired, but she was willing to play a snuggly game or two. “Sometimes I think your chest is like a seashell. I can hear the ocean in it.”

      “Shh.”

      “I can hear other things, too.”

      He kept his eyes closed. “Shh.”

      “It gives me ideas.” She trailed her fingers down his chest and slipped them under the covers, finally getting his attention. “Oh, you’re awake. I’m so glad.”

      He chuckled as he caught her hand. “You’re feeling full of yourself this morning.”

      “We have a lot to do.” She turned pragmatic. “You need to check on our rescued folks. We dock in about three hours.” She glanced at the clock for confirmation. “I have to finish uploading my photos. By the way, I took photos of the people you saved last night. I was kind of sly about it because I didn’t want them knowing, but I checked and none of them have the omen.”

      Quinn’s eyes were completely open now. The death omen was essentially her claim to fame. As a kid, it started showing up in the photographs she took. She didn’t immediately understand what it meant, but eventually she caught on. In the years following, she tried to save people. Sometimes it worked. Other times, it didn’t. Quinn and Rowan initially bonded over her ability when she was trying to save a guest on her first cruise. It was the omen that Quinn assumed the Phoenix Society was most interested in ... although now wasn’t the time to revisit that particular discussion.

      “That was smart,” he said after a beat. “I didn’t even think to ask you to do it. I’m glad you took the initiative.”

      “I thought I might be able to warn the doctors if someone was especially sick,” she admitted.

      “It’s too bad you didn’t snap photographs of the other people on the boat. At least then we would know for sure if they’re dead.”

      Rowan made a rueful face. “We can’t go back in time. I believe you’ve said that to me multiple times now. We can only deal with what’s in front of us.”

      “Have I told you how annoying it is when you repeat my words back to me?” he teased, tickling her ribs and making her gasp.

      “How annoying am I?”

      “So annoying I’m going to have to teach you a lesson.”

      “With your lips?”

      “Amongst other things.”

      “Well, at least that’s a morning activity I can get behind.”

      He was smiling when he rolled her over and planted a kiss on her lips. “Let’s see how true that is, shall we?”

      

      QUINN HAD AN EXTRA SPRING in his step when he let himself into the closed medical wing. If one of the guests had an emergency, he or she would be allowed inside. Since they were close to docking, Quinn hoped they would be able to hold off and keep their newest guests isolated until the Coast Guard could question them.

      When he walked into the room, he couldn’t help but wonder if he’d badly misread the situation.

      “I don’t understand why we’re being kept here,” Patrice complained, hands on hips. She stood in the middle of the room and glared at the doctors and nurses nervously circling the patients. “Are we under arrest?”

      “Is there a reason you should be under arrest?” Quinn automatically asked.

      Clearly The Bounding Storm’s newest guests hadn’t heard him come in because most of them jumped at the sound of his voice.

      “Is that a trick question?” Patrice challenged. She looked markedly better than she had the night before. The color was back in her face, which looked cracked and dry thanks to exposure to sun and saltwater. Quinn had no doubt she would be back to normal relatively quickly, though.

      “I’m merely trying to ease your burden,” Quinn replied. “What is it that seems to be troubling you?”

      “Oh, well, so many things,” Patrice snapped. “For starters, why aren’t we allowed to leave this room? Why are we your captives?”

      Quinn made a face. “I hardly think ‘captives’ is the way to describe you. As for being locked in this room, I admit we did lock the doors last night. That was to keep others out, though. If you really wanted to leave, no one would’ve stopped you ... although my understanding is that you were weak and needed IVs.”

      “That’s neither here nor there,” Patrice pressed. “You locked us in.”

      “No, ma’am, I didn’t.” He folded his arms over his chest and stared at her. Hard. She was the sort of woman who was used to getting her own way and it didn’t matter who she had to step on to do it. She thought everyone — no matter if they were in her employ or not — should bow at her feet.

      That wasn’t the sort of game Quinn played.

      “Yes, you did!” Patrice gestured toward the door. “It’s locked.”

      “It is,” Quinn confirmed. “It’s locked so looky-loos from the ship don’t come in and stare. More importantly than that, we figured you wouldn’t want just anyone wandering in and taking photographs that can be sold to various tabloids.”

      Patrice was taken aback. “Wait ... what?”

      “You heard me.” Quinn refused to back down. It wasn’t his way. “You guys are big news. To my knowledge, the media doesn’t know you’ve been rescued. That’s a benefit for you. It’s only a matter of time until word gets out, though.

      “We cannot control what our guests send out via email,” he continued. “There’s wi-fi on this ship and news spread quickly last night that we were conducting a rescue. I guarantee, no matter how hard we worked to keep the guests back, someone figured out what was going on and emailed someone else on the mainland. It’s only a matter of time before the news stations pick up on this.”

      “I guess I didn’t think of that.” Patrice dragged a hand through her hair, which was freshly washed. “I ... um ... well ... .”

      “That’s her version of ‘I’m sorry,’” Winchester offered from his bed. He was still pale and prone, although he looked better than when Quinn last talked to him. “She doesn’t mean to get worked up, by the way. It’s just ... we didn’t think we were going to get out of there. We were grateful last night … and remain grateful. Other things have started popping up after a good night’s sleep, though.”

      “We really are grateful,” Ben added, speaking for the first time that Quinn could remember. His voice sounded like it had been raked over jagged rocks for weeks on end. “I didn’t think I would ever get a chance to actually say ‘I do.’” He cast a fond look in Vicky’s direction. She was out cold, asleep. “It’s just ... now that we’re actually heading home, we have time to think what that home is going to look like.”

      “My husband and daughter are gone,” Patrice added. “I know they’ve been gone for two weeks, but when we were trying to survive ... .”

      “It was easier to push out of your head,” Quinn surmised, sympathy washing through him. “I get it. It’s not fair and you’ve had a lot to deal with. This new reality is something you need to adjust to. That doesn’t mean you can take out things on me. I want to help, but I’m only going to put up with so much.”

      Patrice chewed on her bottom lip and nodded, sliding back onto the empty bed that clearly belonged to her. “I understand. Do you have information to share with us?”

      “I guess that depends on how you want to look at it.” Quinn stood in the middle of the room and addressed everyone who was awake. “The Coast Guard has been notified of what happened. They’ll be waiting at port. We’re not far out now. I would suggest, when we arrive, that you remain here until the other guests are removed from the ship.

      “Again, that will essentially eliminate the possibility of anyone getting photographs you might not want splashed over the front pages of newspapers,” he continued. “It will also make things quiet when you meet with the Coast Guard. My understanding is that, even though you launched from the other side of the state, that you live over here.”

      “We do,” Ben confirmed. “We live in Tierra Verde. We have a compound there. My father sailed the Serendipity to St. Augustine. We were there for an engagement party thrown by Vicky’s family. The plan was for all of us to sail back, make a big party of it. Obviously things turned out differently than we planned.”

      “I’m very sorry for your loss.” Quinn meant it. “Since you’re local, though, it will be easier to get you home. The Coast Guard will be handling that. They have questions. I believe they’re going to try and find the Serendipity.”

      Patrice made a face. “Are they going to try and raise it?”

      She looked so horrified at the prospect Quinn was taken aback. “I don’t know. I guess it depends on if they can even find it.”

      “You’ll have to forgive my mother,” Ben started. “It’s just ... I think she’s worried about the bodies if the ship is raised. I mean, my father would be totally happy having a burial at sea. If the boat is raised, though, that means we’ll have bodies to deal with, right?”

      Quinn nodded. “Yes. Nothing is set in stone, though. I wouldn’t get too worked up until after you hear from the Coast Guard.”

      “That makes sense.” Ben rolled his neck. “We’ll need to host memorial services anyway. We’ll have to honor my father and sister the right way.”

      “Of course we will,” Patrice agreed. “I’ll handle the funerals. I ... that’s my job.”

      “I’ll help you,” Ben offered kindly.

      “We’ll all help you,” Leona agreed, shifting on her bed. Quinn thought she was asleep, but it turned out she was merely listening with her eyes closed. “This has been the worst tragedy I could ever imagine. Still, it brought us together as a future family. It was a bonding exercise.”

      “It was,” Patrice agreed, solemn.

      Quinn found the emotional display weird, but he decided to push it out of his mind. “So ... are you guys in agreement that you should stay here until we clear the ship of the other guests? I just want to make sure we’re on the same page.”

      “We’re agreed,” Patrice answered quickly. “We don’t want bad photos getting out. That would be the absolute worst.”

      “Yeah, the absolute worst.” He couldn’t put his finger on it, but Quinn felt something was off about Patrice’s reaction. It was possible she was in shock, but he was almost certain something else was going on. “Okay, well, I need to check in with my staff. We’ll have breakfast delivered to you here. I’ll come back when it’s time to take you to the Coast Guard. How does that sound?”

      “It sounds great,” Ben answered, flashing a smile. “We really are appreciative for what you’ve done for us.”

      “It was part of my job.”

      “It was more than that.”

      “Yes, well ... I’ll see you soon.”

      “We’ll be waiting.”

      

      THE OFFLOADING OF THE SERENDIPITY passengers and crew turned out to be a media affair regardless. Someone in the Coast Guard tipped off the news crews and every television, radio, and print representative in the southern part of the state was on hand to scream questions at those rescued as they were led off the ship. Quinn wasn’t surprised when Patrice stopped to hold an impromptu press conference. He was almost expecting it.

      The rest of the day went by in a blur. He was kept busy the entire afternoon by the Coast Guard, who had a bevy of questions. Quinn understood their curiosity — he also had trouble understanding how the group ended up where they did — but his annoyance with being asked the same thing over and over had grown to monumental proportions by the end of the afternoon.

      That’s why he was thankful when Rowan texted and suggested he flee the ship. She planned to meet him at their favorite private beach. After that, they would have dinner at a quiet restaurant and discuss what was to come next with her father. That’s what Quinn wanted to focus on.

      “Hey.” Rowan was happy to see him when she crossed to the beach. To her utter surprise, he already had a sandcastle halfway built. That was usually her favorite pastime, not his. “Are you getting a head start?”

      He smiled as she joined him on the sand. “Sorry. I was nervous. I needed something to do with my hands.”

      “That’s okay. I get it. How were the Coast Guard representatives?”

      “Insistent.”

      She waited for him to expand.

      “Very insistent,” he supplied after a beat. “They asked a lot of hard questions. I think I get it, although I can’t help wondering if I’m missing something.”

      “Like what?”

      He shrugged. “If I didn’t know better, I would almost think they suspect the remaining members of the Sterling family of killing off the missing ones.”

      Rowan sucked in a breath, taken aback. “You can’t be serious,” she said finally, her fingers busy as she worked on the turrets Quinn abandoned. “Why would they do that?”

      He shrugged and held his hands out. “There are plenty of reasons to kill your family. Speaking of that, though, did you talk to your father?”

      “Not Dad. I talked to Uncle Nick, though. It was a very brief conversation. They want to meet up with us tomorrow.”

      Quinn’s lips curved at the way her hands fluttered over the project. He started it because he was annoyed, but he knew she would finish it because she was agitated. “Well, that’s what you’ve been waiting for, right? We couldn’t see your father for a few weeks because he had to lay low and make sure no one was following him. He’s settled into his new life now, though. You’re going to be able to see him.”

      “Yeah.” Rowan tugged on her bottom lip. “We need to find transportation, though. Do you have a truck or anything we can drive tomorrow?”

      Quinn nodded. “I’ll take care of the transportation. Do you know where we’re going?”

      “No. He said he would get me the address right before we left tomorrow. He wants us to be really careful that no one follows us. Of course ... I don’t even know if you’re going with me. I didn’t even think to ask. You might have other stuff to do, especially since we have to deal with the fallout of finding people floating in the middle of the ocean.”

      “Hey.” Quinn leaned forward and grabbed her hand. “Of course I’m going with you. Nothing could keep me away.”

      “Good. Good.” She exhaled heavily. “I’m sorry. I’m a nervous wreck. This is almost as bad as seeing him for the first time. It’s been three weeks.”

      “They had to find a place where they were relatively assured they could hide in plain sight. I don’t blame them for doing things the way they have. That’s what was safest ... for them and you.”

      “Me?” Rowan’s eyebrows hopped. “How was it safe for me?”

      “They haven’t seen you in weeks,” Quinn replied without hesitation. “If someone has been watching, they’ve more than likely given up because you’ve done some boring crap since the initial meeting.”

      Rowan was fairly certain she should be offended. “Excuse me?”

      He chuckled. “I didn’t say I found you boring. I simply meant, from their perspective, that watching you and me fawn all over each other while making sandcastles and eating seafood had to be boring. Your father and uncle lulled them, which was smart.”

      “I guess.” Rowan scratched her cheek. “I’m still nervous. I can’t help it.”

      “Yes, well, that’s why I’m here.” He beamed at her. “I’m going to distract you until we head out tomorrow. That means you’re at my mercy, little missy. What do you think I’m going to do to you?”

      Rowan snickered. “I’m betting you’re going to feed and baby me.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      “I’m lucky that way.”

      “We’re both lucky.” Quinn opened his arms so Rowan could slip into them. “We’re going to be okay. Once you see him, you’ll unclench and we’ll be able to start planning. We have a lot of things to go over.”

      “We need to find answers,” Rowan said. “There has to be a way to take down the Phoenix Society.”

      “That is the main goal going forward,” Quinn conceded. “We’re going to take them down and reclaim the life you were always supposed to lead. We’re going to do it together, though. There’s no need to take this on alone.”

      “I’m starting to get that.”

      “Good, because it’s never going to change. It’s you and me from here on out, Ro. Get used to it.”
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      Rowan changed her clothes five times the next morning, ultimately settling on a pretty skirt and top. She looked so cute it almost broke Quinn’s heart to tell her she had to change again.

      “Sweetie, you need to wear jeans,” he said gently as he handed her a cup of fruit he liberated from the employee lunchroom while out making rounds.

      Rowan glanced down at her outfit, unsure. “I ... don’t understand. I thought you liked this skirt.”

      “I happen to love that skirt. We’re taking a motorcycle, though.”

      Rowan was confused. “A motorcycle? But ... how are we going to get a motorcycle at the last minute?”

      Quinn chuckled, genuinely amused by her reaction. “I actually own a motorcycle. I keep it in storage here because I rarely get to use it. I was going to sell it because it seemed a waste and then this came up.”

      “You own a motorcycle?” Rowan was convinced that was something she should already know. “Did you tell me that?”

      “Actually, I believe I did. I think it was back when we were first dating, though. You might’ve forgotten.”

      “Oh, well ... a motorcycle.” She flicked her eyes to her reflection in the mirror. “That’s going to be murder on my hair.”

      He understood what she wasn’t saying. It was a big deal to see her uncle and father again. It had been weeks. Tense weeks, at that. She wanted to look her best.

      “Ro, I’m not trying to be difficult.” Quinn chose his words carefully. “A motorcycle is better for us. It allows us to navigate traffic easier ... and we can outrun anyone who tries to follow if it becomes an issue. Motorcycles can simply go places cars and trucks can’t.”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned on her. “You’re playing it smart.”

      “I am,” he confirmed. “Fred is picking up my motorcycle ... and dropping off the information he’s been able to scrounge up so far. It isn’t a lot. He’s still digging. For right now, the most important thing is finding out what Nick and Paul have been able to uncover.”

      “Right.” Rowan stared at him for a long beat. “I guess that means I need to change my clothes.”

      He took a step toward her, placing the fruit cups on the small table in her room so he could pull her in for a hug. “From your perspective, the most important thing is seeing them.” He kissed her cheek. “It’s going to be okay.” He swayed back and forth as she buried her face in his neck.

      “It’s weird to me,” she whispered. “Up until a few weeks ago, he was dead. I kept telling myself that over and over again because it was the only thing that made sense. He would never willingly abandon me ... and yet he did.”

      Quinn bit back a sigh. “I don’t want to make excuses for him — no, really, I don’t — but he was trying to protect you. In his head, he gave you the magic that’s now putting your life on the line. He blames himself for that.”

      “It was a fluke, though.”

      “Was it?” Quinn wasn’t convinced that was true. “They were part of an experiment. I’m wondering if a component of that experiment was seeing how whatever they did to your parents affected you.”

      “You think they somehow created me?” Rowan was horrified. “That’s ... no way.”

      He held her tighter. “I’m talking about the general you, not you in particular. Your father said more than a few people were involved in these experiments. Maybe the whole point was to see how whatever they did affected the second generation. You would be of particular interest because both of your parents participated in the experiments.”

      “Huh. I never considered that.”

      “Well, don’t marry yourself to the idea. That’s only one theory. We don’t know anything yet. Hopefully that will change after our visit with your father.”

      “Hopefully.”

      Quinn pulled back and smiled at her. “You need to eat.”

      “My stomach is all nerved up. I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “That’s why I got fruit.” He was firm. “I don’t want you passing out on the ride. We have no idea how far we’re going to have to go.”

      “Right.” Rowan blew out a sigh and snagged the cup. “I wish they would send the final message so we know where to go.”

      “It’s coming. Just relax. We’ll be heading out there before you know it.”

      

      ROWAN ASSUMED NICK WOULD send a text message when he was ready for them to come. She watched her phone obsessively for the next hour. Instead, a personal delivery representative from a private company showed up on deck shortly after ten and handed her an envelope. It was sealed with wax — and a symbol she didn’t recognize — and her hands were shaking when she opened it.

      “This was smart,” Quinn noted, rubbing her shoulders as he watched her read the short letter. “He set it up in such a way that we would know something was wrong if the seal was cracked. On top of that, the paper looks to be the sort that can’t be X-rayed. That’s really smart.”

      Rowan cocked an eyebrow and shook her head. “You find odd things smart.”

      “Yeah, well, keeping you safe is my top priority. Sue me.”

      They packed up quickly and headed toward the parking lot. Rowan had changed into jeans and tennis shoes, even tugging on the hoodie that Quinn insisted she needed even though it was already ninety-eight degrees and ridiculously humid. Fred was in the parking lot with the motorcycle when they arrived.

      “I had it tuned up,” Fred announced, handing Rowan a helmet and shooting her a cheeky grin. “You look cute all bundled up the way you are. Sweating yet?”

      “You have no idea,” Rowan groused, accepting the helmet. “This is going to make my hair look awful.”

      Quinn shot her a quelling look. “Suck it up. I would rather you have helmet hair than have your pretty brains squashed on the side of the road.”

      “That is a lovely thought.” Rowan was resigned as she tugged on the helmet. “I’ve never been on a motorcycle before. It’s safe, right?”

      Quinn smiled as he watched her wrestle with the helmet. “I wouldn’t take you on a ride that’s not safe. You’re precious cargo. I have every intention of keeping you in one piece.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      Quinn found Fred staring at him with an exaggerated look when he turned to his former military buddy. “What?”

      “You guys are ridiculous. Sadly, it’s kind of cute. That probably means I’m growing soft in my old age to think that.” He handed over a file. “This is all the information I’ve been able to track so far. It isn’t much. Those people have covered their tracks well, which only makes me want to dig further. I will get more.”

      “Thanks for doing this.” Quinn rested his hand on Rowan’s back to still her when it looked as if she was going to climb on the bike. “Let me get on first.”

      “He’ll balance things better,” Fred said, grinning when Quinn grabbed his own helmet from the handlebars. “It’s running well and fully gassed. I’ve arranged for you to have a private garage for it one block away. The address is here.” He handed him a slip of paper. “That way you’ll be able to use it when you need it and keep it away from thieves and looky-loos when it’s not in use.”

      “I really appreciate all you’ve done.” Quinn was sincere. “You’ve gone above and beyond.”

      “Not really. I owe you from back in the day. You saved my life.”

      “You don’t owe me. If there ever was a debt, though, it’s long since paid. You’re doing me a favor here. Now I owe you.”

      “Let’s not keep score,” Fred suggested as Quinn stowed the file in the storage bin under the seat. “I don’t like these people. I can tell you that. I don’t trust them. Be careful.”

      “I plan to be careful.” Quinn tugged on his helmet. “Didn’t you hear the part where I have precious cargo?” He jerked his thumb toward Rowan, who looked unbelievably nervous. “I’ll keep her safe no matter what.”

      “I think you will.” Fred took an exaggerated step back and saluted. “Be safe. I’ll be in touch.”

      Quinn waved his goodbye and then turned his full attention to Rowan. “Okay. You can get on.”

      Rowan was dubious. “Are you sure that thing can hold both of us?”

      He chuckled. “Yeah. Come on. Get on the seat behind me, wrap your arms around my waist, and hold on. The ride is only going to take us about thirty minutes, but I plan to take a few detours just to make sure we’re not followed, so we’ll probably be driving longer than that.”

      “That sounds smart.” Rowan carefully put her hand on his arm as she swung herself onto the bike. Quinn felt a slight tremor go through her as she tightly wound her arms around his waist. “Don’t let me die on this thing.”

      “I’ll protect you with my life.” He patted her hands. “Don’t squeeze the life out of me, though. Ease up just a bit.”

      “Oh, right.”

      He turned the key and the engine fired to life. “Just hang on and enjoy the ride, Ro. We’ll be there before you know it.”

      

      ROWAN COULDN’T STOP SMILING WHEN they parked in front of a remote beach house in Tierra Verde.

      “That was ... awesome.” She excitedly pulled off her helmet as Quinn grinned at her. “I mean ... seriously awesome. I totally want to have sex with you right now that was so awesome.”

      Quinn’s smile only widened. “I’m sure we’ll be able to figure out something later.”

      “Awesome.” She slapped his shoulder and did an adorable hip-wiggling dance as she stretched her muscles. “I can’t believe I’ve never tried that before. It was so .... .” She trailed off, her eyes lit with fire.

      “Awesome?” Quinn suggested.

      “Definitely.”

      “Well, I’m glad you liked it.” He kept his hand on her hip as he studied the house in front of them. The area was completely covered by trees on three sides and water on the other. The driveway to the property was so well hidden Quinn almost missed it when he was driving down the highway. Only a brief flash of road was available and you would have to be directly looking to see activity on the driveway. He wasn’t overly familiar with Tierra Verde — he usually stuck to St. Pete Beach and Treasure Island when docked — but he had to admit it was an inspired choice. There were only two highways heading in and not a lot of places for enemies to hide in plain sight.

      “This is nice, huh?” He focused on the house. “I can see us living in a place like this eventually.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Rowan raised an eyebrow as she dusted her hands on her jeans. “I’m hot again. My hair is going to curl because of this humidity.”

      “I guess it’s good I like your hair curly and straight, huh?”

      “Yeah, I ... .” She forgot what she was going to say when she saw a hint of movement by the front door. There, her uncle Nick drifted through the door. Behind him, Paul Gray — who was going by the name of P.J. Landis as he hid his real identity — almost tripped over his own feet in his haste to join them.

      “I see you found the place,” Nick said, smiling at Quinn as Rowan hurriedly moved in her father’s direction. “No difficulties, I hope.”

      “It was fairly easy,” Quinn replied, his heart rolling when Rowan threw her arms around her father’s neck. Paul accepted the exuberant hug and looked to have tears in his eyes when he returned it. “We took our time getting here. I took a few detours and doubled back to make sure we weren’t being followed.”

      “I’m assuming you weren’t.” Nick strode forward and shook Quinn’s hand. He’d spent a decent amount of time with the man when trying to get close to Rowan and genuinely liked him. He was also impressed by Quinn’s military background. If anyone could keep Rowan safe, it was him.

      “I didn’t see anyone and I took extra precautions. If someone is watching Rowan, they’re doing it from afar.”

      “That’s good.” Nick’s smile grew when Rowan tore herself away from Paul and moved to him. “Hello, Rowan. I can’t tell you how good it is to see you.”

      “It’s good to see you, too.” She gave him an equally enthusiastic hug before pulling back and wiping her sweaty brow. “We rode a motorcycle and it was awesome.”

      Paul slid his gaze to the machine in question. “I had a motorcycle when your mother and I were first married.”

      “You did?” Rowan didn’t remember that. “How long did you keep it?”

      “Until right after you were born.” His smile was rueful. “Then I promised her and myself that you would never get on one of the infernal machines because they were too dangerous.”

      “I figured it was the best way to get here,” Quinn offered. “We can go places on that bike that we can’t in a truck or car.”

      “I get it.” Paul held up his hands in mock defeat. “It’s okay. She’s an adult. She does what she wants.”

      “It was awesome.” Rowan giggled as Quinn gave her a wink. “Show me the house, though. I want to see it.”

      “It’s just a house.” Paul slung an arm over her shoulders. “The view is fantastic, though. We’re right on the beach.”

      “I love the beach.”

      “She loves making sandcastles,” Quinn said. “This location is amazing, though. There’s no way anyone can sneak up on you. Although ... there aren’t a lot of escape routes either.”

      “Actually, there are.” Nick held the door open so Quinn could enter the house and then immediately led him toward the back patio.

      “I’m showing Rowan around,” Paul called out.

      “Have fun.” Nick gave him an absent wave. “There’s really not much to see. It’s a standard three-bedroom house. I think he just wants to spend time with her. He’s been able to talk about nothing else the past three days.”

      “Rowan changed her clothes six times today. Technically the last time was because of me. She had on a skirt, which wouldn’t have worked for the motorcycle. She’s been all sorts of worked up, though.”

      “It’s cute.” Nick directed Quinn to the back patio. “See there?” He pointed toward the dock. We have a boat packed and ready to go should someone show up. Not only that, we have another boat down that way. I paid for space under a fake name in case we have to run along the beach when it comes time to flee.”

      “You’ve really given this some thought.”

      “It’s an important time.” Nick was matter-of-fact. “Rowan is close. Paul is ready to come out of hiding. We’re only going to have one chance to do this right.”

      “So, we’ll do it right.” Quinn winked at Nick before sliding into one of the comfortable chairs. “It’s comfortable out here. You’ve got some shade close to the house. There’s a nice breeze. The water is ... amazing. This really is the perfect spot.”

      “Actually, I prefer a location closer to civilization,” Nick admitted. “For our current situation, though, this house had everything we could possibly need. If you’re interested in buying it once all this is finished — it would be a perfect starter home for you and Rowan — let me know. I’m betting we can make this work for everybody.”

      Quinn was taken aback. “I ... um ... .”

      Nick’s eyes lit with amusement. “Are you asking how I know you plan on settling down with Rowan?”

      Quinn recovered quickly. “No. I told Paul I have every intention of making her my forever. I just didn’t realize he was going to share the information with you.”

      “He didn’t. I ascertained it myself. You’re not exactly subtle when it comes to your feelings for Rowan.”

      “I guess not.” Quinn ruefully rubbed his chin. “Once this is over, I’m proposing. I haven’t picked out a ring or anything, but it’s going to happen.”

      “I figured. You make a lovely couple.”

      “I don’t know how it’s going to work yet. We both have contracts to serve out with The Bounding Storm, and I don’t think either of us is keen to leave just yet. The money is good and we can save a lot if we continue there another year or two. This house is great, but we won’t be able to spend more than a week or two in it a month given our schedule.”

      “Then we’ll hire someone to look after the house when you’re not here,” Nick replied simply. “You seem to forget; your future father-in-law is a famous author. Once the truth comes out, his book sales are going to shoot through the roof and he’s going to be swimming in money … money that he’s going to want to spend on his only daughter who has suffered financially without him. Like I said, we’ll make it work.”

      “This place must’ve cost a couple million, though,” Quinn hedged. “I’ve got savings, but that will pretty much deplete everything I have on the down payment.”

      Nick let loose a weary sigh. “I said it would work out and it will. I’m quite well set. The house would be a gift.”

      “No way.” Red embarrassment crept up Quinn’s cheeks. “I can’t allow that. I ... it’s not right.”

      “I believe gifts are customary when someone gets married.” Nick refused to back down. “Besides, Rowan is owed a decade’s worth of gifts. I think this house will just about take care of that.”

      “I ... .” Quinn broke off and worked his jaw. “I need to talk to her about this first,” he said finally. “I also need to propose before anything else happens. I can’t just drop a house on her and say ‘surprise.’ I’m going to need time.”

      “We have time. At least I hope we do.” Nick moved to the chair next to Quinn. “We’ll take as much time as we need to make sure we do this right.”

      “Definitely.” Quinn bobbed his head. “Rowan’s life depends on it. We have to make sure we don’t make any mistakes.”

      “Then we won’t make any mistakes. It’s as simple as that.”
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      Rowan and Paul left Quinn and Nick to chat on the patio and headed for the beach after lunch. Nick insisted on grilling, and he did a good job, but Rowan had so many butterflies flitting through her stomach she couldn’t eat more than a few bites.

      “Don’t go too far,” Quinn admonished. She’d changed into a pair of knit shorts provided by her father so she would be more comfortable out in the sun. They were too big for her, but the drawstring allowed her to keep them on her slim frame. “Make sure we can see you, okay?”

      She made a tempestuous face. “I’m not a kid.”

      “You’re my kid,” Paul countered, “and they’re right. We’ll stay close enough that you can see us. It’s too hot to go too far anyway.”

      “That’s all I ask.” Quinn gave Rowan a quick kiss even though she was obviously feeling petulant. “I love you. I’m sorry you feel put upon.”

      She didn’t want to encourage him, but she couldn’t stop her lips from curving. “How do you know I’m feeling put upon?”

      “I know you.” His fingers were gentle as he slid a strand of hair behind her ear. “Be safe. I’ll be here. If something happens ... .”

      “You’ll be the first to know,” she finished. “I’ve got my phone.” She held it up for proof. “You’re number one on my speed dial. We’re going to be fine.”

      “I know.” He smoothed her hair. “I want you to be careful all the same.”

      “We’re on it,” Paul promised, hooking Rowan’s arm and giving her a light tug to separate her from Quinn. “Just for the record, that mushy thing you guys do drives me nuts. I’m talking strictly from a father’s perspective.”

      “I think you’re going to have to get used to it.” Quinn was serious. “It’s not going to change. Things are too awesome to change.” He poked Rowan’s stomach and caused her to laugh.

      “They’re definitely awesome,” she agreed. “We won’t go far. I promise.”

      

      PAUL WAS HAPPY TO HAVE time with Rowan. A decade spent away from her was too much and he was almost at his breaking point when he finally decided to make contact. That was the reason, of course, he decided to make contact in the first place. He told himself it was for her benefit, but it was really for his.

      “How are things on the ship?” he asked, watching with amusement as Rowan scanned the beach for shells.

      “Fairly normal,” Rowan replied, darting to her right to snag something from the sand. “Although, we did have a really weird thing happen the night before last. We rescued people from a life raft. It was basically a fluke that we found them in the first place, but it was surreal.”

      Paul furrowed his brow. “Are you talking about the Sterlings?”

      Rowan straightened, surprised. “Yeah. How did you know that?”

      “They’re locals and it’s been all over the news.”

      “I ... huh. Now that you mention that, I think I heard that during all the hoopla. I’m not familiar with Florida’s geography so I didn’t think much of it.”

      “Their house is just down that way.” Paul pointed to a huge mansion that was visible at the far end of the beach. There are people going in and out of that compound constantly.”

      “Is that safe for you guys? I mean ... if there are a lot of people on this road, it seems to me that you guys might not be as safe as you would like.”

      Paul chuckled, genuinely amused by her reaction. “I love that you immediately jump to the conclusion that we’re in trouble. You always were a worrier.”

      “Yeah, well, it turned out I had things to worry about, didn’t it?”

      Paul’s expression shifted. “I guess so. I’m sorry about all of it, Rowan. It’s my fault this is happening. It’s my fault you had to go out of your way today to drive miles in a different direction simply to make sure no one was following you. It’s my fault you’re out here today, on what should be your day off.”

      Frustration bubbled up as Rowan fought the urge to keep from snapping at her father. “First off, I happen to like the beach so I would’ve spent the day screwing around by the water anyway. You have no idea how many afternoons Quinn has wasted reading a book while I built sandcastles.”

      “It’s not quite the same, though.”

      Rowan ignored him. “Secondly, you didn’t create this situation. You might’ve made a few bad decisions along the way, but you had good reasons for doing what you did. You were trying to protect me. I realize that. Trying to change what’s already been done is a losing proposition.”

      Paul bit back a sigh. “I guess. I still feel guilty.”

      “We can only move forward.” Rowan was insistent. “That’s what I want to do.”

      “It’s what I want, too. I just ... you have no idea how glad I am to see you.” He turned earnest. “The last three weeks have been harder than the ten years we were separated for some reason.”

      “It’s the buildup,” Rowan said. “We’ll get used to it. Now that we can see each other on a regular basis, the anticipation won’t be as great.”

      “I think I’ll always be happy to see you.”

      “Oh, and you say Quinn and I are mushy,” she teased, skipping ahead a bit so she could grab another shell. “Tell me about the Sterlings. Have you met them?”

      “No, and that’s by design. We don’t want people paying attention to us so we’re purposely quiet and keep to ourselves.”

      “That’s probably smart,” Rowan acknowledged. “Still, you’re stuck here. Have you seen them out and about at all?”

      “Not really, although there was a lot going on down there yesterday.”

      “They just got back.” Rowan focused on the house, which looked quiet. “The father died on the yacht. The daughter and her friend did, too.”

      “That’s sad. Did you meet the survivors?”

      “Only briefly. Quinn went out with his men to rescue them and then, because they were so dehydrated and obviously grieving, he basically locked them in the medical ward to keep them away from prying eyes.”

      “Given the amount of money one of those tabloid newspapers would’ve paid for a photo of them right after the rescue, that was for the best. They’ve gone through a lot.”

      “Yeah.” Rowan scratched an invisible itch on the side of her nose. “Quinn said they were acting above it all, as if they somehow weren’t hurting over what happened. I don’t understand how that could be possible.”

      “It was probably an act,” Paul volunteered. “I had to act normal, as if I wasn’t living a stranger’s life for a full ten years. Eventually I realized I was living a form of a new life, but when I first started, I had to go through the motions.”

      “Yeah, but ... why are these people going through the motions? They’re allowed to mourn.”

      “Maybe they don’t think they are.” Paul caught sight of a bright blue shell and bent over to pick it up. “Maybe, because they’re regular tabloid fixtures and they are expected to act a certain way in front of the cameras.”

      “If that’s the reason, I’m sad for them.” Rowan tilted her head to the side when her father handed her the blue shell. “That’s pretty.”

      “I have no idea what you’re collecting them for,” he admitted, rueful. “I thought I should help, though.”

      “I just like them. I ... hmm. What’s that?” Rowan shifted gears quickly when she caught sight of something gleaming in the nearby beach grass.

      “Where?” Paul wasn’t quite sure what she was looking at.

      “There?” Rowan pointed and started moving in that direction. “There’s a reflection off something. I ... .” She pulled up short, nausea flowing through her when she realized what she was looking at. “Oh, my ... .”

      Paul caught her before she could trip over her own feet, confusion evident. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s a hand,” Rowan barked out, her stomach threatening to revolt. She had to force herself to look away from the horrific tableau as she fought to regain her senses. “It’s a human hand ... and it’s been ripped off or something.”

      Paul was dumbfounded. “Oh, geez. Are you kidding?” He looked around for help and then realized where he was and exactly what they were dealing with. “You have to call the police ... and I can’t be here.”

      Rowan’s brain felt slow as she tried to absorb the information. “What do you mean?”

      “I can’t be on a police report.” He released her arm and dragged a hand through his hair. “How will that look? My name is recognizable ... at least the name I’m forced to go under. I can’t use my real name.”

      Rowan slowly came back to reality. “Right. What about Nick?”

      “He’s fine. We have a plan for something like this. I have to leave, though.”

      “For good?” Panic raced through Rowan. “Are you leaving forever?”

      “No, sweetheart.” Paul rested his hand on Rowan’s shoulder. “I simply have to leave while the cops are here. I can’t afford to be questioned.”

      “Right.” Rowan felt like an idiot as she straightened. She hated coming off as whiny and weak, and that’s exactly how she believed she sounded to her father. “That makes sense. Of course you have to disappear for a little bit.”

      Paul gave her hand a reassuring squeeze. “I promise it won’t be for long. I just ... I have to go now.”

      “Go.” Rowan was firm. “Send Nick and Quinn down here. I’ll make the call as soon as they’re with me.”

      “It’s going to be okay.” Paul hoped he sounded reassuring. “I mean it. There’s no reason to freak out.”

      “I’m not freaking out.” Rowan prayed she sounded more sure of herself than she felt. “It’s just a hand on the beach. I’ve got this.”

      

      “BLECH.” ROWAN MADE A face and involuntarily shuddered as she watched the police bag the hand an hour later.

      At first, Quinn had been dubious she actually found a human body part. He assumed it was something else and she merely thought she’d found a hand. It turned out, he was wrong and she was right ... although they both wished it was a case of mistaken identity.

      “It’s male,” Detective Perry Bridges announced, wrinkling his nose as he dropped the hand into a huge bag. “That’s about all I can say.”

      “How long do you think it’s been out here?” Nick asked. He’d remained calm, stoic even, during the police visit. He was obviously concerned about what this meant for their hidden retreat, though.

      “It’s hard to tell because I’m pretty sure it’s been in the water,” Bridges replied. “I’m going to estimate a week or so, but that will have to go through the medical examiner’s office.”

      “Of course.” Nick rubbed his forehead. “Is there something I’m supposed to be doing here? Sadly, I’m at a loss.”

      Bridges chuckled, as if the situation were funny rather than terrifying. “I don’t know what you can do. Although ... you don’t know anyone missing a hand, do you?”

      “Not last time I checked,” Nick replied dryly.

      “That is your house, right?” Bridges gestured toward the hidden house. “I checked property records when I arrived. You only recently bought it.”

      “That’s true.” Nick was cool under pressure, something Quinn admired. “I was just showing the house to my friends, in fact, when we decided to take a walk on the beach and this happened. I think this is going to put them off buying a house on the beach even though I was hoping they would settle close to me.”

      “Uh-huh.” Bridges’ gaze was speculative as it bounced between faces. “And how do you folks know each other?”

      Quinn had already given this particular topic thought and he was ready. “Mr. Green was a passenger on The Bounding Storm several months ago. He was there for a ship find, The Conqueror, and we transported him to El Demonio. During the course of that trip, someone tried to kill us — I mean all three of us — and we sort of bonded in the aftermath. He invited us to his place to catch up once we hit shore after our most recent cruise and we thought it would make for a nice afternoon.”

      “I love the beach,” Rowan offered lamely. “Although ... not so much right now.” She swallowed hard as she glanced at the hand. “Now I’m going to be afraid whenever I dig in the sand.”

      The admission caused Quinn’s heart to flip. “This is a fluke, Ro,” he said hurriedly. “The hand didn’t originate here. In fact, the rest of the body probably isn’t here. It’s out in the ocean.”

      “And what makes you say that?” Bridges asked, curious.

      “I head up security on The Bounding Storm. Before that, I worked with the military. I know a thing or two about the disposition of bodies.”

      “And what does this body tell you?”

      Quinn briefly stared at the hand. “It was in the water,” he said finally. “I’m not sure how it was separated from the body, but it was definitely in the water. It’s been nibbled on and lost a lot of pigmentation.

      “You’re dealing with a white male,” he continued. “It’s impossible to determine the age. My guess would be there was some sort of fishing accident out that way.” He vaguely waved at the water. “It could be something more nefarious, of course. If we’re leaning in that direction, I’m betting it’s a drug deal gone wrong.”

      Bridges pursed his lips, impressed. “I see you watch a lot of crime shows.”

      Quinn managed to keep from scowling, but just barely. “I know a little bit about a variety of things. Do you have a different theory?”

      “Actually, no.” Bridges smirked as he handed the hand to a young uniformed officer, who happened to look like the last thing he wanted to be doing was holding a human body part. “That makes sense. I do have a few questions for you folks, though.”

      “I would expect nothing less.” Quinn moved his hand up and down Rowan’s back to offer her solace. “What do you want to know?”

      “Why were you walking this far away from the house? It seems to me, if it’s your day off, you would want to relax in the shade.”

      “That’s the thing about working on a cruise ship,” Quinn drawled. “We get to relax in the shade – and sun, for that matter – even when we’re working. As I said earlier, Rowan enjoys the beach. We were taking a walk and talking when we saw it.”

      “And what were you talking about?”

      The question caught Quinn off guard. “Excuse me?”

      “What were you talking about?” he repeated, not missing a beat.

      “The Sterlings,” Rowan volunteered, slipping her hand in Quinn’s and giving him a reassuring squeeze. “Nick was explaining how they lived right down there.” Rowan inclined her head in that direction. “We were obviously interested since we’re the ones who helped pluck them out of the ocean two days ago.”

      “Really?” Bridges adjusted his tone almost immediately. “That’s ... interesting. I read about that in the newspaper. You guys are being hailed as heroes.”

      “Quinn was a hero,” Rowan said hurriedly. “I stayed on the ship. He went out to fetch them, though.”

      “It wasn’t a big deal,” Quinn supplied. “Still, when we heard they lived close to Nick, we were a little curious. We haven’t heard much since the Coast Guard picked them up yesterday.”

      “They’ve been holed up inside the mansion making funeral plans,” Bridges offered, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “People say that Patrice is freaking out without her husband and spending a million dollars on the funeral.”

      “Oh, well ... .” Quinn had no idea what to say to that. “I guess people grieve in different ways,” he said finally. “I’m sure she’s dealing with a lot. To lose her husband and daughter in the same accident ... that’s a lot for anyone to deal with.

      “Besides that, they were drifting in the ocean for a very long time,” he continued. “They were numb when we picked them up. It’s probably only now that the true weight of what happened to them is becoming obvious.”

      “It’s definitely sad,” Bridges agreed. “I don’t blame you for being curious. Everyone around these parts can’t stop talking about it. We all assumed they died together on the ocean. It’s almost worse for half of them to come back.”

      “Why would it be worse?” Rowan asked. “I mean ... I know it’s a tragedy. Still, though, it’s better for some people to survive than for everybody to die.”

      “I guess. It’s still going to mark them for the rest of their lives.”

      “I’ll agree with that,” Quinn said, sliding his arm around Rowan’s waist. “Is that all you need us for? It’s getting hot out here and I’d like to get some water before we become dehydrated.”

      “I think that’s it,” Bridges confirmed. “We might have a few more questions down the line.”

      “You have our contact information.”

      “Right.” Bridges stared at the spot where the hand was discovered as Quinn moved to lead Rowan back to the house. “Oh, just one more question. How did you see the hand when you were walking on the beach down yonder?”

      “I saw a glint,” Rowan replied dully.

      “A glint?”

      She nodded. “From the wedding ring. The sun hit it just right. I thought there might be something else up here ... like a piece of a metal from a shipwreck or something. Turns out it was something else entirely.”

      “Ain’t that the truth?” Bridges let loose a humorless laugh. “Well, you folks get in the shade. We’ll take it from here. I bet your boyfriend is right. It’s probably a fishing accident.”

      “Let’s hope.” Rowan linked her fingers with Quinn’s and gave him a tug. “If this was done purposely, it’s only going to make things worse.”
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      Since Paul couldn’t return to the house until after the hoopla died down — and Rowan had no idea where he’d gone because she forgot to ask before he disappeared — there was nothing for Quinn and her to do but leave once they were finished answering questions.

      “I’ll let you know in the same manner when it’s safe for another visit,” Nick said as Quinn put Rowan’s helmet on her in the driveway. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.”

      “Don’t rush things,” Quinn instructed as he reached for his own helmet. “Be careful when bringing him back. If you have to wait an extra day, do it. You’ll regret moving too fast and if you have to move farther away, nobody is going to be happy about it.”

      “Definitely,” Rowan intoned as she waited for Quinn to get situated on the bike. When she climbed up behind him, she clamped her arms around his waist. “Can we go on another long ride on the way back?”

      She looked so hopeful Quinn couldn’t dare disappoint her. “I think that sounds like a fine idea. Maybe we’ll find a different place to have dinner for a change, too, huh? We usually stick to the same restaurants.”

      “May I suggest Spinners Rooftop restaurant,” Nick offered. “The food is great and the view of the water is phenomenal. It’s on your way back to the dock and the ambiance is terrific.”

      “Now that right there sounds like a great idea.” Quinn shook Nick’s hand. “Don’t hesitate to call if you need something. We’re here for several days.”

      “We didn’t really get a chance to talk about what we’ve uncovered,” Nick noted. “I think that’s important before you guys head out again. As soon as this dies down and Paul can return, I’ll set up a time so we can chat about the important things.”

      “We’ll make it happen.”

      

      THE RESTAURANT TURNED OUT to be a phenomenal idea. Even though Rowan was bothered by her visit with her father being cut short, the breathtaking view took her mind off her worries. Also, since the bathroom and bar kept moving, they had a good time finding both.

      By the time they made it back to the ship, they were stuffed and satiated. Quinn suggested he drop Rowan off at the ship and then lock down the bike in the new garage location on his own, but she was having none of it.

      “We stick together,” she stressed. “I’m going to be all weirded out by the hand thing so I want to be close to you. Besides, it’s only a block away.”

      Since Quinn could think of no reason to argue with her, he agreed. It didn’t take them long to lock up the bike, and they were almost back to the ship when Rowan gave voice to the thing that was bothering her most.

      “You don’t really think it was a fishing accident, do you?”

      Quinn shook his head. He would’ve liked to lie to her, at least to make her feel better. They promised to always tell each other the truth, though. “I very much doubt it. I mean ... fishing accidents do happen. I’m guessing the cops would already know that something of that nature transpired on the water at this point, though.”

      “Because the hand has been in the water for an extended period of time?”

      “Pretty much,” he confirmed, their fingers linked as he directed her toward the walkway that led to the ship. There were two security guards posted to make sure random people didn’t try to board, and they both saluted when they recognized their boss was the one heading in their direction.

      Quinn waited until they were well past the guards and out of earshot to continue. “If there’d been a fishing accident, the people on the boat would’ve done everything they could to get the victim back to shore. That would’ve meant a hospital visit. And, if you lose a limb on the water, that has to be reported.”

      “You seem to know a lot about losing limbs on the water.”

      “Yeah, well, I know a lot about everything.” He poked her side and directed her toward the tiki bar. “Let’s have a drink to settle, huh? I’m afraid you’re not going to sleep if you don’t mellow out a bit.”

      Rowan narrowed her eyes. “Is that a dig?”

      “Not even a little. If you want to know the truth, I’m keyed up a bit, too.”

      “Oh, well, that’s fair.”

      Demarcus Johnson, the head bartender, was behind the counter when they arrived. The bar was mostly empty, except for a few workers who sat at tables spread out around the deck, and Quinn quickly led Rowan to their favorite table.

      “Oh, barkeep,” he called out in a taunting voice. “We would like a drink menu.”

      Demarcus, who was busy watching the television, scowled when he realized who was messing with him. “Oh, well, I wondered where you two took off to,” he intoned. “I was starting to get worried. You made it home just before curfew, though, so I guess you won’t get punished.”

      “Ha, ha.” Quinn rolled his eyes. “I’ll have whatever is on tap. Ro, what do you want?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I kind of want something fancy.”

      “A formal prom dress?” Demarcus queried as he retrieved Quinn’s beer.

      “I never went to prom so I can’t answer that in anything but a negative way.”

      “You didn’t go to prom?” Demarcus was horrified. “That’s the worst thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “I know. I don’t know how I’ve managed to survive this long in a life bereft of privilege,” she drawled.

      Demarcus ignored her tone and focused on Quinn. “Did you know she didn’t go to prom?”

      “Actually, I believe I did. It’s a terrible story.”

      “It is. You should totally find a prom to take her to so she can say she went. As for a drink, I’ll put something fruity together. If you don’t like it, tough. The Sterlings are about to hold a press conference and I don’t want to miss it.”

      “The Sterlings are holding a press conference?” Quinn was officially intrigued. “I guess they probably don’t have a choice after what happened. The media is bound to be all over them.”

      “Oh, I don’t doubt that. They’re rich-rich. I mean ... they’re Rockefeller rich. If they don’t speak, the tabloids will start making things up.”

      “I’m guessing the tabloids will make things up regardless,” Rowan noted. “Why else do you still think we’re hearing about Brad and Jen getting back together more than ten years after their divorce? As if he’s some big prize.”

      Quinn shot her an amused look. “Tell me how you really feel.”

      “I really feel you shouldn’t cheat on me because I will turn into a crazy person if it happens. I hate cheaters.”

      “Well, sweetie, that’s not going to happen.” He spoke from the heart. “I’m not just saying that because I don’t want to hurt you either. I have zero interest in other women.”

      “He’s telling the truth,” Demarcus volunteered as he delivered their drinks. “Whenever he sees another woman, even if she’s hot and stacked like a reality television star, he says ‘blech’ because he’s afraid he’ll get cooties if he’s away from you for too long.”

      Even though she thought she was too drained to laugh, Rowan couldn’t stop herself. “Blech, huh?” She cast Quinn a curious look. “Do you say ‘blech’ often?”

      He merely shrugged. “Whenever I’m not around you it’s a blech sort of day.”

      This time the grin she offered was genuine. “That was an awesome thing to say.”

      “I thought so.” Quinn patted her hand as Demarcus slid into one of the open chairs. His gaze was on the television. “Do you have any idea what the Sterlings are going to say?”

      “None,” Demarcus replied. “I thought there was a chance they might come out and thank us for saving them, but they’re rich and entitled so I bet it’s something else.”

      “I think we’re about to find out.” Quinn leaned back in his chair to get comfortable and watched the screen. Three members of the group that had been rescued stood in the center of a room, microphones at the ready, and it was the matriarch who gravely addressed those watching.

      “My name is Patrice Sterling,” she started, her voice raspy. “As you’re already aware, my family has suffered a tragedy that resulted in the loss of my husband and daughter. The pain I feel is profound, and I believe I’m still processing everything that happened.

      “I understand that you’re curious,” she continued. “We survived on the water for almost two weeks, and the stories you’ve heard are true. I’m not sure we would’ve made it another two days if it weren’t for the brave souls on The Rounding Storm who managed to find us when we were at our lowest.”

      “Well, at least she got the ship name almost right,” Demarcus muttered.

      “I don’t want a lot of media parked in the lot, so I’m fine with her getting it wrong,” Quinn said, his eyes narrowed as he watched the show. “Does she seem zonked to anyone else?”

      “Compared to what?” Demarcus queried. “If you’re asking if she seems more sedate than she was on the ship, I would definitely say yes. The thing is, she was in shock when we had her.”

      “Did you even see her?” Rowan challenged.

      “I saw her on the deck right after the rescue. I also dropped off some beverages for everyone before they retired for the night. I heard them complaining when I was outside the door. Patrice especially was having a fit because she wanted to go home.”

      “That sounds like her,” Quinn muttered, shaking his head. “She did a lot of complaining to me, too. I brushed it off because I told myself she was going through a trauma, but I didn’t like her. Now, the son I felt sorry for. He seemed truly at a loss.”

      “I’m sure dealing with his mother is tiresome, too,” Demarcus said. “I mean ... look at him now. Talk about zoned.”

      Quinn narrowed his eyes as he focused on the man standing to the right of the screen. He was ramrod straight and staring straight forward, although he seemed to be lost in his own little world. “Yeah, he’s zoned, too.”

      For her part, Patrice was still speaking. “While I understand the natural curiosity associated with our ordeal, we will not be talking about it until we can put into perspective what happened. All these endless interview requests are growing tedious. Do you people not understand that we’re in mourning? We have two funerals to plan. Two! Stop bothering us with inane interview requests.

      “When it’s time to talk, we will pick one network and work with them exclusively,” she continued. “We will not be show-hopping. We will not be conducting interviews over the phone. We most certainly won’t be sharing our information for free.”

      “Basically she’s saying that they’re selling their story to the highest bidder,” Quinn noted, shaking his head. “They’re fielding offers from the big networks. That’s basically what she said without coming right out and explicitly stating it.”

      “How do you know that?” Rowan was genuinely curious.

      “It’s simply the obvious answer.”

      “He’s right,” Demarcus said. “I bet they’re also already getting book offers, too. I mean ... a rich family lost on the ocean for two weeks. A father and daughter drowned practically in front of their loved ones.”

      “And the friend of the daughter,” Rowan added. “Don’t forget Carly Vaughn. She died, too.”

      “She should definitely be remembered,” Quinn agreed. “I don’t think she’s going to get the attention she deserves when the Sterlings are shining so bright, though. They’re going to suck up every ounce of attention they can.”

      “Maybe her family will sue,” Rowan suggested as she sipped her fruity drink. “I mean ... perhaps the Sterlings could be found liable in her death. Do you think that’s possible?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      Patrice looked to be finishing up her statement. “We ask for privacy in our time of great mourning,” she said. “We’re still living in shock, to the point where I woke up this morning in my own bed and assumed it was all a dream. Sadly, it was not. My husband and daughter are still gone.”

      She made an odd throat-clearing sound as she gripped the sides of the lectern. “Human decency demands that you give my family the solitude they need to get through this. I demand it, too. You will get your answers when we are mentally prepared to relive our tragedy. Until then, you must live by our rules.”

      With that, she turned on her heel and disappeared from the frame. Several reporters could be heard yelling questions to her back. She didn’t answer them, though, and she didn’t turn around.

      “Well, that was a big nothing,” Demarcus complained, getting to his feet. “I thought she would say something good.”

      “Like what?” Quinn asked. “I don’t think she has anything important to say. She’s already told the story.”

      “She told a basic story,” Demarcus countered. “Do you really think that’s the whole of it? Her family basically died right in front of her and she glossed over it. There’s definitely more to that story.”

      “Like what?” Rowan asked. “Do you think something other than what they described happened out there?”

      “Oh, definitely. I’m thinking murder ... and romance ... and pirates in the bay.”

      Quinn made a face. “I think you watch too many soap operas.”

      “And I think you’re deluding yourself. We’ve only heard half the story. Trust me. The truth is going to come out, and when it does, it’s going to be much bigger than it is right now. There’s no doubt about that.”

      “I guess I’ll have to take your word for it.”

      “That would be wise.”

      

      ROWAN DIDN’T THINK SHE would be able to fall asleep after the events of the day. It turned out she was wrong. She slept hard, and when she woke the next morning, Quinn was already awake and texting.

      “What are you doing?” she murmured as she rolled to rest her head on his chest.

      Her hair was a mess so he had to push it out of the way to kiss her forehead. “I’m talking to Fred,” he replied, his gaze steady on the small screen. “He claims he got a tip from the cops this morning and it’s something we’re going to be interested in.”

      “What?”

      “He won’t tell me. He wants to make me beg.”

      Rowan rolled her eyes. “You guys are like children sometimes. I swear. Give me that.” She snagged the phone from him and started texting.

      “What are you writing?” Quinn was curious as he watched her thumbs fly. “Oh, you’re pulling the female card. I like that. He’ll have no choice but to acquiesce.”

      “He thinks women are walking balls of PMS every day of the week,” Rowan pointed out, handing the phone back to him. “If he thinks I’m cranky, he’ll immediately spill the information.”

      Quinn chuckled as his phone dinged. “Do you think that’s him spilling the information?”

      “Who else?”

      Quinn snuggled closer to her as he pulled up Fred’s return message. He smiled because he could practically see his friend rolling his eyes at Rowan’s demands. That didn’t stop him from fessing up to the information he’d managed to gather, though, and the one line of text was enough to cause Quinn’s heart to roll. “Holy crap.” He struggled to a sitting position.

      Rowan was flummoxed as she looked to him for answers. “What’s wrong?”

      “That hand you found yesterday on the beach.”

      “I remember it,” she said dryly. “I had a few weird dreams about actually tripping over hands while taking photos. You don’t think that will really happen, do you?”

      Quinn ignored the question. “They’ve already identified who it belongs to.”

      “Really? That’s good. Is it a fisherman?”

      “No. It’s Pat Sterling.”

      Rowan frowned. “Pat Sterling. You mean the Pat Sterling who supposedly died in a boating accident? What are the odds his hand would wash up on the beach close to his house?”

      “Pretty freaking long since he died on the other side of the state,” Quinn replied. “He was on the Atlantic side when the ship went down.”

      Realization washed over Rowan. “Then how did his hand end up on the Gulf side?”

      “I have no idea. It’s an interesting question, though.”

      Rowan’s mind traveled back to what Demarcus said the previous evening. “Maybe there’s a lot more intrigue going on than we thought. Maybe we really are stuck in a soap opera.”

      “Or maybe the people on that life raft lied,” he shot back. “Maybe the entire story they told was bunk.”

      “But ... how? You saw them. They were all in rough shape.”

      “That doesn’t mean the story they told was true, only that they really were relieved to be found. What if something else happened? I mean ... it’s possible.”

      “What other thing?”

      “I don’t know, but I’m dying to find out.”
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      Quinn woke to a familiar feeling, Rowan cuddled close to his side. She made little whirring noises when she was close to waking and he’d grown accustomed to hearing them as he emerged from heavy sleep. He slid his gaze to his shoulder, where her head rested, and exhaled heavily.

      She looked like an angel in sleep. He always thought that. Her long auburn hair fell over her shoulders and created a tangled mess that he loved finger-combing. When she remembered, she braided her hair to cut down on the bedhead. She’d been so exhausted the previous evening, though, she forgot.

      That was for the best because Quinn loved smoothing her hair.

      “What are you thinking?” Rowan murmured as she shifted to stretch.

      “I thought you might sleep a bit longer,” Quinn replied truthfully. “You know you don’t have to get up with the sun when we’re at port, right?”

      She raised her hands above her head and sucked in a breath as she regarded him. “It should be against the law to wake up looking as good as you do.”

      His smile was quick and flirty. “Oh, yeah? I was just thinking the same thing about you.”

      “I don’t think you were.”

      “Oh, but you would be wrong. That’s exactly what I was thinking.” He shifted lower on the bed and tickled her until she gasped. “I think you look like an otherworldly being sometimes.”

      “Are we talking an alien?”

      “I was going for angel.”

      “Ah, continue.”

      He grinned at her playful demeanor. He worried that her father being rushed away the previous afternoon would get her down. Obviously she was making a concerted effort not to let that happen, though. “All you’re missing is a halo.”

      “And I think you’re bucking to get lucky this morning.”

      “No. I really think you look like an angel.”

      She sighed, the sound long and drawn out. “Fine.” She rolled to her back. “Make it quick. I’m starving.”

      He barked out a laugh and tickled her harder. “Despite your generous offer, that’s not why I said it. I was simply thinking how peaceful you look when you sleep. There was nothing sexy about the thoughts.”

      “Really?” Rowan arched a dubious eyebrow. “Are you losing interest already? That’s disappointing.”

      His smile slipped. “I’m never going to lose interest. In fact, your uncle and I were talking about that yesterday.” Quinn had given the discussion about the house a lot of thought. He realized after the fact that cutting Rowan out of the conversation was the exact wrong move. “What did you think about the house?”

      Rowan absently scratched the side of her nose and frowned. “What house?”

      “The house Nick and Paul bought.”

      “Oh, I think it’s nice. I like the beach access and how remote it is. I love the trees. I’m not a big fan of finding hands on the beach, but I’m betting that was a once-in-a-lifetime thing.”

      “I certainly hope so.” He slid his arm under her waist and tugged her back to him. Mornings were his favorite time with her because she was snuggly and warm and he didn’t want to miss out. “Nick suggested that, once this is all over and done with, we might want the house for ourselves.”

      Rowan was taken aback. “I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t think Nick and your father are going to live together forever. Nick mentioned he prefers being close to town and he’s the one who bought the house.”

      “And he wants us to buy it from him?” Rowan was legitimately puzzled by the conversational shift. “Huh. It’s an interesting idea, but that’s clearly a million-dollar home. I can’t swing my half of that.”

      “Well, I have some money put away, but it’s not enough to buy that house outright. Nick isn’t talking about selling it, though. He’s talking about giving it ... to you.”

      “To me?” Her eyebrows practically flew off her forehead. “He can’t give me a house.”

      Quinn had to bite off a chuckle at her response. It was just so ... Rowan. “Well, he seems to think he can. He pointed out that he makes a lot of money ... and your father makes a lot of money. He also said he missed out on a lot of birthdays and Christmases.”

      “Not a million dollars’ worth.”

      “I don’t think he sees it that way. The thing is, he mentioned we might like it ... and I kind of like the idea. I would make sure they put the house in your name because that’s only fair, but it might be fun to have a place for ourselves when we’re not out at sea. We could hire a property manager to check on it when we’re on cruises, but it would be a place for us to retreat.

      “Then, after we’re finished with our contracts, we’ll have a decision to make,” he continued. “I’m not sure I want to stay with The Bounding Storm for the long haul. In fact, I’ve been thinking about going into business with Fred. We would start our own agency.”

      Rowan worked her mouth as she absorbed the new information. “Wow. That’s a lot to ponder.”

      “It is,” he agreed. “The thing is, we have time. You signed a two-year contract. You still have a year and a half left, which is fine. My contract runs out in a few months. I would sign another contract — just for a year — so I could stay close to you. During that time, I would be working with Fred to shore up our business partnership. I would finish a few months ahead of you, which means I would either need to sign a monthly contract, which I don’t think they’re going to like, or only see you when you’re docked here, which is something I’m not going to like.”

      Rowan was flabbergasted. “I see you’ve been giving this a lot of thought.”

      “I have,” he agreed, dragging a hand over his short-cropped hair. “I want to be with you regardless. I don’t think we can make our life on a ship forever, though. It’s fun and we’re having a great time, but eventually we need to build a life that’s not broken up by how often we land here.”

      “Yeah.” Rowan rolled to a sitting position and immediately started combing her fingers through her hair. “This is a lot to take in.”

      “What part?”

      “What do you mean? All of it.”

      “Actually, I thought it was all pretty much a given,” he admitted. “Are you saying you don’t want to spend your life with me?”

      “Of course I do.” Rowan’s eyes filled with fire as she slid him a sidelong look. “Don’t say things like that. It’s just ... it’s a lot to come out of nowhere.”

      “It’s not coming out of nowhere. We need to talk about these things so we can make plans. I’m going to have to sign another contract, and I’m fine with that. The money is good. Although ... I was thinking about making a request with my new contract. There are several suites that are rarely used for cruises. I’m going to make one of those part of my negotiation so we can have a bigger space.”

      Rowan merely chuckled. “You have everything planned out.”

      “I have ideas,” he corrected. “I want to hear your opinion of those ideas. And, for the record, I don’t simply want you to agree because you think that’s what I want. This is a relationship that should be give and take, so tell me the truth.”

      “The truth, huh?” She rubbed her forehead. “The truth is that I like the idea of a suite. We’re on top of each other here, which is fun sometimes, but I’m afraid it’s going to cause problems down the line if one of us is grumpy.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “I don’t want you to sign on for extra months after your next contract is over,” she continued. “You need that time to get your business up and running with Fred. That’s going to be a busy time for you anyway. While I’m at sea, you can be working. Hopefully that means the time we have together for those few months will be even better because we can completely focus on each other.”

      “We’ll talk more about that when it gets closer,” he hedged. “I honestly don’t know if I’m going to be able to deal with being away from you for an extended period of time those few months. Perhaps we’ll be able to arrange it so you’re fired instead.”

      She shot him a withering look. “I am not bucking to get fired.”

      “Well, we’ll talk about it then. That’s still a year and a half away.”

      “Good point.” She rubbed her hand over his bare chest as she contemplated the rest. “I need to talk to Nick about the house. I really did like it. The beach and dock are awesome. I loved how isolated it is.”

      “But?”

      “But he can’t just give us a house. It’s too much.”

      “Well, I think he wants to give you a house. We’ll be living together, but the gift is clearly meant for you.”

      “Oh, let’s not get into a semantics argument.” She rolled her eyes and caused him to bark out a laugh. “I still need to talk to him. Maybe I can figure out a way to pay him back ... although I have no idea what I’m going to do when I’m finished on The Bounding Storm. There isn’t exactly a need for full-time photographers these days now that everyone has a camera on their cell phones.”

      “You have a year and a half to decide that, too,” Quinn pointed out. “We’re going to come up with a plan that works for both of us. I promise you that.”

      “Yeah?” Her lips curved. “Do you really think you’ll be able to get a suite? That would be amazing. Of course, our friends are going to hate us even more if we make that happen.”

      “They can suck it up. As for making it happen, consider it done. I’m an excellent negotiator.”

      “That’s exciting.”

      He kissed her forehead. “I thought so.”

      They lapsed into amiable silence for a few minutes. He was the first to break it when her stomach growled.

      “Speaking of exciting, how do you feel about breakfast at our favorite restaurant on the strip? You’re clearly hungry.”

      “I could eat breakfast. Dinner was great last night, but the portions were tiny.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree.”

      

      AN HOUR LATER, QUINN and Rowan were dressed and holding hands as they strolled across the deck. Demarcus had apparently been waiting for them because he ducked out from under the cover of the tiki bar and moved to cut them off before they could make their escape.

      “Hold up,” he called out.

      Quinn slid him a sidelong look. “What’s wrong? We’re just going to breakfast. I’ll be back later. If this can wait ... .”

      “Unfortunately, this can’t wait.” Demarcus’s expression was rueful. “You have a visitor.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “He’s at the tiki bar,” Demarcus supplied. “He’s been here twenty minutes and he’s a barrel of laughs. I can’t tell you how funny this guy is.”

      “Who is it?”

      “Says his name is Mitchum Sterling. He’s Patrick Sterling’s brother.”

      “Oh.” Quinn exhaled heavily and shifted his eyes to Rowan. “I should probably talk to him.”

      “Probably,” Rowan agreed, patting his arm. “Don’t worry. We have plenty of time to get breakfast. This probably won’t take very long.”

      “That would be nice, huh?” He clutched her hand tighter as he pulled her toward the tiki bar. “Let’s get this over with.”

      Mitchum was a tall man. From what Quinn had seen on television, he was much taller than his brother. He boasted the same dark hair, though, and his eyes were red-rimmed and weary when Quinn stepped into the bar.

      “Mr. Sterling.” He bobbed his head in greeting. “I heard you were looking for me.”

      “This is Quinn Davenport,” Demarcus volunteered. “He led the rescue effort for your family.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” Mitchum squared his shoulders as he stood. “I’m sorry I showed up out of the blue like this, and so early, but I wanted to make sure I caught you.”

      “It’s fine.” Quinn released Rowan’s hand and shook the one Mitchum extended in greeting. “This is Rowan Gray. She’s the ship photographer.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” Mitchum nodded in her direction but didn’t seem interested in her because he kept his attention on Quinn. “I wanted to thank you for what you did. I’ve been informed that it was a miracle you found Patrice and the others. I mean ... what are the odds you would happen to be going by at that exact time?”

      “I don’t know.” Quinn held his hands out and shrugged. “I don’t like to think about that. The most important thing is that we found them.”

      “Yes, because of you, my brother’s legacy will continue in the form of Ben. He’s my brother’s lone heir now that Barbara is gone.”

      “Well ... I’m sorry for your loss.” Quinn felt out of place given the man’s reaction. Mitchum was treating their interaction as if it was a business meeting and nothing more. “Even though part of your family was saved, you still lost a brother and niece. That has to be difficult.”

      “It’s exceedingly difficult,” Mitchum agreed. “Still, you turned what could’ve been a total loss into a partial win. That’s why we want to reward you.” He dug into his pocket and came back with what looked to be a folded piece of paper. “I know there’s no amount we can give you that will truly express how grateful we are, but I hope that’s at least a small indication.”

      Quinn furrowed his brow as he unfolded it, and then almost fell over when he realized it was a check. “I ... you ... this is a check for a hundred thousand dollars,” he said finally.

      “It is.” Mitchum’s tight smile never slipped. “We’re eternally grateful.”

      It was rare that Quinn found himself on unsteady ground, but he honestly had no idea how to respond. Finally, he went with his gut. “I can’t accept this.” He handed the check back to Mitchum. “I appreciate the sentiment — I guess — but I was doing my job. I don’t want to be rewarded for that.”

      “My understanding is that your job is to ensure the safety of the people on this ship,” Mitchum countered. “You risked your life to take rescue boats into the darkness, where anything could’ve happened, to save my family. That’s going above and beyond.”

      “But ... it’s not. I was doing my duty and I don’t want this.” Quinn waved the check in Mitchum’s face. “People shouldn’t be rewarded for doing the right thing. I did the right thing and I’m not sorry.”

      Mitchum’s forehead wrinkled. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m absolutely sure.” Quinn moved his arm to Rowan’s back because he needed something to do with his hand. He felt antsy. “I’m glad you got at least part of your family back. Losing your brother must be difficult, especially since his hand was found on the beach the way it was.”

      The words were out of Quinn’s mouth before he thought better about uttering them. It was a test of sorts, he recognized that, but he was mostly interested in the way Mitchum would react. To his utter surprise, the older man allowed a wave of shock to wash over his features as he momentarily slumped before straightening. “W-what?”

      Huh, Quinn internally mused. Mitchum clearly didn’t yet know about the hand. That was interesting. “There was a hand found on the beach in Tierra Verde yesterday. It was only about a half mile from your brother’s compound. I was told the hand was identified as belonging to your brother.”

      “But ... that’s impossible.” Mitchum’s confusion was profound. “My brother disappeared on the other side of the state. There’s no way his hand could’ve ended up over here.”

      “Perhaps the police are mistaken,” Quinn suggested. “I mean ... it wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “Perhaps.” Mitchum didn’t look convinced. “Um ... thank you for your time.” He folded the check and shoved it in his pocket. “Most people would’ve jumped at the money. You’re clearly a man of character.”

      “I’m just a man who likes to do the right thing.”

      “Yes, well ... thank you anyway.” With those words, Mitchum turned on his heel and hurried away from the tiki bar.

      Quinn exchanged quick looks with Demarcus and Rowan before moving to follow. “I just want to check something,” he muttered as he left the shaded area.

      Not wanting to be left out, Demarcus and Rowan opted to follow him. By the time they caught up, Quinn was perched next to the railing and watching Mitchum hurry across the parking lot. A large black limousine was parked in the middle of everything, and that’s exactly where he headed.

      “What do you think?” Rowan asked as she caught up with him. “Was he lying about the hand?”

      “I don’t think he knows anything about the hand,” Quinn replied. “I mean ... that could simply be because the cops are informing them of the discovery today.”

      “Or?” she prodded.

      “Or something else is going on.” Quinn grimaced when the limousine door flew open to allow a woman to exit. He recognized her from a hundred yards away and started shaking his head when Mitchum began berating her over something they couldn’t hear.

      “Patrice,” Rowan muttered, surprised. “What is she doing with her husband’s brother?”

      “That’s a very good question.” Quinn rubbed his cheek as Rowan lifted her phone and snapped a photograph. “What are you doing?”

      “Just checking,” Rowan murmured low enough that Demarcus couldn’t hear her, pulling up the photo and frowning at whatever she saw. “We should head to breakfast.”

      Quinn correctly read the look on her face and nodded. “Right. Breakfast.” He held out his hand. “Demarcus, I will check in with you later. I’m going to want to make a few calls about Mitchum ... and that hand.”

      “I bet. This is turning into a regular mystery.”

      “It is indeed.”
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      “One of them has the omen.”

      Rowan waited until they were seated in the restaurant and had placed their orders to announce the obvious.

      “I figured that out by the look on your face,” Quinn said, patting her hand on top of the table. “Never play poker, sweetie. People will take all your money if you try.”

      She shot him a harried glare. “This isn’t funny.”

      “I know it’s not funny.” He was calm in the face of her agitation. “There’s a lot about this situation that isn’t funny, and I don’t think you’ve actually absorbed all the big concerns.”

      “And what are the big concerns?”

      “Well, for starters, the fact that Pat Sterling’s hand was found close to his family home seems to indicate to me that he was never on that boat ... or at least he wasn’t on that boat as long as his family seemed to indicate.”

      Rowan’s mouth dropped open. “But ... he had to be on the boat. People saw him on it after the engagement party. I saw them on television. Quite a few of them gave interviews.”

      “Did they actually see him get on the boat?”

      “I ... what do you mean? They said he left with his family and got on the yacht.”

      “They said he left with his family,” Quinn clarified. “No one saw them get on the yacht because it was located at a dock about five miles away from the party location. On top of that, only those actually leaving on the yacht were transported to that location.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I made a few discreet inquiries via email when we got back from dinner last night. It was easy enough to track down.”

      “Well ... .” Rowan pursed her lips. “What do you think happened? I mean, you must have an idea.”

      “I don’t know exactly what happened,” he cautioned. “I believe that they’re lying about what went down on that ship, though. I’m starting to wonder if they only pretended they were going on a yacht ride and went home instead.”

      “How does that work? I mean ... you’re the one who pulled the survivors out of the water.”

      “Maybe it was all an act. Maybe something bad happened at home and they faked the rescue. I mean ... we were on our regular route. They might’ve paid someone to get information about where we would be and when.”

      “But ... you saw them,” Rowan protested. “They were sunburned and ragged. Their clothes were almost rags. They smelled as if they hadn’t showered in days. They were out of water and dehydrated.”

      “Yeah, that’s true.” Quinn stroked his chin. “The doctor did say they were dehydrated. However, none of them needed to be hospitalized after the fact. If they were really lost out there for two weeks floating around with limited water and food, you would think someone would’ve been close to death.”

      “You almost sound as if you wish one of them had been close to death.”

      “Yeah, well ... I don’t wish that on anyone,” he countered. “It’s just ... I think it’s very clear that Pat was close to home when he was killed. He couldn’t have been where the rest of them said he was. That means the whole story is suspect. Plus, I’ll bet you a hundred thousand dollars the Serendipity didn’t go down in the area they said it did. They’ll never find that yacht on the east side of the state.”

      “You don’t have a hundred thousand dollars now that you gave that check back.”

      “Do you think I should’ve taken it?”

      “No, and the reason I love you is because you’re the sort of man who wouldn’t take it. The fact of the matter is, though, none of this makes any sense. We know the family was on the east side of the state for the engagement party. Just because Pat’s hand was found on the west side of the state doesn’t mean they’re guilty.

      “Plus, either Mitchum or Patrice is living under a death omen now,” she continued. “I’m not sure which one of them it is, but I’m guessing that this isn’t over with yet. Whatever happened isn’t done playing out.”

      “No, it’s not. There’s nothing we can do about it, though. They’re not under our purview. We have no reason to stick our noses into this case.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to stop looking?”

      “I ... yes.”

      Rowan narrowed her eyes. “Seriously? You’re just going to stop investigating? That doesn’t sound like you.”

      “This isn’t my case.” He was firm. “It’s not your case either. We have more than enough on our plates.”

      “Yeah, but ... .”

      “No.” He shook his head. “We can only focus on one thing at a time. This isn’t our battle. If something happens to Mitchum or Patrice, it’s not our fault. They have to take care of themselves ... and since I think they’re hiding something, we would be putting ourselves at risk looking into their private business. This is a matter for the police. We have no control over what happens with them.”

      As loath as she was to admit it, Rowan recognized he was right. “Okay. I still think we could figure it out, though.”

      “Let’s focus on each other.”

      She brightened. “Good idea. I was thinking about going shopping today. We should do that together.”

      Quinn made a face. “Or you could do it with Sally and I could get caught up on paperwork. I still have quite a bit of it to file after the rescue. Believe it or not, we don’t have standard forms for what went down.”

      “Oh, well ... I think I can make that work.”

      He smiled. “Something told me you would say that.”

      

      “WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THESE?”

      Rowan held up a pair of leather pants two hours later and waited for her best friend Sally Jenkins to look in her direction.

      Sally, who was the head chef on The Bounding Storm, managed to keep a straight face ... but just barely. “Those are ... interesting. Are you planning on taking up a hobby as a biker?”

      “As a matter of fact, I am.” Rowan was prim as she draped the pants over her arm. “It turns out, Quinn has a motorcycle. We took a ride on it yesterday.”

      “Really?” Sally’s smirk was mischievous. “I didn’t know that. Where does he store it?”

      “Well, he was keeping it in a garage on the other side of town, but he moved it to one much closer so we can actually go on rides.”

      “And where did you go yesterday? Wait, let me guess.” Sally held up a hand to still her friend. “You guys went to a private place so you could sit in the shade and exclaim ‘no, you’re prettier’ to one another over and over again, right?”

      Rowan rolled her eyes. “No. We went to see my father.”

      Sally stilled. She knew the story of Rowan’s father, but only because the pretty photographer grudgingly told her during an argument months before. In truth, Rowan had been reticent about admitting her abilities to anyone other than Quinn. Since she genuinely loved Sally, though, she decided to take a chance. So far, it had worked out well. She was still leery, though.

      “Your father, huh?” Sally glanced around to make sure no one was within eavesdropping distance. “How did that go?”

      “Great until we found a hand on the beach.”

      “Right. I heard about that. Demarcus told me over breakfast.” Sally was thoughtful as she moved around the rack. “Why do you think his hand was found on the opposite side of the state from where his family said he disappeared?”

      Rowan shrugged. “I don’t know. Quinn and I spent the morning talking about that. He says it’s not our place to question their problems ... and I guess I agree with him. We have so many other things going on that we can’t deal with the Sterlings’ problems as well.”

      “No, but it’s a big mess. I bet it turns into a huge story the minute the news breaks. Although ... why do you think the story hasn’t broken yet?”

      “I don’t know.” Rowan shrugged as she moved to the next rack and pulled out a leather vest. “Quinn is convinced that Mitchum didn’t know about the hand. That’s why he tested him with the revelation.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think that Mitchum seemed genuinely surprised. The thing is, I don’t know if he was surprised that the hand had been found at all or surprised about where it had been found. I mean ... there’s every possibility he already knew his brother was dead and thought there was no way anyone would ever find a part of his body.”

      “And what’s his motive for being in on the murder of his brother?” Sally asked, her eyes sparkling. “By the way, I love that you’re becoming one of those conspiracy theory nuts. I happen to love a good conspiracy theory, too.”

      “I don’t know that he killed his brother. I just know that Patrice Sterling was in the limousine Mitchum had waiting for him in the parking lot and they got in a big fight. Something obviously was going on with that.”

      “Obviously,” Sally said dryly. “Maybe Patrice and Mitchum were having an affair and Mitchum killed his brother because he was sick of sharing the woman he loved.”

      “That’s very Melrose Place.”

      “Perhaps Patrice found out that Pat — huh, Patrice and Pat, I just noticed their names were the same — anyway, perhaps she figured out that Pat was having an affair and she killed him before he could leave and cause her a lot of embarrassment.”

      “That’s very Dynasty.”

      Sally snorted. “Maybe Mitchum honestly didn’t know that his brother’s hand was found on the beach and he’s now suspicious of everyone who was on that boat. He might’ve confronted Patrice about her very bad story.”

      “That’s very likely,” Rowan said. “I don’t know what to make of any of it. Quite frankly, the entire thing gives me a sour stomach. When you add on the fact that either Patrice or Mitchum is living with the omen hanging over their head ... I’m not sure I’ll be able to eat again.”

      Sally cocked an eyebrow. “The omen? Are you saying one of them is going to die?”

      “I took a photo this morning. I should’ve tried to get separate photos, but they were already too close and there was nothing I could do to separate them. One of them is most definitely in trouble.”

      “Huh. I wonder which one.”

      “I have no idea. Quinn says we need to mind our own business, and he’s serious. He says we have enough on our plates without worrying about them.”

      “He’s not wrong.” Sally plucked the leather pants and vest from Rowan’s arms. “You can’t wear these. You’ll look like a dominatrix. Besides, it’s ninety degrees here on a cool day. Do you have any idea how these things will smell after one use?”

      “I thought Quinn would like them.”

      “And I think he likes you no matter what. The leather is definitely a no-no.” Sally dragged Rowan from the shop, not stopping until they were two doors down and she was safely away from the temptation. “Now, if you want to buy something that will drive Quinn wild, may I suggest a visit to Victoria’s Secret?”

      Rowan’s cheeks colored. “Um ... no. There’s no way I’m going in there with you.”

      “Come on. It will be good for you. In fact ... .” She trailed off, her attention drifting to a spot down the way. It was an outdoor mall so she could see clear to the parking lot. That made it easy for her to catch sight of Vicky Chapman, who was cutting a swath through the mall as she made her way toward a waiting limousine. She had no less than four men following her, their arms laden with packages. “Huh.”

      Rowan followed her gaze and frowned. “Is that ... ?”

      “Vicky Chapman? Yeah, that’s her.”

      “She doesn’t exactly look as if she’s prostrate with grief, does she?” Rowan noted as the woman barked out an order to one of the men who followed her. “I’ve never known retail therapy to assuage grief.”

      “Never say never. Still ... that does look a little weird.”

      “Oh, do you think? We should get closer.” Rowan was resigned. “I want to hear what she’s saying. Twenty bucks says it’s not anything good.”

      “You’re on.”

      

      “THE COPS AREN’T SAYING a lot,” Fred announced as he sipped a beer in the shade of the tiki bar and fixed Quinn with a steady look. When the ship security guru called and asked for a sit-down, he was more than happy to acquiesce because he knew it would mean free drinks and a tropical view.

      “They have to be saying something,” Quinn pressed. Despite his admonishments to Rowan that they needed to mind their own business, he couldn’t stop himself from digging further into the mystery of Pat Sterling’s wandering hand.

      “Not a lot.”

      Quinn folded his arms over his chest and waited, eliciting a sigh from Fred.

      “Okay, maybe they’re saying something,” Fred hedged, taking a long pull on his beer before glancing around. “I’m not supposed to be sharing this information, though. My contact was very clear that they’re holding it close to their vests.”

      “I won’t say anything.”

      “Didn’t you just let it slip to the missing man’s brother that his hand was found before the police approached him? Do you not think that information is going to get back to them?”

      Quinn cringed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think about it. I simply wanted to see his reaction.”

      “And?”

      “And I don’t think he knew about the hand being found. He’s either a very good actor or was legitimately surprised.”

      “You don’t know what he was surprised about,” Fred pointed out. “He could’ve simply been surprised the hand was found. He might even now be packing up to run because he had a hand in his brother’s death and he figures the cops are onto him and that’s why they haven’t contacted him with the news.”

      “That seems like a bit of a stretch.”

      Fred snickered. “I guess. The thing is, when I tell you what my contact let slip, your imagination is going to run wild. I’m not sure I want that to happen. You have enough going on, what with keeping Rowan safe from the crazy foundation that’s trying to kidnap psychics.”

      Quinn stilled, surprised. “How do you know that?”

      “Because I’ve been keeping my ear to the ground and that’s the one thing everyone seems to say about the Phoenix Society. They’re bound and determined to reel in psychics.”

      “Well ... .” Quinn had no idea what to say.

      “Shh.” Fred pressed his finger to his lips to quiet his friend. “You haven’t told me a lot about what Rowan can do. You’ve been purposely cagey in some respects. I’m not an idiot, though. I’ve figured out what all of this means on my own.”

      “It’s not that we didn’t want to tell you.” Quinn looked pained. “It’s just ... I have to protect her no matter what. I won’t be able to live with myself otherwise. I trust you, but it’s her decision who she tells. I have to abide by her wishes.”

      “And that’s why I won’t say anything to her about knowing,” Fred said. “I’m going to tug a few strings. I think I’m getting close to some inside information. Digging up dirt on the Phoenix Society is difficult. Digging up dirt on the Sterlings, however, is easy.”

      Quinn was practically salivating. “Just tell me.”

      “Are you sure? I thought you wanted to steer clear of this mess.”

      “Tell me and shut up,” Quinn ordered, earning a grin from his friend.

      “First off, the Sterlings are in financial trouble. They drill for oil and build jets but, since the government has cut defense spending, they’re in serious trouble and have been unloading property all over the place ... including in Florida. They’ve even floated the idea of selling their precious compound, but they want way too much money for it. I don’t think it’s going to sell.”

      Quinn was officially intrigued. “Money is a great motivator when it comes to murder.”

      “It is,” Fred agreed. “I’m sure there are answers to be chased when it comes to the family’s finances. There’s also one other thing.”

      “Well, you can’t hold back on me now. Let me hear it.”

      “I know a woman in the medical examiner’s office.” Fred lowered his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “The hand has been turned over to them and there are some ... interesting ... tidbits to be gleaned from the report.”

      “You’re dragging this out a long time,” Quinn noted. “It must be something really good.”

      “It’s ... interesting.” Fred dragged a hand through his hair and sighed. “So, the thing is, given the way the hand looked, the medical examiner is convinced that Pat Sterling was alive when his hand was cut off. If he wasn’t alive, then it was cut off within minutes of his death.”

      “And how can they determine that?”

      “Apparently it’s the state of the blood vessels or something, the way the blood clots.”

      “Okay, well ... that means that he was close to Tierra Verde when he was killed.”

      “That’s exactly what that means,” Fred confirmed. “The hand wasn’t in the water for more than a few hours. I think that means there was some sort of altercation, Pat was killed, and then his body was chopped up on the water before being dumped. Whoever did it probably thought sharks and other marine life would eat all the evidence ... and quickly.”

      “Then this hand washing up is going to make someone nervous.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “I wonder who.”

      “That is the question of the hour.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            9

          

          
            Nine

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When playing games as a child, Rowan often fancied herself a spy. She would sneak around her house with a magnifying glass — even though that was more of a detective thing — and try to catch her parents unaware. Her mother often found it annoying, especially when she was trying to cook dinner and Rowan impeded the process. Her father, though, found it amusing.

      For some reason, that’s what Rowan thought about as she hid in the shade by the ice cream stand and watched Vicky stand guard over an obscene amount of purchases.

      “Do you know anything about the Chapman family?” Rowan asked, her mind busy.

      Sally shrugged as she licked an ice cream cone. If she thought Rowan’s insistence on spying on the future Mrs. Ben Sterling was odd, she didn’t show it. “Just what I’ve read in the newspapers.”

      “That’s more than I know. Lay it on me.”

      “Well, I know she went to one of those hoity-toity private schools. You know the ones that require uniforms, right? Only the super-privileged can attend. The thing is, she went on an academic scholarship. Her parents did okay — I think the father was some kind of famous surgeon before he died and the mother inherited from her parents. They had money, but not Sterling money.”

      Rowan had to bite back a smile. Sally’s love of tabloid newspapers and television shows was finally going to benefit her.

      “Ben went to the same high school as Vicky, but they didn’t date at the time,” Sally continued. “He was considered something of a ladies’ man and she was known for being dedicated to her studies.”

      “But you only know a little bit,” Rowan teased.

      “Trust me. If I could know more, I totally would. I find the lifestyles of the rich and famous fascinating. Anyway, he went to the University of Florida and she went to a smaller school for college. They both graduated — although he took an extra two years to finish his degree and everyone kind of looked the other way about it.”

      Rowan was officially intrigued. “Why did he take an extra two years?”

      “Why do you think? He liked to drink and party.”

      Rowan thought about the staid man she’d met only a few days before. “I would’ve thought he was more serious.”

      “He is now that he’s in his thirties but, back then, he was a typical college student. Once he graduated, he traveled a lot. They did a whole special on Vicky and Ben after they disappeared. I found it fascinating.”

      “Uh-huh. When did they hook up?”

      “Not until like a year ago. They met at some fundraiser. It was love at first sight and everyone brought their past at the same school into play even though they didn’t really know each other back then. Yada, yada, yada. The show kept calling it ‘destiny’ because they finally found each other at the right time.”

      “And what do you think?”

      Sally shrugged, noncommittal. “I think that he needed someone stable and she likes the high life.”

      “That’s a little cynical. Don’t you think it’s possible that they’re truly in love?”

      “Maybe. I saw them the night they were rescued, though. They didn’t spend any time together. Ben stuck close with his mother and Vicky couldn’t be pried away from her mother.”

      “Maybe that was the trauma of what happened. I mean ... Patrice did lose her husband and daughter. Maybe Ben thought he had to stick close to his mother.”

      “I guess that’s possible. It just struck me as odd. I mean ... they survived. Their love story survived. You would think he’d want to at least check on her.”

      “And he didn’t at all?”

      “Not that I saw ... and I was there for a good hour.”

      Rowan pursed her lips. “That’s interesting, huh?”

      “I think that’s the very least you could call it.”

      

      “WE TRIED TO GET A LOOK AT everything she was loading into the limousine, but it was too hard,” Rowan explained to Quinn and Fred over dinner several hours later. “I saw a lot of boxes from high-end shops, though. We’re talking Ann Taylor, Bloomingdale’s, Burberry, and Cartier. Oh, and Coach bags, too. She had two things from there.”

      Quinn scratched the side of his nose as he leaned back in the booth seat they shared and rested his arm over the back of the bench. “So ... you followed Vicky Chapman through the mall, huh? Is that really how you spent your afternoon?”

      Rowan gave him a withering look. “Listen, she was there and acting strange. I thought it was prudent to follow her around. If I didn’t, I would’ve come back with leather pants and Sally thought that was a terrible idea because I have a tendency to look like a dominatrix. Those are her words, by the way, not mine.”

      “There’s so much information in that sentence I don’t even know where to start,” Quinn said, glaring at Fred as the other man dissolved into hysterical gales of laughter. “I guess I’ll start with the obvious. Why were you looking at leather pants?”

      “Because that’s what you wear on a motorcycle.”

      “Not in Florida it’s not,” Fred offered with a laugh. “I like that you’re getting into the biker chick spirit, though. I bet you look good in leather.”

      “Knock that off,” Quinn warned, extending a finger in his friend’s direction. “You can’t flirt with my girlfriend in front of me. That’s rude ... and it makes me want to punch you.”

      “I do look good in leather,” Rowan confirmed. “You can wear it in Michigan without looking like an idiot. I think I’m going to have to find something else that screams ‘bad to the bone’ to wear in Florida.”

      “Something tells me you’re up to the challenge,” Fred chortled. “Please let me help you shop. I have a great eye when it comes to picking out tight pants.”

      “And you’re done talking to him,” Quinn muttered, keeping his eyes on Rowan. He was serious when he slipped a strand of hair behind her ear. Thanks to being out in the humidity all day, there was an added curl to it. “I thought we agreed that we were going to let this go. I mean ... we have a lot to deal with and nothing about this situation benefits us.”

      Fred shot his friend a confused look, but Quinn refused to engage with him.

      “I know what you said,” Rowan countered. “It’s just ... I can’t help wondering if we’re supposed to be part of this investigation. I happen to believe in a higher power. While I don’t subscribe to any one religion, I want to believe that things don’t occur in a vacuum.

      “That means we found those people for a reason,” she continued. “It means I stumbled over the hand for a reason, too. I mean ... what are the odds? I was out there walking with my father. I just happened to see the glint of his wedding ring at the exact right time. We could’ve kept walking and no one would’ve ever found that hand. It’s possible that we were meant to find it.”

      “I get that but ... this is not our fight.”

      “No? I think maybe it is.” Rowan had been arguing the point back and forth in her head the entire afternoon. In principle, she agreed with Quinn. There was no reason for them to get involved. In practice, though, she couldn’t shake the feeling that they were being drawn in because it was meant to be.

      “You think this is our fight? How so?”

      “Even if you manage to write it off as coincidence, the fact that we found them when we did, the rest of it feels like there’s some design behind it,” she pressed. “I found the hand. Dad and Uncle Nick just happened to buy a house a mile away from where the Sterlings live. I ran into Vicky in the mall and the odds of that happening have to be astronomical. Mitchum came to see you this morning. He had Patrice with him and we witnessed a fight between them. I took a photo and ... you know.”

      She cast a quick look at Fred and found him watching her with intense eyes. “Wait ... do you know?”

      “I know,” Fred confirmed, ignoring the small growl that escaped Quinn’s clenched jaw. “I don’t think Quinn is comfortable talking about it, though. He seems to think I’m somehow a danger to you.”

      “I don’t think that!” Quinn snapped. “I just ... it’s not something we want spread around, at least not right now.”

      “Because of the Phoenix Society, right?”

      Quinn nodded as he rubbed the back of his neck. “They’re our biggest concern right now. We have to focus on them, not the Sterlings.”

      “That’s not what you said when you called me for inside info on the Sterlings,” Fred countered. “I mean ... you seemed to be all up in their business a few hours ago.”

      Rowan’s eyes were accusatory as she turned to Quinn. “No way. Why would you hide that from me?”

      The glare Quinn lobbed in his friend’s direction was strong enough to rip skin from bone. “I’m going to kill you.”

      “You didn’t say it was a secret,” Fred shot back, feigning innocence. “I thought we were having a simple conversation. My bad.”

      “I’m really going to kill you,” Quinn muttered, shaking his head. “There are going to be knives ... and screams ... and maybe lemon juice in paper cuts to make sure it really hurts.”

      Fred chuckled. He obviously wasn’t worried about Quinn following through on his threat. “I think you’re being a complete and total baby. There’s no reason to get worked up.”

      “Oh, shut up.” Quinn exhaled heavily as he turned back to Rowan. The look on her face was enough to cause his heart to constrict. “Sweetie, I’m sorry. I probably should’ve told you I asked Fred to dig for a little information on the Sterlings. It’s just ... you’re already dealing with a lot.”

      “And you think I’m fragile,” Rowan surmised, folding her arms over her chest and averting her gaze. “I get it.”

      “I don’t think you’re fragile.” He jabbed a finger at Fred. “This is your fault. You knew you were going to cause trouble and you did it anyway.”

      “I think we should all be honest with each other,” he countered. “We’re in a pickle because of the Phoenix Society. Those guys are bad news. If we’re going to be working together, I think we should lay it all out there.”

      Despite herself, Rowan was intrigued by the statement. “What do you mean? About them being bad news, I mean. Have you talked to people who work there?”

      “I’ve talked to two people who used to work there, and neither one of them were very high up,” Fred clarified. “They were both secretaries, which means they weren’t invited into the inner sanctum. That doesn’t mean they didn’t form a few opinions, and both of them were willing to share those opinions over cocktails.”

      “Wait ... they’re local?” Rowan couldn’t contain her surprise. “I thought the Phoenix Society was located in Michigan.”

      “It turns out they have offices all over the place,” Fred replied. “They definitely have an office in Michigan. They also have an office in Miami. Their headquarters seems to be located in Colorado.”

      “I’m assuming you haven’t been there.”

      “No, I haven’t. I’m not ruling it out, though. I’m guessing the really juicy stuff happens at the headquarters and those secretaries are privy to more information than the two I’ve managed to track down.”

      “Still, you obviously got a little information,” Rowan pressed. “What did they say to you?”

      “Only that the company’s sole focus seemed to be on paranormal phenomenon.”

      Rowan nodded. “Any specific kind?”

      “I didn’t get the feeling that they were picky. Psychics are a big deal, though. Both women brought up psychics multiple times. That’s all anyone could talk about ... tracking down the right psychics.”

      Rowan swallowed hard. “I see.”

      Quinn’s hand immediately went to her neck so he could massage away some of the tension. “It’s going to be okay. As far as we know, they don’t know about you.”

      “They could know. They might be biding their time. Maybe they’re waiting for a chance to grab me and my father when it’s convenient to get us together.”

      “Because your father is psychic, too,” Fred mused, things coming together in his head. “That’s why he faked his death.”

      Quinn shot him a quelling look. “I don’t think we should talk about that here. We’re in public.”

      “I get it.” Fred held up his hands in defeat. “You don’t need to get worked up. I get it. This is serious and we really need to focus on it.”

      “We do,” Quinn agreed. “That’s why we need to give up on chasing information on the Sterlings. That goes for me, too. I shouldn’t have asked you to dig for more information. It’s just ... some of the specifics in this case are bothering me.”

      “I get that, too,” Fred said. “No worries, man. We’ll let it go and focus on the Phoenix Society. They’re clearly the big game in town and deserve our attention.”

      “Without a doubt.”

      Rowan absently nodded, her mind busy. None of the information regarding the Phoenix Society surprised her. That didn’t mean it wasn’t unsettling. “Definitely focus on them,” she said finally. “We shouldn’t allow ourselves to be distracted.”

      “Then we won’t be distracted.” Fred grabbed his beer bottle and drank from it. “I’m sorry I sucked the fun out of the room.”

      “That’s okay.” Rowan flashed a smile for his benefit. “I’m sure Quinn will make you pay for it later.”

      “You’ve got that right,” Quinn muttered.

      

      THE WALK BACK TO THE Bounding Storm seemed longer than usual. Quinn figured that was because Rowan was silent for the entire duration of the trip.

      “Do you want to yell at me?” he asked finally when they reached the parking lot.

      Rowan slowed her pace and shifted her contemplative eyes to him. She’d been so lost in thought she didn’t notice his distress. “Should I yell at you?”

      He shrugged. Fred had said his goodbyes at the restaurant, which Quinn was secretly thankful for. He knew he was going to have to work himself up to an apology and he didn’t want an audience for it. “I’m sorry that I continued digging into the Sterlings after I told you to pull back. That wasn’t fair ... and if you want to spank me, I think I’ve earned it.”

      Despite the serious nature of the conversation, Rowan couldn’t stop herself from smiling at his hangdog expression. “That was well played.”

      “I try.”

      “That doesn’t mean I’m happy with you right now,” she supplied. “In fact, I am a little angry. I’m also worried about the things Fred said regarding the Phoenix Society. I’m not sure which of those things I should be focusing on first.”

      “I think you should yell at me about the Sterlings.”

      “Really?” Her eyebrows hopped. “That’s the opposite of what I thought you would say.”

      “The faster you yell and get it out of your system, the better. Then we’ll make up and you’ll forgive me. It’s important that we get back on the same wavelength.”

      “I don’t think we’re on different wavelengths,” she replied honestly. “I’m not angry with you. I know why you said what you said and did what you did. You’re as curious about the Sterlings as I am.

      “The thing is, I don’t think either of us will be able to wipe our hands of the investigation,” she continued. “We’re not the type to simply give up when we have questions. That means we’re likely to drive ourselves nuts if we attempt to curb our natural impulses.”

      Quinn grinned. “I think you’re just making excuses because you want to keep digging.”

      “I do,” Rowan confirmed. “I saw the omen and can’t get it out of my head. That doesn’t mean I can simply forget about the Phoenix Society either. I think the best thing to do is go after information on both of them … even though that’s the opposite of what I said at dinner.

      “The thing is, it’s going to be hard to track down information on the Phoenix Society so it only makes sense that we spend a bit of time distracting ourselves with an investigation on the Sterlings.”

      He arched an eyebrow. “I think that was a very rational argument.”

      “Then you agree.”

      “No, but I’m not going to fight with you.” He snickered as he slipped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close to his side. “I wanted you to stay out of things and couldn’t stop myself from sticking my nose in a case I have no business chasing. I don’t see my interest waning, which means I have to allow you to play, too. It’s not fair otherwise.”

      “I was hoping you would agree because you see the wisdom in my words, but I’ll take what I can get.”

      “Good.” He kissed her temple. “We’ll figure out how we’re going to approach both of these investigations. We’ll pick the best avenue of attack and go after it together. The thing is, it’s not going to happen tonight. I think we should do something else tonight.”

      Even though she was still mildly agitated, Rowan’s lips curved. “I bet I can guess what that something is.”

      “I bet you can, too.”

      She chuckled as they hit the walkway to the ship. “First one back to the room gets to pick tonight’s activities.”

      Quinn’s eyes lit with amusement. “You’re on.”

      Rowan used her hip to box him out and get a leg up on the race. She broke into a run, leaving him to catch up.

      “You cheat,” he called after her, laughing when she started giggling. In truth, he didn’t care which one of them won the race. They would both be winners by the end of the night. That’s all that truly mattered.
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      Quinn woke to a welcome text. He had to cajole Rowan awake because she slept hard, but when she opened her eyes, he was happy to find a smile on her face. He knew that smile would only grow broader.

      “Your father is back at the house,” he announced. “You can visit with him today if you want.”

      Rowan arched an eyebrow. She was something of a slow starter in the morning and her mind was muddled as she tried to wade through the words. “I don’t understand,” she said after a beat. “How do you know that? Did he send a letter?” She pushed her hair away from her face as she scanned the room.

      “Not a letter. Nick sent a text.”

      “Is that safe?”

      “It is to my phone. I’m on a protected network. Nick and I talked about it during our previous visit.”

      “Oh.” Rowan’s expression darkened. “I guess I can’t get on that network, huh?”

      Quinn considered dragging things out to mess with her, but he didn’t have the heart. “I am working on getting you a special phone for that network. You won’t be able to use the phone for anything else but contacting them, but I’m trying.”

      She brightened considerably. “Really?”

      “Really.” He bobbed his head as he brushed his fingers against her soft cheek. “The phone isn’t going to be available for another few days so you’re going to have to make do.”

      “I’m sure we can work something out,” she said, her expression warming as she snuggled closer to him. “In fact, I have a specific something in mind.” She brushed her lips against his ear, causing a shudder to run down his spine.

      “Oh, yeah?” He barely held it together. “I can probably be persuaded.”

      “I figured as much.”

      

      TWO HOURS LATER, QUINN HAD what felt like a permanent smile plastered on his face when he dropped Rowan off at her father’s house. Paul and Nick met them in the driveway, curious expressions on their faces.

      “You’re not staying?” Paul asked when Quinn didn’t dismount the bike, disappointment practically dripping from his tongue.

      “Rowan is staying,” Quinn replied, his lips quirking when Paul perked up. “I figured you guys could feed her lunch and spend some time on the beach. Just try not to find another hand if you can help it.”

      Rowan wrinkled her nose. “Yeah. If I see another hand I’m walking in a different direction.”

      “What are you going to do?” Nick asked, curiosity evident as he pinned Quinn with an inquisitive look. “It’s not like you to leave Rowan to fend for herself.”

      “First off, I don’t like it when you phrase things that way,” Quinn started. “Secondly, I’m working with a friend of mine. He’s been looking into the Phoenix Society and we’re going to pull some financial documents if we can finagle it.”

      “Do you think that’s possible?” Paul asked, straightening his shoulders.

      “I don’t know.” Quinn opted for the truth. “I would like to say that we’re making real headway and this will be behind us in a few weeks, but we’re simply not there yet. Any information we pull right now is essentially new information. That doesn’t mean it’s good information.”

      “I get what you’re saying.”

      “There’s a high-level office in Miami, although we don’t have a contact there as of yet,” Quinn explained. “I’m hopeful that will change down the road, but right now, we’re simply looking at financial documents. It might turn into nothing.”

      “Well, I’m thankful that you’re putting the effort in.” Paul rested his hand on Rowan’s shoulder. “We will happily keep Rowan with us for the next few hours.”

      “I didn’t think it would be an issue.”

      “We’re thrilled to have her.”

      

      “THERE’S NOT MUCH HERE.”

      Fred met Quinn at a seafood restaurant off the highway. He didn’t want to be far from Rowan should she find trouble — which seemed to be an easy feat for her — but he wanted privacy to get into the nitty-gritty with Fred.

      “These are their public tax records, right?” Quinn flipped through several pages of documents. “They’re listed as a non-profit. How did they manage that?”

      “That’s an interesting question, and I happen to know some people in the Internal Revenue Service’s main office we could ask if we want to start harassing them. I would not suggest doing that now because the last thing we want is to draw attention to ourselves.”

      “Good point.” Quinn rolled his neck and smiled at the waitress as she dropped off their crab bisque. “I should bring Rowan here,” he said when she left, leaning over to inhale the heavenly aroma. “She loves seafood.”

      “I’ve noticed. She ate her weight in crab legs at dinner last night.”

      Quinn smirked. “I think she’s cute.”

      “I know you do. It’s written all over your face whenever you look at her. Speaking of that ... how did she take what I told her?”

      “She was angry.”

      “I figured that.”

      “I’m angry, too. You have a big mouth.”

      “If you expect me to apologize, you’re going to be waiting a long time.” Fred adopted a pragmatic tone. “Seriously, she needed to know that you were doing the exact same thing as her.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Because you guys are a match made in geeky heaven. How should I know why you both do strange things?”

      “Not that.” Quinn shot his friend a biting look. “I’m talking about why she had to know what we were up to. I thought we were working undercover together.”

      “Yeah.” Fred rolled his eyes. “We both know you were going to tell her the truth eventually. I just saved you the trouble of agonizing over it. The longer you went without telling her, the more likely she was to get really angry.”

      Quinn wanted to argue the point but he couldn’t. “We came to a meeting of the minds,” he said, changing course. “She pointed out — and rightly so — that we’re not the type of people who can simply abandon an investigation. We have to see it through.

      “So, while the Phoenix Society is our main topic of interest, we’re going to work together to uncover whatever we can on the Sterlings as well,” he continued. “Personally, I’m glad we agreed to a new set of rules, because the more I think about the facts of the case, the more bothered I am.”

      “Oh, it’s a mess,” Fred agreed. “Apparently the Sterlings are lawyering up. They won’t talk to the cops and say law enforcement representatives are infringing on their time of grief. The cops think they’re really trying to come up with a way to cover their tracks ... although they have no idea what they’re hiding.”

      “I would love to get a better look at that compound,” Quinn admitted. “It’s not far from here, and I bet they’re doing all sorts of weird things behind those fences.”

      “It’s funny you should mention that.” Fred adopted a sly smile. “I just happen to have a map of that compound on me.”

      Quinn cocked an eyebrow. “Oh, really? Why would you possibly bring that with you?”

      “Because I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist.”

      “Well ... it might be worth a quick look.”

      “Somehow I knew you were going to say that.”

      

      “ARE YOU SURE THIS IS a good idea?”

      Paul felt distinctly uncomfortable as he walked through the trees on the north side of the Sterlings’ compound. Rowan was in the lead, her hair pulled back, and she seemed determined to get as close to the property line as possible.

      “It will be fine,” Rowan reassured him, her eyes sharp as she stared toward what looked to be a guesthouse. “What do you think that is?”

      Paul followed her gaze. When she suggested another walk, he’d been leery because he didn’t want to risk stumbling over another body part. She’d been so insistent, though, he couldn’t deny her. It wasn’t until they were almost at the compound that he realized what she was really doing and he was unbelievably nervous at the change of events.

      “It’s a pool house,” he automatically answered, wiping the sweat from his forehead. It was ridiculously hot, per usual. “See on the other side of the building?” He pointed for emphasis. “That’s a pool. The pool house is a place to change and probably even throw a party or two.”

      “It looks like a townhouse or something,” Rowan mused. “I wish we would’ve brought binoculars.”

      Paul’s eyebrows hopped. “What makes you think I have binoculars?”

      “What self-respecting man who had to fake his own death because of an evil corporation doesn’t have binoculars?”

      “Fair point.” He grinned despite himself. “I don’t think we should be here. Quinn isn’t going to find this little excursion amusing.”

      “Quinn will be fine.” Rowan was certain of that as she moved around a nearby tree. “Quinn and I had a talk last night. We’re on the same page.”

      “Oh, really?”

      Rowan froze at the new voice, slowly swiveling as two figures stepped out of the shadows to join them. She recognized Quinn and Fred right away despite the limited light and she immediately started scrambling for an excuse as to why she was spying on the Sterlings.

      “I ... you ... we ... .”

      Quinn folded his arms over his chest and waited.

      “Oh, you guys really are a match made in heaven,” Fred drawled, shaking his head. “Like ... just the cutest.”

      Paul snorted as Rowan rolled her eyes. “Um ... I don’t think we’ve met.” He seemed uncomfortable with the new face.

      “Oh, excuse me,” Quinn said hurriedly. “This is Fred. We were in the military together. He’s been helping me track down information regarding ... certain societies.”

      “Which is what you were supposed to be doing now,” Rowan noted, finding her voice. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m guessing we’re doing the same thing you’re doing,” Fred said as he shook Paul’s hand. “It’s nice to finally meet you. I’m a big fan of your daughter’s. I find her absolutely delightful ... and the way she’s whipped Quinn into shape is nothing short of miraculous.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” Quinn glowered. “I’m serious. I thought you guys were going to lay low for the day.”

      “Oh, well ... .” Paul felt distinctly uncomfortable.

      “Don’t blame him,” Rowan admonished, her temper coming out to play. “It’s not his fault. It was my idea.”

      “Oh, I have no doubt it was your idea.” Quinn pressed the tip of his tongue to the back of his teeth as he regarded her. “Do you think this was a smart move?”

      “I don’t know. Do you think it was a smart move for you and Fred to come out here?”

      “We’re trained.”

      “And I’m ... special.”

      Quinn made an effort to remain stern ... and failed. “You’re definitely special.” He took a step toward her. “You’re also driving me crazy. This was not a smart move. You should’ve called me before doing this.”

      “Why?” Rowan planted her hands on her hips. “I’m not asking permission to do what I want. You’re my boyfriend, not my keeper.”

      Quinn flicked his eyes to Paul for help.

      “Oh, don’t look at me.” Paul held up his hands and shook his head. “I’m not getting involved in this.”

      “She’s your daughter,” Quinn pointed out.

      “And she’s got a mind of her own.” Paul refused to fall victim to Quinn’s machinations. “If you want to yell at her, you’re going to have to do it without my help. I’m not going to allow you to make me the scapegoat should she become irate, though.”

      Quinn was rueful. “How did you know I was doing that?”

      “Because I would’ve done the same thing in your position.”

      “Good to know.” Quinn rubbed his jaw as he regarded his annoyed girlfriend. “Fine. You don’t need my permission to do things. I would never argue you do. Still, I don’t think you should’ve come down here without backup. These people could be dangerous.”

      “I don’t plan on talking to them,” Rowan argued. “I plan on spying on them. There’s a difference.”

      Quinn opened his mouth to argue but caught Fred shaking his head out of the corner of his eye. It was a very deliberate act and he recognized that his buddy was sharing a warning. “Fine. You win.” He held up his hands in mock capitulation. “Do whatever you want. Put yourself in danger. You’re queen of your parcel of the world.”

      “Thank you.” Rowan beamed at him before rolling to the balls of her feet to kiss his cheek. “I don’t suppose you brought binoculars, did you? We didn’t come prepared for proper spying.”

      Quinn reached into the waistband of his pants and retrieved a pair of expensive binoculars. “You owe me for this.”

      She merely smiled as she took the binoculars and focused on the grounds. “There’s a lot of activity for this early in the day,” she said after a few beats. “There are people buzzing all over the grounds.”

      “I think the funerals are coming up the day after tomorrow,” Fred noted. “Maybe they’re getting ready for them. Since they’re rich and the media has been following their every move, I’m guessing the funerals are going to get national coverage.”

      “Probably,” Rowan confirmed. “It doesn’t look like they’re preparing for an event, though. In fact ... holy crap!”

      Quinn moved closer to her, the alarm in her voice making him antsy. “What is it?”

      “I ... you tell me.” She handed the binoculars to him and pointed. “Right at the corner of the pool house over there. Do you see what I see?”

      Quinn shifted the binoculars to his eyes and frowned when he focused them on the spot Rowan indicated. “That’s Leona Chapman ... and she’s making out with Mitchum Sterling.”

      “Get out,” Fred intoned. “That’s weird, right?”

      “I would say that’s definitely weird.”

      “Mitchum is Pat’s brother, isn’t he?” Paul tapped his bottom lip. “That means that Mitchum is dating his nephew’s future wife’s mother. That’s a little close for comfort.”

      “It’s not altogether disgusting, though,” Quinn argued. “It’s not as if they’re related by blood or anything. In fact ... .” He trailed off as he moved the binoculars to a spot closer to the main house’s back patio. “Oh, this freaking family.”

      “What do you see now?” Impatient, Rowan grabbed the binoculars for herself and started searching. “Is it something good? Where is it?”

      “Check the patio,” Quinn said dully.

      Rowan did as instructed, making a face when she found what he was looking at. “Oh, man. That’s Patrice.”

      “That’s the grieving widow, right?” Paul queried.

      “Yes, but she doesn’t look to be grieving,” Quinn drawled. “In fact, she looks pretty happy given where her tongue is.”

      “Oh, now you’ve piqued my interest,” Fred supplied, perking up. “Who is she sharing her tongue with?”

      “That would be Byron Winchester,” Rowan replied, her stomach twisting. “He was the captain on the Serendipity when it went down.”

      “If it did go down,” Quinn countered. “I’m still not convinced there was a shipwreck at all.”

      “So, where do you think the boat is?” Fred asked. “Also, what happened to Pat, Barbara, and the friend who was with them?”

      “I don’t know what happened to them,” Quinn replied. “They’re obviously dead, though. I’m pretty sure they didn’t die on the open seas. Something else happened ... and I’m betting it was ugly.”

      “Totally ugly,” Rowan agreed. “I wonder if this relationship with Patrice and Byron is new.”

      “I’m betting it’s not. They look pretty comfortable together to me.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” Rowan shifted the binoculars to the balcony on the mega mansion’s third floor. “Did you see who is hanging out upstairs?” She sounded absolutely baffled.

      “No, and I’m not sure I want to know,” Quinn said. “I mean ... I’m already grossed out. If Ben is in there doing it with a maid — or Vicky is in there doing it with a butler, for that matter — I don’t think I really want to know.”

      “Well, if I have to know, then you have to know.” Rowan shoved the binoculars in Quinn’s hands and inclined her chin toward the house. “It’s a regular Peyton Place in there.”

      “Oh, you’re so cute.” Quinn tapped the end of her nose. “That’s such a dated reference.”

      “What reference should I be using?”

      He shrugged. “Something from the last twenty years would be preferable. You weren’t even born when Peyton Place was a fixture on television.”

      “No, but my mother loved it and talked about it incessantly. She had old episodes taped on VHS.”

      Paul laughed at the memory. “She totally did. I forgot all about that.”

      “I still have the tapes.” Rowan took on a far-off expression. “They’re in waterproof bins in a storage locker I rented in Michigan. I couldn’t bring everything I owned with me — even though it wasn’t much — so I had to leave a few things behind.”

      Quinn squeezed her shoulder. “We’ll get all that stuff ... and soon. I promise you that.” He lifted the binoculars to his eyes and focused on the balcony. “Oh, geez. That’s the girl who was helping on the yacht. She was the only employee — other than Winchester, that is — who was with them.”

      “Ariel,” Rowan volunteered. “That’s her name. I remember because she has red hair and so did the Little Mermaid.”

      “Ah.” Quinn worked his jaw. “She looks to be talking to someone. Did you see who?”

      “I did. Just keep watching.”

      “I ... oh, well, there he is. I should’ve known Ben would play into this somehow. I wonder where his fiancée is ... and if she’s aware of what’s going on.”

      “I have no idea.” Rowan was grim as she stretched her arms over her head. “This entire thing is unbelievable.”

      “It’s like a soap opera,” Paul corrected.

      “That’s exactly what it’s like,” Quinn agreed, handing the binoculars to Fred. “Essentially everyone was cheating on everyone else. I’m not sure how that adds up to a motive for murder, though.”

      “We’ll just have to figure it out,” Rowan said.

      He smiled as he took her hand. “I guess so. No more sneaking around, though. From here on out, we work together.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      He grinned when she saluted. “That sounds like a fun game for later.”

      “I’m still her father,” Paul growled. “You shouldn’t say things like that in front of me.”

      “Duly noted.”
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      “I’m hungry.”

      Rowan barely managed to hang on until they got back to the house. Once they were reasonably assured they escaped without anyone noticing their spying excursion, she turned to more important business.

      Quinn smirked. “What do you want? Maybe we can have something delivered.”

      She shrugged as she strolled into the living room and joined Nick, who was busy reading files as he waited for his brother and niece to return. “I don’t know. I can eat anything. You must be hungry. You had even less to eat at breakfast than me.”

      “Oh, well ... .” Quinn shifted from one foot to the other, suddenly uncomfortable.

      Rowan was instantly suspicious. “You already ate. How is that possible? It’s only one. It was too early for you to eat lunch before you found us.”

      “This should go over well,” Fred lamented as he slid into a chair and fixed Nick with a bright smile. “I’m Fred Delmore. I used to serve overseas with Quinn. I’m helping with the Phoenix Society and the Sterlings, although I’m not nearly as excited about the latter as I am the former.”

      Nick smirked. “That’s good to know. Did you find anything good while spying? Oh, and how did you all end up together?”

      “Apparently great minds think alike,” Quinn teased, poking Rowan’s side. “Fred and I weren’t getting anywhere with the financial information we managed to get our hands on so we decided to be proactive and spy on the Sterlings. It turns out we weren’t the only ones with that idea.”

      “I thought you were just walking on the beach.” Nick’s tone was accusatory as he focused on Paul. “I don’t think risking getting caught by the media — or the police, for that matter — just because you want to spy on the neighbors is a good idea.”

      Rowan’s face fell. “I didn’t even consider that. Don’t blame him. It was my fault.”

      “Stop saying that.” Paul wagged a finger. “I could’ve put my foot down. I didn’t. It’s my fault.”

      “It’s not your fault,” Quinn countered. “You’re so happy being able to spend time with Rowan you’re willing to do whatever she suggests. I get it. You’re still trying to make amends. That doesn’t mean you should give in to her every whim.”

      “That’s rich coming from the guy who sits on the beach for hours when she gets a hankering to make sandcastles,” Fred pointed out.

      “Stuff it,” Quinn warned. “I might be a little ... soft ... when it comes to her wishes. That doesn’t change the fact that hiking down there to spy on them was a bad idea. Thankfully, we stumbled across each other and it all worked out in the end. I don’t see the point of dwelling on it.”

      “Of course you don’t,” Rowan muttered, shaking her head. “You think everything is hunky-dory because you’re a man and it’s perfectly fine for you to spy on potential murderers whenever you want, thanks to your magic penis.”

      She was deadly serious, but Quinn had to fight the mad urge to laugh. “Thank you for the magic penis compliment. I’ll forever hold it close to my heart.” He shot Paul an apologetic look. “As for the other part, we’ve already discussed this. It’s not okay for me to spy because I’m a man. It’s okay because I have military training.”

      “That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “Yeah, well ... you’re going to have to get over it.” He poked her side. “I don’t want to fight about this. I thought we could all do some research on the Sterlings together so nobody is left out. If you’re going to be difficult, though, then Fred and I can leave.”

      “Oh, don’t be like that.” Rowan made a face. “I want to play, too. I don’t like you threatening me, though.”

      “That was not a threat.”

      “It felt like a threat.”

      “Well ... .” Quinn tilted his head to the side, considering. Ultimately, he decided to change course. “You said you were hungry. How about we get something delivered and get to work? I’m guessing there are a lot of skeletons to uncover given everything we saw at that house.”

      Rowan blew out a frustrated sigh. “Fine. We’ll order food. Does anyone know what’s good around here?”

      “There’s a crab shack down the way that has really good food,” Quinn replied absently. “I bet if we pay them enough, they’ll deliver.”

      Rowan’s gaze was keen as it bore into him. “You went to the crab shack without me?”

      Quinn sensed trouble and took an involuntary step back. “I ... no. Of course not.”

      She didn’t believe him. She grabbed the front of his shirt and hauled his mouth close to hers. “You have crab breath!” She was furious. “I can’t believe you got crab without me.”

      “Tierra Verde is small,” Quinn argued. “There are only a few restaurants, and the crab shack was the easiest. It’s not as if I got crab legs or anything. You need to take it down a notch.”

      Rowan’s eyes were narrow slits. “What did you get?”

      “The crab bisque is delightful,” Fred offered as he booted up his laptop. “The calamari is awesome, too.”

      “I can’t even look at you.” Rowan held up her hand and made a sniffing noise. “The betrayal is just ... too much to bear.”

      Quinn snickered as he grabbed her around the waist and started tickling. “Don’t get all worked up, Ro. I’ll let you punish me for the crab betrayal later if you let it go right now.”

      “And?”

      He stilled. “And I’ll pay for all the crab legs you can eat to be delivered.”

      “And?”

      “And I’ll let you douse me in butter sauce later,” he added on a whim. “How does that sound?”

      “I want cheesecake, too,” she replied without hesitation.

      “I can make that happen.”

      “Let’s definitely make it happen,” Nick suggested. “I’m not sure I can take much more of this conversation. It’s essentially foreplay ... with crab legs. She’s my niece. The entire thing makes me uncomfortable.”

      Paul ruefully rubbed the back of his head. “Join the club. I can’t even look at them right now.”

      “You’ll live.” Quinn smacked a kiss against Rowan’s cheek before releasing her. “Ro, look up the menu online and write down what you want. I’ll order it and arrange for it to be delivered.”

      “Yes, sir!” She offered up a saucy salute that caused him to smile.

      “Otherwise, let’s get down to business,” he suggested. “The Sterlings are a kinky bunch. I bet there are horror stories about them all over the place.”

      “I bet you’re right.” Fred’s eyes gleamed. “I can’t wait to dig into these people. The ultra-rich are all kinds of freaky. I happen to love freaky.”

      “That’s because you’re a sick man,” Quinn said.

      “Try saying that when you’re not enticing your girlfriend with crab legs.”

      “Fair enough.”

      

      “WELL, WINCHESTER’S CREDENTIALS were easy to track down,” Fred announced as Rowan sat at the living room table inhaling crab bisque and Quinn drank iced tea and watched his friend with curious eyes.

      “Is there anything good in there?” Quinn asked. “I’m guessing there is. Otherwise you wouldn’t have brought it up.”

      “There definitely is,” Fred agreed. “He lost his license for drunk driving in 2011. It was his third offense, although it had been five years since his previous charge.”

      “Are boat licenses like driver’s licenses?” Rowan asked as she cleaned her Styrofoam bowl and licked her spoon.

      “They are,” Quinn confirmed, grinning as he watched her. “He shouldn’t have been able to serve as a yacht captain with his record ... unless someone simply ignored the fact that he wasn’t licensed to operate a vessel that size.”

      “Except he was,” Fred countered. “He had a license. It looks like something happened about a year and a half ago to ensure he got his license back.”

      “Do you have any idea what?”

      “No, but I think I can hazard a guess,” Fred replied. “The licensing board has a reputation for accepting bribes. They deny it, but I’ve heard from multiple sources that, if you have enough money, you can buy your way right back into their good graces. The thing is, up until twelve months ago, Winchester barely had any money.”

      Quinn considered the statement as Rowan attacked her first container of crab legs. “I think the obvious answer is Patrice. She paid off the board and arranged for him to work as her husband’s personal navigator.”

      “Or the husband did it because they were buddies and didn’t realize Captain Love Muscle was also sleeping with his wife,” Rowan suggested, enthusiastically cracking her crab legs. “These are awesome.”

      Quinn shot her an indulgent smile as he chuckled. “You need a bib, Ro. You’re making a mess.”

      “She’s fine,” Paul countered as he munched on calamari. “She’s always loved seafood.”

      “That’s why we need to stick close to the water when we decide to settle down for good,” Quinn noted. “If she doesn’t have access to good seafood, the world will surely end.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” Rowan waved a crab leg in his direction and then turned back to the conversation at hand. “I’m not sure it matters which Sterling paid off the board. I think it’s clear that Winchester and Patrice have been having an affair since before the engagement party.”

      “I would definitely agree with that,” Quinn said. “Is there anything else in there about Winchester?”

      “Not that I can see offhand,” Fred replied. “I’ll dig further on him later. As for Ariel, she seems like a normal girl ... who is probably trying to seduce a rich dude for money. She’s twenty-three. She went to the University of Miami for restaurant management and she’s in debt due to student loans.

      “She’s held four jobs in the past three years,” he continued. “Any guesses to what those jobs are?”

      “I don’t think we should play that game,” Rowan cautioned quickly. “If people start making sexist guesses I’m going to be ticked off.”

      “Thanks for the warning.” Fred winked at her. “Unfortunately, every job she’s ever held has involved using her sexuality as a weapon. When she was in college, she served as a shot girl at one of the beachside facilities. There are some lovely photos of random college guys doing body shots off her.”

      “That’s classy,” Quinn muttered.

      “The shots are kind of hot.”

      “Stop looking at the shots,” Rowan barked, causing Quinn to laugh.

      “She was forced to leave that job because her boss accused her of performing sexual favors in the restroom with a number of men. She denied it, of course, but the boss had no trouble dismissing her.”

      “No offense, but I would think a girl who performed favors like that would be a benefit in a place where they make the bulk of their money off drunk and horny young adults,” Paul pointed out. “From what I can tell, that’s a normal offering at a lot of these bars.”

      “That’s a good point.” Fred narrowed his eyes as he continued reading. “There’s nothing concrete in here, but I bet if we dig we find that she was sleeping with the boss and something happened between them. The accusations in this file are pretty explicit.

      “After leaving the bar, she went to work as a hostess at an upscale restaurant,” he continued. “That job only lasted four months until she started work as a wine sommelier on a sunset cruise ship. It was one of those deals where tourists group together for a short hike around the harbor and get totally hammered in the process.”

      “That sounds about right,” Quinn muttered.

      “She was there a full year before shifting gears and starting work for the Sterlings,” Fred said. “I’m not sure how she got the job, but I can hazard a guess. Ben went on one of those cruises, met her, and suggested she come work for the family.”

      “That’s a good bet,” Quinn said. “Of course, their relationship could be relatively new. They might’ve only hooked up after what happened at sea. She might know something and the only way he can keep her quiet is by making her think he’s in love with her ... and about to get her hands on his money.”

      “I guess that’s possible, but if she was a threat to talk, wouldn’t he have shut her up before they were discovered?” Nick asked. “They already had three dead people. What’s another one? Especially a girl people would’ve forgotten about right away because she wasn’t one of the rich and privileged.”

      “That is a very good question,” Quinn noted. “I have no idea.”

      “Next up is Vicky Chapman,” Fred volunteered. “She’s basically a good girl who graduated at the top of her class. Her mother has money left over from the dead husband and her parents, but it’s only about six-hundred grand.”

      “Only?” Rowan swallowed hard. “I hope you know that most people would be able to live a really long time off that amount of money. Heck, I’ve never seen a sixth of that in my entire life.”

      Paul looked pained as he regarded her. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I didn’t mean for you to apologize.” Rowan was contrite. “I just ... that’s a lot of money to some people. Fred was acting like it was a drop in the bucket when it’s not.”

      “While I tend to agree with you, it is a drop in the bucket to these people,” Fred argued. “The Chapmans aren’t poor, but they’re hardly in the same league as the Sterlings. That begs the question of how Vicky and Ben hooked up ... and why they’re still together if he’s clearly not ready to settle down.”

      “Maybe he’s just mourning his father and brother in an unhealthy way,” Rowan suggested. “I mean ... I’ve heard of people doing worse things. Maybe he and Ariel bonded when they were stuck at sea and one thing led to another.”

      “You’re assuming they really were stuck at sea,” Quinn pointed out. “I don’t know that I believe that.”

      “I’m not sure I do either,” Fred admitted. “We can’t discount it, though. Quite frankly, I find Leona Chapman intriguing. She and Mitchum are cited in three different gossip columns over the last six months. Obviously their relationship isn’t new.”

      “Do you think they got involved after her daughter started dating his nephew?” Nick asked.

      “That would be my guess. Leona was a regular fixture on the charity circuit. She volunteered her time to a lot of steering committees, which means she got invited to events she probably couldn’t have afforded to attend otherwise.

      “I can’t prove it, but I bet she saw Ben’s relationship with Vicky as the answer to her prayers,” he continued. “The Sterlings have more money than God.”

      “I saw Vicky at the mall,” Rowan reminded them. “She was spending like a fiend. If her mother doesn’t have the money to cover those bills, I’m betting the Sterlings are the ones handing over credit cards so she can spend willy-nilly.”

      “That’s probably a fair guess,” Fred conceded. “Mitchum is worth about a quarter of what Pat was worth. They both inherited from their parents, but Pat made wiser investments. Mitchum isn’t destitute, but over the years, Pat was considered the bigger dog in the circles where they ran. Since Mitchum never married, he didn’t achieve the same status Pat managed to command.”

      “Maybe he didn’t marry because he was in love with Leona,” Rowan said. “I mean ... they looked very into each other when we saw them this afternoon. It’s always possible he couldn’t be with her because she wasn’t worth as much as the others in their circles. Maybe Vicky and Ben hitting it off was a godsend.”

      “Maybe, but somehow that doesn’t feel right.” Fred slowly rubbed the back of his neck as he focused on the screen. “That only leaves Barbara and Carly. They were best friends in college, and a couple of the gossip rags seem to theorize they were lesbians.”

      Rowan widened her eyes. “Oh, that’s so sad. Are you saying they were in love and died together? That makes me want to cry.”

      “Eat your crab legs, Ro,” Quinn instructed. “There will be no crying. That’s the last thing I want.”

      “Aye, aye.” She smirked as she cracked another crab leg. “Seriously, though, that’s really sad.”

      “And probably something that had to be hidden,” Paul noted. “Before you jump all over me, I didn’t say that I thought there was anything wrong with it, Rowan. I’m just pointing out that in these hoity-toity circles, the kids are expected to marry and procreate no matter how they might really feel about the subject.

      “You brought up Ben settling down even though he clearly wasn’t ready,” he continued. “He probably was forced into it if he wanted his inheritance. Kids from families like that are expected to extend the limbs on the family tree no matter what. If Barbara was a lesbian, she might’ve had to hide it.”

      “She never married, though,” Quinn pointed out.

      “No, but she was younger than Ben. These families don’t really start pushing until the kids hit their thirties. Barbara had a little bit of grace time left, although not much.”

      “So ... what could’ve possibly happened after that engagement party that resulted in Pat, Barbara, and Carly all being killed?” Rowan mused, her expression thoughtful as she munched on her crab. “It must have been something big.”

      “There’s always the possibility that Pat was the intended target, and Barbara and Carly somehow witnessed something they weren’t supposed to,” Nick noted. “They could’ve been casualties of timing. It’s very possible they weren’t targets of whoever carried this out.”

      “What about everyone on the yacht, though?” Rowan challenged. “They had to know that something fishy was going on. I mean ... Pat’s hand was found here. That means he was killed close to here, right? Where were they for those two weeks the public believed they were missing?”

      “That’s the question we need to answer,” Quinn said. “I have no idea where to start.”
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      The informational exchange went on for hours. It was almost five before Quinn decided to call it a day. Rowan was having a good time, her laughter echoing throughout the house as she bandied about theories with her father and uncle. He was loath to drag her away, but it was time to make their escape.

      “We should be going.”

      Rowan glanced at the clock and immediately jumped to her feet. Fred had left almost two hours before — said he had a hot date — and only family remained. She’d clearly lost track of time. “We should,” she agreed, smoothing down the front of her shirt.

      Paul looked momentarily disappointed, but he covered well and flashed Quinn a smile. “You probably have things to do.”

      “I don’t want it to be dark when we leave,” Quinn replied simply. “That makes it harder to know if someone is following.”

      Paul nodded. “That makes sense.”

      “It won’t always be this way,” Quinn added. “It’s just ... it’s better for her to clear out of here before dark.”

      “I understand.” Paul flashed him a heartfelt smile. “I’m glad you take such good care of her. You two are obviously happy.”

      “We are,” Rowan agreed, grinning. “We’re even talking about taking over this place together when you guys are done with it. It’s just talk right now, but it’s something we’re considering.”

      “Really?” Paul arched an eyebrow.

      “I thought you were waiting to discuss it with her,” Nick prodded. “That’s the reason I didn’t mention it to Paul.”

      “I was going to.” Quinn turned sheepish. “It sort of came up in normal conversation.”

      “You two living together out here came up in normal conversation?”

      “I ... our future came up in normal conversation,” he corrected. “I’m sorry if you think it was too soon to talk about it, but I wanted to make her aware of what I was thinking. We agreed to share things and ... this is a big thing that involves both of us.”

      Instead of chiding him, Nick smirked. “I don’t have a problem with you telling her. I simply thought we were supposed to keep it quiet for a bit.”

      “And I happen to think it’s a great idea,” Paul enthused. “I want to know where you guys plan on settling so I can live right next door.”

      Quinn narrowed his eyes. “Is that supposed to be a joke?”

      “Oh, no.” Paul’s expression was serene. “I’ve been separated from Rowan far too long. We need to spend time together. I think living next door is the perfect plan. That means I’ll be able to pop in whenever I want.”

      “Without knocking,” Nick added, a twinkle in his eyes.

      “Definitely without knocking,” Paul agreed.

      “You’re messing with me.” Quinn snickered as he moved his hand to Rowan’s back. “I guess I deserved that. We have time to discuss these things. I have specific plans, though, and that includes signing another contract with the company so I can stay on The Bounding Storm for another year. I want a room upgrade so Rowan and I aren’t constantly tripping over each other and I’m in the unique position where I can make demands and they pretty much have to acquiesce.”

      Paul’s smile slipped. “You know I’m her father, right?”

      Quinn was blasé. “I know.”

      “She might be an adult, but she’s still my little girl. I don’t really want to hear how you’re going to maneuver the two of you into a bigger room. It’s ... weird.”

      Quinn ignored the dirty look Paul shot him. “We still need to go, Ro. I thought we would stop for something to eat on the way home. Maybe in St. Pete Beach again. There’s a place called Crabby Bill’s and they have bibs. I saw it on the sign.”

      Rowan brightened considerably. “That must mean their crab is really good if they have bibs.”

      He chuckled, adoration for her washing over him. “Do you think you can handle crab twice in the same day?”

      “Oh, you just watch me.”

      “I’m looking forward to it.”

      

      UPON LEAVING THE HOUSE, Quinn made sure Rowan’s helmet was firmly in place before grabbing his own. The sun was high in the sky, beating down upon him, and he momentarily wished he’d rented a car so they could enjoy air conditioning during the ride back.

      He knew the breeze would help once they got going, but a hot breeze was still a hot breeze.

      “Look.” Rowan lifted her chin and gestured toward the road, her gaze firmly focused on something only she could see.

      Quinn instinctively turned in that direction, ready to fight off an assailant if need be, but there was no masked marauder ready to hop out of the bushes. Instead, a Rolls-Royce was slowly rolling past the driveway ... and the inhabitants of the car were staring directly at them through the gap in the trees.

      “Patrice,” Quinn said after a beat as he met her gaze. “Well, this is awkward.”

      “Byron is with her,” Rowan noted. “Maybe she won’t recognize you. I mean ... she’s seen a lot of faces over the past few days. Of course, you’re the one who pulled her out of the water so it would be hard to forget you even if you weren’t so pretty.”

      “Oh, that’s sweet.” Quinn squeezed her hand as he watched the vehicle speed off. “I don’t think there’s any chance of her not recognizing me. We can only hope that doesn’t mean she’s going to start digging into Nick, since he’s the one listed as the homeowner.”

      Rowan balked. “I didn’t even think about that. Should we warn them?”

      Quinn shrugged. “I think it’s okay. I mean ... the Sterlings don’t know anything about the Phoenix Society. Why should they? If they run Nick’s name it’s going to overlap with my name. That business with the scavenging crew hit the news hard.

      “Nick isn’t using his real name, so he can’t be tied to you,” he continued. “Besides, you were wearing your helmet. There’s no way they can identify you.”

      “No, but it wouldn’t take much for them to track you to me,” she pointed out. “All they would have to do is ask someone on the ship who you might be with. Mine is the one name that will always come up.”

      “Yeah.” He squeezed her hand. “It doesn’t matter.” He was almost positive that was true. “There’s no way they can tie Nick to you other than what happened on the El Demonio dive. It’s impossible. From their perspective, they’ll probably assume we’re just catching up after the previous event.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “Then we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. It’s going to be fine, Ro.”

      Rowan prided herself on not being the sort of person who freaked out over nothing, but she couldn’t shake the idea that they were in more trouble than Quinn wanted to admit to. “I hope so. Let’s get out of here anyway.”

      “Definitely.”

      

      UNLIKE THE REVOLVING RESTAURANT, Crabby Bill’s boasted a laid-back environment and Quinn and Rowan opted for a cozy booth in the corner. The first thing Rowan did was snag a bib ... and then peruse the menu with so much gusto Quinn found delight in simply watching her “ooh” and “aah” over the offerings.

      “I can’t decide if I want crab legs or one of those buckets with a huge pile of food inside of it,” Rowan admitted. “I probably shouldn’t be this hungry after the huge lunch I ate, but I could eat ten crabs right about now.”

      “That’s a lovely picture you’re painting in my head,” Quinn teased. “All I can think about is you in a tiny bikini, sitting on a plastic tablecloth on the floor, crab legs spread all around you, and a big vat of butter.”

      Rowan’s mouth dropped open. “You’re so gross.”

      “I think it sounds appealing. You’re always in a good mood when you get crab legs.”

      “You’re definitely gross.” She laughed at herself as she turned back to the menu. “I like the idea of a big vat of butter, though.”

      “Somehow I thought you would.” Quinn leaned back on his side of the booth and regarded her with speculative eyes. “You look happy.”

      Rowan slowly shifted her gaze to him. “Am I not supposed to? I mean ... I know it’s sad that we’re investigating the Sterlings and their wicked ways, but I don’t think I’m being inappropriate.”

      “I don’t care about that. I was talking in an overall sense, though. You’re happy to spend time with your father and Nick.”

      “I am happy to spend time with them,” she acknowledged. “It’s like a dream come true. Although ... I’m guessing you don’t see it that way.” She scratched her nose. “From your perspective, this is probably annoying.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “Because we haven’t spent any time together, alone, in days. You’re spending all your time running me to visit them and worrying about what’s going to happen. This can’t be how you dreamed things would go.”

      To buy himself time, Quinn grabbed a cheddar biscuit from the basket at the center of the table and broke it in half. He was debating how to respond when he automatically started talking.

      “We’re a team, right?”

      Rowan nodded. “That seems to be the general consensus.”

      “Well, that means we work together. I’m not doing things simply for you. I’m doing them for us. Right now, you’re the one who needs help. I need you, so I’m going to help. I’m perfectly happy with how things are right now.”

      Rowan was understandably dubious. “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure. Although ... if you could work in the bikini and butter sauce before we leave on our next cruise, that would be greatly appreciated.”

      Rowan pressed her lips together to keep from laughing. “You are a funny guy.”

      “I like to think so. Now, decide what you’re getting. Personally, I’d like to see you eat from a big bucket. I might even take a photograph or two.”

      Rowan barked out a laugh. “The big bucket it is. After that, I thought we could take a walk on the beach before heading back to The Bounding Storm. It’s nice here, open. It might be relaxing to enjoy it before taking off.”

      “I think that can be arranged.”

      

      “UGH. WHY DID YOU LET me eat so much?”

      Rowan made a face as she threw herself on the sand and stared at the sky. Quinn’s motorcycle remained at Crabby Bill’s and they opted to walk a bit down the beach so they could have privacy. There were people out and about, but the area was big enough that nobody was on top of each other.

      “Yes, I’m the one who made you eat that last crab cluster,” Quinn taunted, chuckling when she shot him a dirty look. “You’re a glutton, sweetie. I can’t take responsibility for your bad choices.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Rowan gave him a dismissive hand wave as she threw her arm over her head. “I think I might explode.”

      “Well, at least I’ll be here during your final moments.” Quinn lowered himself to the sand and turned his attention to the water. It was peaceful, the sound of the rolling waves lulling him. He absolutely loved the ocean, he realized. He couldn’t imagine living somewhere away from the water after spending so much time on it. That didn’t mean Rowan felt the same way, though, and he knew he had to ask her a few tough questions.

      “It never occurred to me to ask if you wanted to live somewhere else,” he said after a beat. “I mean ... I just assumed you would want to live on the ocean because you enjoy making sandcastles and love wading in the water. Do you want to live somewhere else, though?”

      Rowan turned her head so she was facing him. “What do you mean?”

      “There are a lot of other states. Even if you wanted to live on the ocean, we wouldn’t necessarily have to live in Florida. We could pick a place that’s not as hot ... like Charleston or New Orleans. It doesn’t necessarily have to be Florida.”

      She was legitimately puzzled. “Don’t you need to be close to Fred if you’re going to go into business with him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “So ... isn’t this a moot conversation?”

      “No.” He vehemently shook his head. “You’re a part of this conversation. If you don’t want to live here, then we can move someplace else. I can start up my own security business and work with Fred remotely.”

      Even though her stomach was overly full, Rowan struggled to a sitting position so she could look him in the eye. “That’s a lovely offer. I like it here, though. You don’t have to worry about that.”

      “Is this your dream place to live, though?” Quinn was earnest. “I mean ... think about it. If you could pick one place to live — only one place and the logistics of how it works don’t matter — where would you choose?”

      Rowan tilted her head to the side, thoughtful. “Estes Park in Colorado.”

      Quinn furrowed his brow. “What’s in Colorado?”

      “The Stanley Hotel.”

      “You want to live in a hotel?” He wasn’t expecting that answer. “I ... why?”

      “I want to live in the Stanley Hotel,” she corrected. “As for why, it’s where The Shining was filmed and it’s supposed to be haunted. You know how I feel about horror movies.”

      Quinn was caught so far off guard he almost choked on his laughter. “That is ... so you.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you really want to live there?”

      “No, but I was hoping we could visit sometime. I always wanted to take a vacation there.”

      “I think I can arrange that.” He cast her a fond smile. “In fact, I’ll try to see if we can get in around Halloween. We both have vacation time coming up. It might be fun to spend it there.”

      “I don’t think I get vacation time until I’ve been here for nine months.”

      “Which will be right around Halloween.”

      “I ... huh. You’re not wrong.”

      “I’m always right,” he agreed, stretching his long limbs so he could get comfortable. “I’m being serious about living here, though. If this isn’t the place you want to hang your hat forever, I’m fine with that. Just let me know.”

      “I’m curious why you think I don’t like this area,” she prodded. “Have I said or done something that makes you think I would be happier somewhere else?”

      “No, but you came from a state with seasons. I thought maybe you would want to move back there or something.”

      “I do like seasons,” Rowan agreed. “I love fall and summer in Michigan. Winter sucks, though, and spring is hit or miss. I actually really like it here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, although I’m starting to like it less every time you question me on it.”

      Quinn heaved out a sigh. “I don’t mean to be annoying. This is a big deal, though. We’re starting to make plans for our future and I want to make sure you’re always happy. That was drilled home — and hard — this afternoon watching you with your father. Do you think he’ll be happy here?”

      “Do you care?”

      “Yeah. He’s going to be living close to us. I know he was joking about living next door, but he won’t be far away from you. It’s too much after everything he’s been through.”

      “I think it’s too much for both of us.”

      “Which I’m fine with.” He shot her a reassuring look. “Does he like the weather here?”

      “I think he’s fine with it. You forget, he’s a famous author now. I think he’s going to be traveling a lot even though he’ll have a home base. I don’t want you to worry about that, though. That’s his issue.

      “What’s important is what we want,” she continued. “Personally, I want to be with you and I think this is a beautiful area. You don’t need to panic about things like this, even though I know you’re a planner. Things will work out how they’re supposed to.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I just do. It’s a feeling I have here.” She touched the spot above her heart. “We’re going to be okay. No matter what you think, or what you fear, I’m always going to be right here beside you.”

      Quinn’s heart melted and a gooey rush of warmth washed over him. “I love you.”

      “I love you, too,” she beamed. “I still blame you for letting me eat too much, though. Explosion is definitely a possibility.”

      Quinn let loose a genuine laugh as Rowan moved to flop back down on the sand. At the same moment, a deafening bang filled the night air.

      It took him a moment to realize what was happening, especially since she’d been moving to relax on the sand. She fell awkwardly, though, making a gasping sound as she hit the ground. Then, the sand next to her left shoulder started turning an odd color ... as if she’d spilled a dark drink and then decided to lay in it.

      Quinn’s reflexes were honed from years in the military, but the tableau playing out in front of him was straight out of a horror movie. He moved much slower than he would’ve under normal circumstances and threw himself over Rowan so he could serve as a protective blanket.

      In his head, he registered what was happening even as his heart tried to play catchup. Somewhere out there, someone was shooting at them ... and Rowan had been hit.

      That’s all he could register as the blood rushed through his ears and he saw red.

      She was hit ... and he had no idea how badly she was hurt. All he understood was that he had to protect her, so that’s exactly what he tried to do.
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      Quinn was trained to react in situations like this. Even though he loved his men when serving overseas, it wasn’t the same thing as what he felt for Rowan. For some reason, knowing she’d been hit paralyzed him.

      He couldn’t move, and it felt as if someone was squeezing his heart to the point it would explode rather than keep beating.

      Then Rowan spoke.

      “Quinn?” She sounded dazed, as if speaking from a great distance away.

      He jerked his head down and stared into her eyes, which were glazed and unfocused. Despite the confusion wafting over her face, she was present … and in obvious pain. “Ro?”

      “What’s happening?” Her tongue felt thick. “Did I fall?”

      “Something like that.” He exhaled heavily and raised his head, his eyes keen as they scanned the darkness. There was no movement on the beach, no voices. The only sound came from the waves. If the shooter was still out there, he or she was well hidden.

      “I don’t feel so good,” Rowan murmured. “You really shouldn’t have let me eat that much crab. I think I’m going to throw up.”

      Quinn managed to slide off her at the exact moment she rolled to the side and vomited into the sand. Thanks to the full moon, he could see the shoulder of her shirt, and it was soaked with blood.

      “Baby,” he uttered, reaching out to touch her.

      She retched again.

      “Rowan.” Quinn dragged a hand through his hair and jerked his eyes toward the area where he was certain the shot came from. There was a cabana located about three hundred feet away and he was almost certain he’d seen a hint of movement in that area directly before the shot rang out. “You’re okay,” he whispered, lowering his lips to her cheek. “You’re going to be okay.”

      “I’m sick.” Rowan was obviously muddled. “I think I drank too much … although I don’t remember drinking. Can you be drunk without booze?”

      “I’m getting you help,” Quinn said, determinedly digging in his pocket. “I’m going to take care of you. Just … hold on, okay?” He punched three numbers into his phone and pressed it to his ear. “I’m on the beach behind Crabby Bill’s,” he announced, sounding much calmer than he felt. “Multiple shots have been fired. My girlfriend was hit.”

      The voice on the other end of the call was unflustered. “Okay, sir. Where was your girlfriend struck?”

      “Her shoulder.”

      “Is she conscious?”

      “She’s … confused.” Quinn smoothed Rowan’s hair as she dry-heaved onto the beach. “I can’t see the wound. It’s too dark. I … just send an ambulance, and the police, as soon as possible. I don’t know where the shooter is. I think he’s gone, though. I … don’t know where he went.”

      

      QUINN WANTED TO RIDE IN the ambulance with Rowan, but it created logistical problems … especially with the police, who insisted on questioning him in the location where the attack happened.

      “Which direction?” Detective Shawn Morgan asked as he clicked an ink pen and started jotting down notes on a small pad.

      “That way.” Quinn gestured vaguely toward the cabana as he watched the paramedics load Rowan into a waiting ambulance. She was awake but barely alert. “I need to go with my girlfriend.”

      “You need to stay here,” he countered. “Your girlfriend will be fine. I already talked to the emergency responders. They say her life isn’t in jeopardy.”

      For some reason, the man’s tone shredded every ounce of patience Quinn had. “My girlfriend was just shot,” he hissed. “You may not think it’s a big deal, but it’s a big freaking deal to me.”

      “I understand that.” Morgan didn’t as much as blink. “You’re upset. Anyone would be in your position. It’s a trying ordeal.”

      His response only made matters worse for Quinn. “I’m not panicking just to panic. I’m not responding in this manner because I’m looking for attention. That is my girlfriend.” He jabbed a finger toward the closing ambulance doors. “She needs me.”

      “And I need you to answer my questions. The sooner you do, the sooner you can go to the hospital.”

      It took everything Quinn had not to start throwing punches. “What do you want? I’ve told you everything I know.”

      “Except what you were doing out here so late at night.”

      “So late at night? It’s not even nine yet. We were at Crabby Bill’s for dinner. We decided to take a walk afterwards because it was such a nice night and we both love the water. We sat on the sand, laughed about how much food we ate, and then someone started shooting. That’s it!”

      “Are you local?”

      “We’re on The Bounding Storm, a cruise liner anchored a bit further up the coastline. We were in Tierra Verde for the afternoon and stopped here for dinner on our way back.”

      “And what were you doing in Tierra Verde?”

      “Hanging out with a man we met several months ago. He has a beach house. We were catching up. We spent the day relaxing and came here.”

      “And you didn’t cross paths with anyone while you were in Tierra Verde?”

      Quinn recognized what he was insinuating … and he didn’t like it. “Are you asking if my girlfriend deserved for this to happen to her?”

      “Of course not. I’m simply trying to ascertain if you crossed paths with the wrong person.”

      “What? Like a Tierra Verde gangbanger somehow decided that Rowan disrespected him and wanted revenge?”

      “I think you’re being a little dramatic.”

      “And I think I watched the woman I love get shot in front of me and you’re keeping me here when she’s on her way to the hospital. I don’t understand why you can’t question me there.”

      Morgan cocked an eyebrow. “Because I’m here and I need a feel for the scene. You’re the only witness who saw things go down up close and personal.”

      “And you think I did it?”

      “No. There were two women on the beach who took cover when the shots rang out. They weren’t close enough to hear your conversation. They did, however, say you took cover immediately and sheltered your girlfriend with your body. I don’t believe you did it.”

      “But you do believe we did something to earn it.” Quinn was officially fed up. “Well, we didn’t … and I can’t stay here a minute longer. I need to get to Rowan. She’s going to be confused when things clear for her, and I’m damned well going to be there when that happens.”

      “I’ve been doing this job for ten years,” Morgan supplied. “In that time, I’ve never seen someone specifically targeted on the beach and shot for no reason.”

      “I guess there’s a first time for everything.”

      “We’ll see, huh?”

      “I guess we will.”

      

      QUINN WAITED UNTIL HE arrived at the hospital to call Nick and Paul. He considered calling Sally and Demarcus – they were both close with Rowan and would want to know what happened – but he could hardly invite them to hang around at the hospital with Rowan’s rumored dead father. That wouldn’t go over well.

      “Anything?” Nick asked as they strode into the waiting room an hour later, both of them pale as death.

      “She’s being treated,” Quinn replied, his voice weak. “They won’t tell me what’s going on.”

      “Where was she shot?” Paul asked.

      “On the beach.”

      “No, I mean … where? Is she in surgery? Was she shot in the head?”

      “Oh.” Quinn shook his head when he realized how irresponsible he had been when relaying information to the men earlier. “I’m sorry. I should’ve told you from the start. She was shot in the shoulder. I don’t think it’s a bad wound … although she was still shot so it’s bad enough that I want to kill someone.”

      “You and me both,” Nick commented as he patted Quinn’s shoulder in a reassuring manner. “While I’m not happy she’s been shot, things could be worse.”

      Quinn recognized what he was saying – Rowan could be dead, after all – but he couldn’t look on the bright side of things under the circumstances. “I just want to see her. There was this detective on the beach. He wouldn’t let me go to the hospital with her. I just … I can’t take this.” He blew out a sigh and dropped his head into his hands.

      “It’s okay, son.” Nick wasn’t sure how to soothe Quinn, but he felt he needed to try given his brother’s grim reaction. Paul almost seemed worse off than Quinn and he wasn’t the one who witnessed the shooting. “She’s going to be okay. I have faith.”

      “I just want to see her.”

      “Join the club.” Nick sat in the open chair next to him. “Right now, all we can do is wait. They’ll tell us when we can see her. Hopefully it won’t be too long.”

      “It had better not be. I’m at my limit.”

      “I can tell. Just keep it together for a bit longer. You might be surprised how fast the time goes.”

      Quinn didn’t believe that for a second. “They have thirty minutes and then I’m forcing my way back there.”

      “I’ll help you,” Paul offered with a wan smile. “We’ll find our girl together.”

      “Now that right there is a plan,” Nick said. “Thirty minutes. I’ll start watching the clock.”

      

      THEY WAITED AN HOUR … and then Quinn couldn’t take one more second of not knowing.

      “I’m done.” He hopped to his feet at the exact moment a doctor breezed through the doors that opened from the inner bowels of the hospital. He had no idea what he was going to do. He couldn’t see beyond making it to the other side of the door. Thankfully he didn’t have to think further because the doctor zeroed in on him right away.

      “I’m Dr. Carpenter,” he announced, extending his hand. “You’re the boyfriend, right?”

      “I am,” Quinn confirmed as Paul and Nick moved to flank him. “These are friends.” He didn’t know how else to describe the men. Obviously, he couldn’t tell the truth. “I called them for support when I arrived and no one had an update.”

      “I’m sorry for how long it took.” Carpenter appeared sincere. “We wanted to make sure that everything was copacetic and ordered a full set of X-rays. The good news is that Ms. Gray is going to be fine. The wound to her shoulder is relatively minor in the grand scheme of things, although I doubt that’s little comfort to you.”

      “How did you treat her?” Nick asked.

      “She didn’t require surgery. The bullet didn’t strike a vein or artery. It was a through and through and we didn’t have to dig for fragments. Since it’s her left shoulder and she’s right-handed, it hopefully shouldn’t affect her too much.”

      “What does that mean for her recovery?” Quinn queried.

      “Well, for starters, she’s going to have to take it easy,” Carpenter replied. “We’re going to keep her here overnight and give her a strong antibiotic and painkillers. We should be able to release her in the morning. We’ll give her a prescription for the pain and she’s going to be on light duty. My understanding is that she’s a photographer.”

      Quinn nodded. “Yeah. If she can’t hold the camera, don’t worry about it. I can get her a special dispensation until she’s medically cleared.”

      “I think she’ll be able to hold the camera in about two weeks. I don’t know what that means for your schedule.”

      “That means she’ll miss a cruise, but we can get a temporary photographer in to take her place. I’ll handle it.”

      “That’s good.” Carpenter shot him a sympathetic smile. “Right now, she’s confused and groggy. We want her to sleep as much as possible. We’re about to move her to a regular room for the night. If you wish to stay with her, that can be arranged.”

      “I definitely want to stay with her,” Quinn said. “In fact, I’ll go to her right now.”

      “Actually, it would be better if you could wait for another twenty minutes. We’ll have her transported to her room by then and you can have some privacy.”

      It wasn’t what Quinn wanted to hear, but he nodded. “Okay. Don’t forget about me.”

      “Something tells me you wouldn’t allow that to happen.”

      “Definitely not.” Quinn waited until Carpenter disappeared through the doors to speak. “She’s okay.”

      “That’s good,” Nick said, glancing around to make sure nobody was eavesdropping. “I was legitimately worried there for a bit, but it sounds as if she’ll be as good as new in a few weeks.”

      “Yeah.”

      “She was still shot,” Paul snapped, taking everybody by surprise with his vehemence. He hadn’t spoken in some time and Quinn had almost forgotten he was there.

      “We know she was shot,” Nick said. “There’s nothing we can do about that.”

      “She was shot.” This time Paul sounded more mournful. “This is my fault. I came back into her life and she barely made it a few weeks before she was almost killed because of me.”

      Quinn wasn’t in the mood to bolster Paul’s spirits – he had his own spirits to worry about, after all – but he couldn’t very well let the man blame himself. “Let’s not do this, okay? She’s going to be fine. Focusing on the things we can’t change is a surefire way to insanity.”

      “That’s easy for you to say.” Paul’s tone took on a biting edge. “You’re not the reason she was shot. You were the one out there protecting her. I should’ve stayed away.”

      “No, you shouldn’t have stayed away.” Quinn practically growled the words. “You hurt her just as much as a bullet when you walked away like you did. Not knowing is worse than just about anything.”

      “I have to go.” Tears flooded Paul’s eyes. “She’s not safe. They obviously know who I really am, where I am. I don’t know how – I’ve been so careful, I swear it – but I have to leave again. That’s the only way she’ll be safe.”

      “How do you figure that?” Nick was incredulous. “If they know, there’s no putting that cat back in the bag. Besides, we don’t know that’s what happened here. I mean … what does shooting Rowan get them? They want her alive so they can watch her perform. They don’t want her dead.”

      “What else could it be?” Paul sounded like a defeated man. “There’s no other explanation.”

      “There’s one,” Quinn countered, his stomach doing an uneasy somersault as he remembered Patrice’s face as the Rolls-Royce slowly rolled past the beach house’s driveway several hours before. “There’s every chance you weren’t the reason for any of this.”

      “And what chance is that?” Paul looked so hopeful it almost broke Quinn’s heart.

      “Patrice Sterling,” he replied. “She drove by when we were getting on the motorcycle. Rowan had her helmet on, but I didn’t. She looked right at me.”

      Nick furrowed his brow. “I don’t understand. Why would that matter?”

      “Because they’re up to something. She was with Byron at the time. They weren’t doing anything but seeing me so close to the house might’ve jolted them. If they’re suspicious about me, what I believe, they might not be able to justify in their minds why I would be in that area.”

      “That’s interesting,” Nick noted. “If they saw you, that means they sent someone to follow you. Do you think that’s possible?”

      Quinn racked his brain. “Anything is possible,” he said finally. “I wasn’t paying attention like I should’ve been. I didn’t look behind us. We were having a good time. I purposely took her to a restaurant where she could wear a bib to eat crab and she thought that was hilarious.

      “We were on the beach after, talking about our future,” he continued, his voice cracking. “I should’ve been paying closer attention. I was worried when I saw the way Patrice looked at me. I pushed it out of my mind, though. That was stupid.”

      “Knock that off,” Paul said gruffly, grabbing Quinn’s arm and giving it a firm shake. “You’re not to blame.”

      “Two minutes ago you were going on and on about how you were to blame,” Quinn pointed out. “You were going to run again, which would’ve crushed her. You can’t do that. Not again. She won’t recover twice. She needs you to be strong.”

      Paul let loose a sigh, the sound long and drawn out. “Fine. I won’t do that again. No matter what, we’ll see this through to the end. You have to take your own advice, though. You can’t blame yourself for this. It was a fluke.”

      “He’s right,” Nick said. “You couldn’t have known that Patrice would be driving past at the exact moment you guys were leaving. That’s just bad luck.”

      “It’s going to be her bad luck.” Quinn rubbed the back of his neck as he rolled his shoulders. “I don’t think she pulled the trigger herself. She obviously recognized me, though. She’s the only one who could’ve arranged for someone to move on us that fast.”

      “Well, her and Byron,” Nick argued. “You said he was with her. He might not have seen you himself, but she could’ve easily told him. For all we know, Patrice is innocent and Byron is behind all of this.”

      Quinn hated to admit it, but the man had a point. “I don’t think Byron would be stupid enough to pull the trigger, though,” he said after a moment’s contemplation. “If he’s the one who decided to go after us, then he had to hire a shooter. I don’t see where he has the funds to pay for something like that.”

      “Which brings us back to Patrice,” Paul mused. “She has to be involved.”

      “Definitely.” Quinn gripped his hands into fists at his sides. “She’s definitely involved, and she’s going to rue the day she decided to hurt one hair on Rowan’s head. I’ll make her pay for that.”

      “We all will. I think that’s the one thing we can agree on.”
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      Even though Nick and Paul would’ve preferred sitting by Rowan’s bedside all night, Quinn convinced them it was a bad idea. It wasn’t that he wanted to keep Rowan all to himself — and he was certain Paul bitterly thought that at one point — but it would be hard to explain why they were sitting vigil if the cops decided to check in. Explaining why the men were so worried could cause someone to be suspicious. With that in mind Quinn sent them off with promises that he would text regular updates.

      Once Rowan was moved to a standard room, Quinn had nothing to do but sit ... or pace ... or stare out the window, cursing anyone he thought could’ve possibly had the gall to hurt her. She was dead to the world, completely unaware of his inner turmoil. That only allowed him to wallow to the point where he was imagining bloody revenge on a multitude of Sterlings when he finally drifted off in the chair.

      He woke early the next morning when a nurse came in to check on Rowan. He shifted in his chair and rubbed the crusties from his eyes as he watched the woman — her nametag read “Susan” — check Rowan’s vitals and carefully pull back the bandage on her shoulder so she could verify the wound still looked clean and clear.

      “Is she okay?” Quinn asked as rubbed his cheeks to get the circulation going.

      Susan smiled at him. “She seems fine. We’ll know more when she wakes up, which we want to let her do on her own. There’s no reason to force her awake.”

      Quinn’s expression darkened. “I wasn’t planning on forcing her awake.”

      Susan’s smile never wavered. “I know. You look agitated, though. I’m guessing sleeping in a chair didn’t leave you feeling fresh and relaxed.”

      “I honestly don’t care about that.” Quinn flicked his eyes to Rowan when she shifted in the bed and made a murmuring sound. “She’s going to wake up soon.”

      Susan lifted an eyebrow. “How do you know that?”

      “She makes the same noise before she wakes up every morning. I guess it might take longer because of the drugs they gave her, but she’s going to wake up.”

      Susan was sympathetic as she crossed over and patted his arm. “She’s definitely going to wake up. I know it’s not going to make you feel better to hear this, but as far as gunshot wounds go, she got really lucky. Things could’ve been much worse.”

      Quinn kept telling himself that as he woke over the interminable night and immediately checked to make sure she was still breathing in the bed beside him. The words had yet to sink in.

      “I just want her to wake up.” His smile was rueful. “She’s not a morning person, though. She’ll be crabby. I can’t wait to hear her complain about being in a hospital.”

      “Oh, you’re kind of cute, huh?” Susan was in her fifties and her words were more motherly than flirty. “The other nurses have been watching you all night. You’re quite the celebrity. I’m pretty sure almost all of them have a crush on you because of the way you keep getting up and making sure she’s tucked in tight.”

      Quinn was earnest. “I love her.”

      “I think that’s obvious. She’ll wake up soon. The doctor will be back to check on her when that happens.”

      “It can’t come soon enough.”

      Quinn lapsed into silence again when Susan left. He took to watching Rowan for signs she was about to open her eyes.

      He jumped every time her fingers fluttered.

      He leaned forward every time she made a murmuring sound.

      He fought off tears whenever he looked at her shoulder wound.

      He was a bundle of nerves ... and then it happened. Out of nowhere, Rowan moved her arms above her head to stretch and made a growling sound in the back of her throat when the pain from her injured shoulder hit her full on.

      “It’s okay, Ro.” Quinn was at her side in an instant, his fingers gentle on her cheek as he cajoled her into waking. “You’re okay. I’m sure your shoulder hurts, but you’ll be as good as new in a few weeks. You’re okay.”

      Slowly — so slowly Quinn had to stop himself from begging her to wake up — Rowan opened her eyes. The first thing she did when she saw him was smile.

      “Good morning.”

      His heart leaped to his throat. “Good morning, sweetie.” He choked on the words, causing her to frown.

      That’s when she recognized her surroundings and her face fell. She slid her eyes to the glass door at the front of the room and then immediately shifted to look at the hospital gown she was dressed in. “What the ... ?” That’s when she tried to move her shoulder and grimaced in pain. “Ow.”

      “It’s okay.” Quinn wrapped his fingers around her wrist and pulled her hand from the fresh wound. “I know you’re confused. They gave you a lot of drugs to knock you out. It’s okay, though. You’re going to be okay.”

      Rowan was officially bewildered ... and she didn’t like it. “What happened?”

      Quinn licked his lips. His mouth suddenly felt unbelievably dry. “What do you remember?”

      “I remember wearing a bib.”

      A smile came to Quinn’s mouth, unbidden. “You wore a bib and ate a huge bucket of seafood. That happened.”

      “What happened after?”

      “We went to the beach,” he prodded, choosing his words carefully. “We were playing around on the sand and talking.”

      Rowan screwed up her face in concentration. “I kind of remember that. I told you I wanted to live at the Stanley Hotel.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah. I’m going to make sure you get there. I promise you that.”

      “We were talking about living in Florida.” Rowan pressed the heel of her hand to her forehead as she struggled to remember. “Then there was a really loud noise and I was drowning.”

      “Oh, sweetie, you didn’t drown.” Quinn shifted so he could sit on the bed and stare directly into her eyes. “That’s not what happened. You weren’t in the water.”

      “I was drowning in my head. I could hear the blood rushing by.” Rowan was momentarily confused and then her focus sharpened. “I was shot.”

      Quinn wanted to tell her it wasn’t true. He wanted to deny that anything ugly had touched her. He couldn’t, though. He’d vowed to tell her the truth. Always. “Yeah.”

      “Oh, I remember.” Gently she lifted her hand to her bandaged shoulder. “You were there. You rolled on top of me. I could feel your tears on my face.”

      “Probably,” he agreed. “I panicked a bit after the fact.”

      “You saved me.”

      “No, Ro. We got lucky. I called the police and got an ambulance, but I didn’t save you. I didn’t know we were in trouble until it was already too late.”

      “You saved me,” she repeated, struggling to a sitting position so she could look him straight in the eye. “I love you.”

      “Oh, geez.” He’d been fighting off tears since the conversation began. He didn’t want to frighten her. Now, he couldn’t stop them from flowing. “I love you, too.” He slipped his arm around her so he could hold her, being careful to avoid her injured shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. I’m going to take care of you. In fact, I’m going to take such good care of you that you’re going to think you’re a queen.”

      “That sounds interesting, huh?”

      “Most definitely.”

      

      DETECTIVE MORGAN STOPPED BY for a chat not long after. Dr. Carpenter was checking Rowan’s wound when he let himself into the room without an invitation.

      “You look much better than last night,” he said with a bright smile.

      If looks could kill, Quinn would’ve murdered the man with one harsh glare. “She always looks good,” he growled. “Why are you here?”

      Morgan merely deepened his smile. “Because Ms. Gray was the victim of a shooting and I have a few questions to ask her.”

      “Yeah, well, she’s not feeling up to your questions.” Quinn found he violently disliked the detective and wanted him nowhere near Rowan. “If you want to talk to her, you can visit her on The Bounding Storm in a few days.”

      “I think it’s best to talk to her now,” Morgan countered serenely. “That is unless there’s a medical reason I can’t.” He pointedly turned to the doctor and waited.

      Carpenter held back a sigh ... but just barely. It wasn’t difficult to take the temperature of the room. He could read Quinn’s fury and wanted to help the man. He also had no choice but to cooperate. “She’s okay,” he said after a beat, ignoring the way Quinn scowled at him. “You can talk to her. If she gets tired, though, I expect you to give it a rest. Her wound isn’t serious, but she was still shot and we had her on a lot of painkillers last night. She’s still coming off them.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” Morgan was unusually chipper as he reached into his pocket and retrieved his pen. “Okay, let’s start from the beginning, shall we?”

      Quinn wanted to fight him. He would have, in fact, if Rowan didn’t shoot him a warning look. She was completely together as the detective asked questions. Her memory was coming back in bits and pieces, and when she couldn’t pull a fully-formed memory from her brain, she was honest about it.

      “The seconds right after are fuzzy,” she admitted as she plucked at the blanket stretched over her legs. “I knew Quinn was there. I felt him on top of me. I didn’t realize what he was doing, though. I don’t know what I thought, but I was feeling nauseated so I threw up. That’s the thing I remember most.”

      “Do you think you got nauseated from the gunshot wound? Perhaps the fear made you sick.”

      “That’s a nice thought, but one of the things we were talking about on the beach was how I ate way too much food.” Rowan flashed a nervous smile. “I have a thing about crab legs.”

      “I think a lot of people do.” Morgan’s smile was charming as he regarded her. “As for throwing up, don’t feel bad about it. You went through a trauma. If that’s the worst reaction you have, it’s not a big deal.”

      “Yeah, well ... I just remember feeling sick. I was confused, although I don’t know why. The doctor says I’m going to be fine.”

      “You were in shock,” Quinn replied simply. “It’s okay. It’s not important.”

      Rowan wasn’t convinced, but she didn’t believe it was a conversation they needed to share in front of an audience. “I guess.”

      “How do you feel now?” Morgan asked.

      “A little stiff. My shoulder is a bit achy, but it’s not the end of the world. I’m eager to get out of here and head home.”

      “We’re going to release you soon,” Carpenter said, winking at her. “I think your friend is going to have a meltdown if we don’t.” He inclined his head in Quinn’s direction.

      “I’m guessing he had a worse night than me,” Rowan offered, squeezing his hand. “It’s okay now, though.”

      Quinn’s smile was sincere. “You’re okay, so I’m okay. Everything else we can figure out as we move forward.”

      Rowan grinned as Morgan shifted on his chair and drew her attention back. “Is something wrong?”

      “I’m just trying to ascertain who would do this to you,” he replied. “Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt you?”

      Rowan scratched her cheek as she considered the question. She and Quinn hadn’t talked about what she should tell the police regarding the shooting. She felt as if she was treading water with no life preserver in sight. “Oh, well ... not off the top of my head.” She made up her mind on the spot. “It’s not as if I make a habit of picking up enemies. I take photographs on a cruise ship, for crying out loud. That’s not generally a high-risk job.”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean you haven’t ticked someone off along the way.”

      “And yet I don’t believe I have.” Rowan looked to Quinn for help. “I don’t know what he wants me to say.”

      “You’ve already said enough.” Quinn clutched her hand and pinned Morgan with a serious look. “She’s told you all she knows. I’ve told you everything I know. I’m sorry if you feel we’re leaving something out of the telling, but we’re honestly not. I have no idea why we were targeted. All I care about is that Rowan is okay. I want to get her out of here.”

      “Okay. There’s no reason to get persnickety.” Morgan held up his hands. “Take her home. If I have further questions, I’ll track you down on The Bounding Storm.”

      “That would be great.”

      

      FRED ARRANGED TO PICK UP Quinn’s motorcycle from the hospital. He also provided a car so Quinn could transport Rowan back to the ship in comfort. Even though he knew it was unlikely that anyone would be ballsy enough to attack them again — especially in the bright light of day — Quinn was hyper-vigilant as he navigated the highways that led back to the familiar dock they called home in their off-time.

      “Home sweet home.” Quinn forced a smile as he parked and turned to Rowan in the passenger seat. “How are you feeling?”

      For her part, Rowan recognized Quinn was on the edge. The problem was, she had no idea what to do to ease his pain and make him feel better. “Mild discomfort, but otherwise I’m fine. It’s kind of like a muscle ache. I bet I’ll be able to go back to work next week when we set sail. They won’t even have to call in a replacement for me.”

      Quinn was having none of that. “Um ... you’re not working next week. I’ve already called Michael and told him what happened. They’re arranging for a temp for the next cruise and you’re going to take it easy.”

      “I think you’re overreacting.”

      “And I think I’m going to spoil you rotten.” Quinn pocketed the car keys. “Stay there until I come around to collect you.”

      Confused, Rowan shifted her eyes to the window. “What do you mean?”

      “Stay there,” he repeated.

      She watched with interest as he climbed out of the car and circled the vehicle. His eyes were keen as he scoured the edges of the parking lot for movement. Apparently satisfied that no one was lying in wait, he opened the door and reached in for her.

      “Come on, Ro.”

      To her utter surprise, he wrapped his arms around her waist and hoisted her up so he could carry her. He used his foot to kick the door shut and then he immediately pointed himself toward the walkway that led to the ship.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, flabbergasted.

      “I’m taking you home.”

      “Yeah, but ... I can walk. I was hit in the shoulder.”

      “I prefer carrying you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you were shot and this gives me something to do.” He was matter-of-fact. “I know you think I’m being a big baby. No, don’t deny it. It’s written all over your face. I get it. You think I’m smothering you and you’re barely out of the hospital. All I can say is ... it’s going to get worse.”

      Despite his serious expression, Rowan couldn’t stop herself from bursting out laughing. “It’s going to get worse?”

      He nodded, his lips curving at her amusement. “Completely worse,” he agreed. “I’m going to fawn all over you, serve breakfast in bed, rub your feet ... basically I’m going to treat you like my princess.”

      “I thought I was a queen,” she teased.

      “I can treat you like a queen, too.” Quinn’s eyes turned serious as they reached the ship and he regarded the two security guards standing there. “Anything?”

      “No, sir,” one of them replied, shaking his head. “It’s been quiet.”

      “I want it to stay that way.” Quinn was deadly serious. “I want eyes on the parking lot at all times. If anyone shows up, I want to know about it. Don’t let anyone on this ship who doesn’t have the proper credentials.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m going to be with Rowan for a bit but there will be a meeting in a few hours so we can discuss a few things. Spread the word.”

      “We’re on it, sir.”

      Rowan pressed her lips together as she slid a sidelong look to Quinn. His profile reflected a grim detachment that had her questioning how well she really knew him. “Don’t go crazy,” she said finally, her voice low. “I’m okay. I won’t be if you go crazy.”

      “I have no intention of going crazy.”

      “Good.” She relaxed against him. “You’re acting a little crazy, though.”

      He didn’t want to laugh. This was a serious situation, after all. She’d been shot and needed to take it easy. He couldn’t stop himself, though. “I’ll try to refrain from acting crazy as much as possible.”

      “That would be good because I’m not sure both of us can be crazy at the same time. Since I’m the one who was shot, I have dibs on the crazy today.”

      “Does that mean, if I put in a request now, I can be the crazy one tomorrow?”

      She nodded without hesitation. “Absolutely.”

      “That’s good to know.”

      “Isn’t it, though?”
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      Rowan was the center of attention within minutes of hitting her room.

      “I can’t believe you were shot,” Sally announced, pushing past Quinn and stalking into the room, hands on hips. “I also can’t believe I had to hear about it from a random security guy. Why didn’t you call?”

      Guilt, hot and fierce, crawled over Quinn’s skin. “I wasn’t really thinking,” he said after a beat, holding out his hands in an apologetic manner. “I called Michael to tell him, but I didn’t think about anyone else. That’s on me. Don’t blame her.”

      “Oh, there’s plenty of blame to go around.” Sally absently patted his chest and blew past him so she could climb on the bed next to Rowan. “Your arm isn’t going to fall off or anything, is it?”

      Rowan giggled, the light that Quinn loved so much returning to her features. He realized — belatedly, of course — that the thing she needed most was normalcy. Sally apparently understood that and gave her what she needed. Quinn was too jacked up to deliver the goods, but he knew he would have to find a way to calm down.

      “Don’t get her too riled up,” he admonished Sally as he moved toward the door. “She needs to rest.”

      “I don’t need rest,” Rowan countered. “I really do feel fine.”

      “That’s because you’re running on adrenaline. You’re going to crash in about an hour. When that happens, I’m kicking everyone out so you can sleep.”

      “I’m not going to crash.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see about that.” He left Rowan and Sally to gossip and giggle and stepped into the hallway where Michael Griffin, the ship’s captain, waited for him. “Thanks for coming down.”

      “Of course.” Michael was the gregarious sort, but his expression was serious today. “How is she?”

      Quinn pushed open the door so Michael could see inside. Sally was in the middle of a story, using big hand gestures, and Rowan was making snorting noises to show her amusement. “She’s okay,” he said as he allowed the door to shut. “She’s riding on unnatural emotions right now, though. She’s going to crash before it’s all said and done.”

      “I’m assuming that means you’re going to stick close to her today.”

      “You assume right.” Quinn was no nonsense. “I’m going to have a meeting with my men within the next few hours. Just so you know, I’m putting us in lockdown. No one who doesn’t work on this ship is allowed on or off. Period.”

      Michael arched an eyebrow. “Technically you have to go through me to do that.”

      “What do you think I’m doing?”

      “Ordering.”

      Quinn bit back a vile retort. “Rowan was shot while minding her own business on the beach last night. You’re right. I am ordering this to be done. I won’t risk her. If you think otherwise ... .”

      “Hold up.” Michael raised a hand to silence the security guru, who was apparently developing a full head of steam. “I didn’t say I thought it was a bad idea. You’re getting ahead of yourself, though. I need to be the one to issue the order.”

      “And that’s exactly why I called you here.”

      “Okay, I get that.” Michael chose his words carefully. He couldn’t remember the last time he saw Quinn so upset. “I need to know your rationale, though.”

      “She was shot!”

      “Not here she wasn’t.” Michael refused to back down. “You were on a beach, miles away, and she was shot after you spent an entire afternoon away from this ship. What makes you think whoever did this will return to wreak havoc here?”

      Quinn worked his jaw. He thought for sure Michael would simply acquiesce to his demands. He hated explaining himself. “I think it has something to do with the Sterlings,” he said finally, opting for the truth. “Rowan and I were at a house this afternoon — and before you ask what we were doing there, it’s for a completely different reason and I can’t say so don’t ask — and when we were leaving, a vehicle happened to drop by. Patrice Sterling and Byron Winchester were in the vehicle ... and they were together.”

      Michael wrinkled his nose. “Like ... together?” He made a lewd hand gesture that had Quinn rolling his eyes.

      “If you’re asking if they were having sex while driving down the road, the answer is no. However, earlier in the day, we might have spied on them.” Quinn felt like an idiot owning up to his actions. There was no way to explain away what they’d been doing without garnering some well-deserved stink eye from the normally unflappable captain.

      “You might have spied on them?”

      “Well ... we’ve been suspicious about what happened while they were lost at sea. I mean ... once Pat Sterling’s hand was found on the beach by their house, that whole story they spouted the night we rescued them completely fell apart.”

      Michael’s mouth dropped open. “What?”

      “Oh, right.” Realization washed over Quinn. “You don’t know that part of the story. I kind of forgot.”

      “Well, there’s no time like the present to tell me,” Michael suggested, folding his arms over his chest. “Spill.”

      That’s exactly what Quinn’s did, although he made some tweaks to the narrative. He kept Nick’s involvement to a minimum and basically cut out Fred and Paul completely. By the time he was finished, he and Rowan looked like busybodies of the utmost order, but the story made sense, which was the most important thing.

      “You’re kidding.” Michael was flabbergasted. “How could his hand have been found so close to the Sterling compound if he supposedly died in the ocean on the other side of the state? There’s no current that would carry the hand that far.”

      “I believe that’s the major problem,” Quinn said dryly. “The Sterlings’ story makes zero sense.”

      “So ... you decided to spy on them?”

      “We decided to watch them for signs of suspicious activity.”

      “Uh-huh. And how is that different from spying?”

      Quinn’s lips turned down. “Does it matter? We saw some weird things this afternoon. It was like a soap opera gone wrong. They didn’t see us at the compound. I’m almost sure of that ... I think. No, I’m almost sure.” He rolled his neck until it cracked. “Patrice definitely saw me several hours later. Rowan had her helmet on.”

      “So ... you think they followed you? I know that it’s suspicious, especially when you take the hand into consideration, but I can’t imagine Patrice Sterling hiding behind a cabana and taking potshots at you with a rifle.”

      “No, but she’s a wealthy woman. She could’ve hired someone to do it.”

      “Actually, from what I heard on the news earlier, she’s not as wealthy as people assume. Pat Sterling was rumored to be in financial trouble.”

      “Did you hear that from a reputable news source or a tabloid?”

      “It was ABC News.”

      “Oh, well ... .” Quinn pursed his lips. “Did they say anything specific?”

      “They just mentioned bad investments.”

      “I’d heard they were selling real estate in various areas to cover some debts,” Quinn admitted. “Maybe their finances are more dire than I imagined. I would love to know what kind of insurance payout Patrice is in line to get for her husband.”

      “Well, I’m not an expert, but my niece works in insurance. If he truly died at sea, I’m sure she would’ve received millions of dollars. His hand was found severed, though, and in a different area. The evidence and the story don’t match, which means the Sterlings are likely to get nothing on that policy. Insurance companies are always looking for reasons not to pay out.”

      “Hmm.” Quinn rubbed his chin. “I wonder if the cops provided the Sterlings with the name of the individual who found the hand.”

      “Oh, that’s an interesting thought.” Michael widened his eyes. “You’re wondering if Rowan was targeted because she blew their insurance scam out of the water. I don’t see what that would get them. Obviously you can’t put that hand back in the ocean, so to speak. Still, if Patrice was bitter enough ... .”

      “I honestly can’t shake the notion that it had something to do with her seeing us so close to her house,” Nick admitted. “You should’ve seen the look on her face. I don’t know why the cops would’ve told the Sterlings who found the hand. Why could it possibly matter? If she thinks we’re spying on her, though, that could be enough to send her through the roof.”

      “You are spying on her,” he pointed out.

      “Let’s not dwell on that, huh? I want to focus on Rowan. If Patrice saw us and she’s responsible for Rowan being shot, that means she managed to get someone on the phone right away and that someone followed us. I picked a lazy route to St. Pete Beach. We were in the restaurant for a long time.”

      “And how did whoever pulled the trigger know you would go to the beach?” Michael added, thoughtful. “It’s an interesting conundrum.”

      “It also might have zero to do with Patrice,” Quinn added. “Maybe Byron is the culprit. Maybe he killed Pat because he wanted to be with Patrice. He was in the car, too.”

      “Well, Bryon Winchester has other issues.”

      Quinn stilled. “What do you mean?”

      “He has other issues,” Michael repeated. “He’s known as a rampant drunk and total scammer. The fact that he’s not in prison is dumbfounding.”

      “Why would he be in prison? I mean ... I know he’s a drunk. I’ve already seen that information. Why would he be in prison, though?”

      “Because, apparently, he was smuggling contraband — including drugs from other countries — while serving as the captain of a cruise ship.”

      Quinn’s mouth dropped open. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Oh, I’m serious.”

      “But ... how did he think he’d get away with it? And what cruise line?”

      “The Atlantis Heart line,” Michael replied, rubbing his forehead as he searched his memory. “This was about ten years ago, so long before you joined The Bounding Storm and started paying attention to news from cruise ship circles.

      “Atlantis Heart always had a bad name,” he continued. “Their customer service was terrible and they were notorious for ripping off customers with packages that never turned out to be what the customer actually ordered.”

      “Okay. That’s not on Winchester, though. He’s not the one who made up the scam.”

      “No, but anyone who started working for that outfit and stayed after their initial contract was fulfilled was always suspect,” he replied. “It was regular gossip fodder back in the day. Most people realized they’d gotten themselves in with the wrong group right away and couldn’t wait to get out. Winchester, on the other hand, thought he’d fallen into gold.”

      “Did you know him?”

      “I did, which is one of the reasons I was careful to keep my distance when I realized he was one of the people you plucked from the Atlantic Ocean that night. You had to notice I wasn’t hanging around with them, that I let you do the heavy lifting.”

      Now that he mentioned it, Quinn realized it was the truth. “I didn’t think about it. I just assumed you were making calls to the Coast Guard.”

      “Please. This was a big deal. I would’ve been all over it if Winchester wasn’t involved. The last thing I wanted was to be close to him.”

      “You should’ve said something.”

      “Why? I mean ... you saved them from the water and we were immediately returning to port. Technically that should’ve been the end of our involvement with them.”

      “Yeah, but ... I guess you’re right.” Quinn shifted from one foot to the other, his mind going a mile a minute. “What can you tell me about him?”

      “Nothing good. He was suspected of smuggling heroin from Jamaica. He had a regular route. He must’ve moved ten tons of it over the time he was doing it.”

      “But ... how could he have gotten away with that for as long as he did? The other workers on the ship must’ve noticed the huge pile of drugs being loaded when they stopped at port.”

      “You would think,” Michael agreed. “The thing is, I don’t know the specifics because I obviously never worked for that outfit. I did hear certain rumors, though. I have no proof, so take what I’m about to tell you with a grain of salt.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “The rumor was that Winchester’s ship was specifically built for smuggling. All the workers they could find with flexible moral standards were shifted to that vessel for a very specific reason.”

      “Because they wouldn’t tell.”

      “They were cut in on the profits, so of course they wouldn’t tell.”

      “Wow.” Quinn shook his head. “That is absolutely disgusting. I guess I can see how they managed to keep it going for as long as they did. How were they finally caught?”

      “Apparently the federal government was watching them for a long time,” Michael replied. “The rumor is that they approached several people with deals if they would help them set up a sting. The only person who agreed was Byron Winchester.”

      “Which explains why he’s not in prison,” Quinn muttered. “He turned over evidence against his co-conspirators and got away with every rotten thing he did.”

      “Not exactly. He was stripped of his commercial license, which meant he couldn’t be a cruise ship captain. That’s when he started working as a private captain, and the pay wasn’t nearly as good.”

      “Which explains why he started drinking,” Quinn said. “He was feeling sorry for himself.”

      “Probably.”

      “It also explains how he ended up with Patrice. He needed a new meal ticket.”

      “That’s entirely possible. I’m not sure he has the stones to hire someone to shoot Rowan, though. He definitely doesn’t have the money.”

      “Patrice does. I keep circling back to her for a reason. She has to be involved.”

      “Well, I’ll issue the security lockdown. No one will be allowed on or off this ship if they don’t work here. I don’t know that it will solve your problems, but it’s a start.”

      “It’s what I need. Thank you.”

      

      ROWAN CRASHED HARD, AS QUINN predicted, and he kicked everyone out of the room so she could sleep. He settled on the bed next to her and proceeded to go through the files they’d amassed on every person who was rescued from the sea disaster. He was trying to decide if all of them – or only a handful – were involved when Rowan stirred and rolled, resting her head on his shoulder.

      “Why aren’t you napping?” she murmured, her voice thick with sleep.

      “I’m not tired.”

      “That’s not true. You’re much more tired than me.” She wrenched open an eye. “You didn’t sleep at all last night.”

      “I had to watch over my queen,” he said, smirking. “It’s okay. I’ll crash like the dead tonight. Right now, I’m looking through files on the Sterlings.”

      She perked up and shifted so she could stare at his computer screen. “We haven’t really talked about it, but I’m assuming you think they’re the ones who targeted us.”

      “It’s the only thing that makes sense,” Quinn admitted. “Patrice and Byron saw us leaving the beach house. I’ve since learned a few more disturbing things about Bryon.” He related the smuggling tale. When he was done, Rowan could do nothing but shake her head.

      “I can’t believe he’s not in prison,” she said. “I guess he knows how to play the game.”

      “He does. The question is: What game are they going to play now? Pat’s hand was found close to the compound, which means their story doesn’t hold up and they’re unlikely to get an insurance payout.”

      “How does shooting me fix that problem?”

      “It doesn’t, which makes me think you were targeted for a different reason.”

      “Which would be?”

      “Patrice Sterling saw us close to her house. She recognized me. That probably means she thinks I’m spying on her. You might’ve been shot by accident because they were aiming at me. If so, I’m really sorry.” His voice cracked as he delivered the words.

      “Stop that right now,” Rowan chided, her expression serious. “This isn’t your fault. You didn’t do this. I can’t sit back and watch you blame yourself for something you didn’t cause.”

      “Who else am I supposed to blame?”

      “The person who pulled the trigger. The people who paid him to pull the trigger. They’re the bad guys. You’re the hero in my story, and nothing is going to change that.”

      His expression softened as he leaned in to kiss her. “Do you have any idea how much I love you?”

      She grinned. “Probably about half as much as I love you.”

      “Oh, that sounds like an insult.” He tickled her ribs and caused her to laugh. “I’m glad you’re feeling better, though. The sooner you’re up to speed, the better.”

      “Hey, I’m feeling pretty good.”

      “I’m glad.” His laptop dinged to signify an incoming email. “You’re still taking it easy the next few days. In fact ... .” He trailed off, his attention on the email.

      Rowan followed his gaze, frowning when she realized he looked to be staring at an invitation. “What is that?”

      “We’ve been invited to a party.”

      “Really? What kind of party? Do you think they’ll have crab legs? And, yes, before you ask, I’m still eating crab legs even though I puked them up last night. I’m not going to let a little vomit ruin my fun.”

      He smirked and pressed a kiss to her forehead before returning his attention to the invitation. “It’s not a party we’ll be attending.”

      “How come? If this is about my shoulder, I can find a dress to cover up the wound. We probably shouldn’t ignore a corporate party, especially if you want to get that fancy new suite.”

      “It’s not a corporate party. It’s a special remembrance party being thrown by the Sterlings.”

      Rowan’s mouth dropped open. “Get out. That’s so ... tacky.”

      “You mean since they arranged for you to be shot? I agree.” Quinn’s temper flared. “I just ... the gall of these people.”

      “When is it?”

      “Tomorrow night.”

      “That’s not much notice.”

      “They’ll get away with it because it’s essentially a fancy funeral. The invitation says we’re invited — well, me and a guest — because I saved them. They made a big deal of saying how important it was for them to see me.”

      “Huh.” Rowan was thoughtful as she read the invitation over his shoulder. “Maybe we should go.”

      “What?”

      “Seriously. Maybe we should go. I mean ... when are we going to get another opportunity to see all our suspects in the same room? This could be our only chance.”

      “That’s not going to happen.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because one of those animals arranged for you to be shot. I’m leaning toward Patrice, but I’m not ruling out the rest of them. There’s no way you’re going anywhere near them.”

      “And what if I feel differently?”

      “Then I’ll tie you to the bed.” He was firm as she shifted the laptop and climbed out of bed. “We’re not going to that party and that’s final. Don’t even think about trying to manipulate me to change things. It’s already decided.”

      And with that, he closed the door to conversation ... and left Rowan to stew. She wasn’t happy with his attitude. Not one little bit.
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      Rowan was still fuming the next morning when she rolled out of bed and headed straight for the bathroom.

      “Where are you going?” Quinn asked as he shifted to his back and stretched. “It’s morning. We snuggle in the morning.”

      She paused close to the bathroom door. “I’m not snuggling with you.”

      “Why not?”

      “Why do you think?”

      Quinn knew the answer, but he wasn’t sure he wanted to engage in a huge fight. “I think you’re crabby,” he said finally. “You didn’t get to eat much yesterday because I had you on lockdown. I bet you’ll feel better with a full breakfast. I’ll talk to Sally about cooking us something and delivering it.” He reached for his phone but froze when Rowan scalded him with the meanest look in her repertoire. “Or ... not.”

      “I’m not mad about the food,” she snapped. “I’m mad that you think you can tell me what to do.”

      “I ... what do you mean?” Quinn was legitimately at a loss. “Why are you so upset?”

      “I’m upset because you seem to think you’re the boss.”

      “Of what?”

      “Me.”

      “Oh, I do not,” he protested. “I happen to think I’m very enlightened. I’m all for women being equal and all that.”

      “And all that,” Rowan echoed, disdain practically dripping from her tongue. “I’m really mad at you.”

      Quinn was taken aback. “Because I kept you here yesterday? You were shot. The doctor said I should keep you quiet, which is exactly what I did. If you expect me to apologize for that ... well ... you’re going to be waiting for a long time.”

      “Not that.” Rowan’s glare was hot enough to shrink the egos of men the world over. “I’m talking about the party.”

      It took Quinn a moment to catch up with her line of thinking. “What? That’s what you’re angry about. You have to be kidding.”

      “Well, I’m not.” She folded her arms over her chest. “How can you possibly think I would be okay with you bossing me around that way? I’m not, for the record. Not even a little. I’m ticked off is what I am.”

      “I can see that.” The amusement Quinn felt earlier when he thought she was going to bark at him for doting on her fled. “What do you want me to say?”

      “I want you to say you’re going to listen to what I have to say.”

      “And what is that?”

      “I think going to the party is a good idea,” Rowan replied hurriedly, taking the opportunity to spew out all the thoughts she’d been hoarding like gold. “I know you think it’s a bad idea because you’re convinced one of them shot me, but we’ll never get an opportunity like this again. You must see that.”

      “What I see is that you’re not looking at the bigger picture,” he fired back. “Someone tried to kill you, Ro. I was there. I saw it.”

      “I saw it, too.”

      “Not from the same vantage point.” The bitter thoughts he’d been holding close to his heart erupted. “I was the one who saw it happen. I was the one who panicked, who delayed in responding. I left you vulnerable for a second shot. Luckily that didn’t happen, but I was there ... and the only reason you’re alive is because somebody screwed up.”

      Rowan was taken aback. “You can’t know that,” she said finally, adjusting her tone. “You don’t know why I was targeted. It seems to make sense that Patrice is the one who aimed a minion at me, but we don’t know that for a fact.

      “Someone could’ve seen us watching the compound,” she continued. “We looked for cameras and didn’t see any in our general vicinity, but that doesn’t mean they weren’t there and well hidden. Maybe it was someone else — like Ben or Mitchum — who called in the hit. We don’t know that it was Patrice.”

      “You’re missing the point,” he gritted out, frustrated. “It doesn’t matter who did it. They’re all going to be there. You can’t hang around at a party where a killer is on the loose.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time. I’ve been to several parties where killers have been on the guest list. A lot of them have been held on this ship.”

      “That’s different.”

      “How?”

      “Because ... .” He trailed off.

      Rowan zoomed in, triumphant. “Because you said so? And that right there is the problem. You’re not the boss of me. We’re supposed to be equal partners.”

      “We are partners. This half of the partnership can’t allow your half of the partnership to be in danger right now, though. It’s not going to happen.”

      “You don’t know that I will be in danger.” Rowan refused to back down. “Maybe I’ll just go to the party myself. What do you think about that?”

      “You weren’t invited.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The invitation was sent to me. To Quinn Davenport and guest. There is no separate invitation just for my guest.”

      Rowan hadn’t considered that possibility, which made her feel stupid. “Well ... maybe I’ll find someone else who has an invitation and be their date.”

      “Knock yourself out.” Quinn turned his attention to the ceiling. “I can’t believe I had grand dreams of spending the morning in bed. That seems like a stupid thought, huh?”

      Despite her anger, Rowan felt bad for him. He was still struggling with what happened on the beach ... and apparently blaming himself. That didn’t mean she could allow him to go alpha and control her life. “Maybe when you’re not being a butthead we can go back to our happy mornings,” she suggested. “Until then, I’m still really mad at you.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’m not backing down.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      

      QUINN STUCK TO HIS GUNS AND refused to back down regarding the party. He was so miserable with the silence in the room, though, that he bent over backwards to give her something else he knew she desperately needed.

      “How come I can come here?” Rowan asked from the passenger seat of Quinn’s borrowed car when he parked in front of the beach house shortly before noon. “How come this is allowed?”

      He held out his hands and shrugged. “Maybe I’m hoping this gesture will be enough to get me out of the doghouse.”

      She pursed her lips. “No.” Her voice was soft. “I appreciate it more than you can imagine, but I’m still mad. You’re not my dictator, Quinn.”

      “I don’t want to be your dictator.” His heart legitimately hurt. “I won’t put you in unnecessary danger, though. No matter what you think, I’m not bossing you around simply because I like being in charge. I’m bossing you around because I cannot lose you. It will kill me. That became glaringly obvious on that beach.”

      Rowan’s frustration collided with a huge ball of love, the one with his name stamped on it, that she carried around in her very core. “This is so unfair,” she lamented, fixing her eyes out the windshield. “I’m mad at you. I want to stay mad at you. I can’t if you’re going to say things like that.”

      He snickered, although the sound was hollow. “How about we call a truce for a bit, huh? You need to see your father and uncle and I need some aspirin.”

      She cast him a sidelong look. “I’m still going to be mad during the truce. I’m just not going to snap at you for a little bit.”

      “I can take that.”

      He met her in front of the car, his eyes busy on the tree line as he pushed her body in front of his. He was ready to serve as a human shield if it became necessary. Rowan didn’t miss what he was doing, but she had no idea if she should call him on his actions. For now, she opted to let it go.

      “You talked to them last night, right?” she asked as they climbed the stairs to the front porch. “They know I’m okay, don’t they?”

      “They know. They were at the hospital with me for a long time.”

      She slowed her pace. “They were? That wasn’t smart. What if someone saw them?”

      “Well, once I told them you’d been shot, there was nothing that was going to keep them from the hospital. They love you.”

      “Yeah, but ... I was barely shot.”

      “That’s not really a thing,” Quinn said as he leaned forward to press the doorbell. “If you’re shot, you’re shot. There’s no barely about it.”

      “It seems like there should be a barely.”

      “You’re just arguing to argue today, aren’t you?” He kissed her cheek. “I get that you’re feeling surly because you want to be in control, but you should take pity on your poor father. He had a meltdown the night you were shot.”

      “He did?” Rowan lifted an eyebrow as she pressed the doorbell again. She thought for sure someone would answer it right away.

      “He did,” Quinn confirmed. “He was upset because he assumed you were targeted by someone on his account. He didn’t take it well.”

      “Oh.” Rowan’s hand flew to her mouth. “I didn’t even think about that. Do you think he’s okay?”

      “He seemed okay when they left,” Quinn said as he reached for the doorbell again. “Maybe they’re not here. I should’ve called before coming, but I assumed they would be sticking close to the beach house today.”

      Something occurred to Rowan. “Maybe they left for good.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You said my father freaked out.” Her heartbeat picked up a notch as the possibility settled in. “He blamed himself. Maybe he only pretended to calm down in front of you so he could run again without you trying to stop him.”

      “Ro, no.” Even as he said the words, Quinn couldn’t stop a pang of panic from racing up his spine. It didn’t stop climbing until it grabbed him by the throat. “I ... he wouldn’t just leave. We talked about this at the hospital.”

      Rowan’s eyes widened to saucer-like proportions. “You talked about this? That means he mentioned running. How could you not tell me?”

      “He barely mentioned it,” Quinn fired back, cringing at the accusatory look in her eyes. “Sweetie, I swear I didn’t think it was a possibility. I told him my suspicions, that it was my fault.”

      “Oh, don’t start that again. It’s not your fault either. What is it with the men in my life developing martyr complexes? I freaking swear.” She stormed away from him and hopped off the front porch, rounding the corner to head to the back patio as she muttered a series of curses under her breath. “This is no one’s fault but the jerk who pulled the trigger. I just can’t even ... .”

      She continued stomping her feet against the ground until she reached the back of the house and then she pulled up short. Even though she kept telling herself during the walk that there had to be a rational explanation for what was going on, she didn’t believe it until she caught sight of her father and uncle. They sat on the beach, staring out at the water, and they looked to be deep in conversation.

      “They’re still here,” she gritted out.

      Quinn rested his hand on her back. “They are. I told you he wouldn’t leave.”

      “Yeah, well, you’re on the butthead list today. I needed to see for myself.”

      He chuckled. “I can see that.”

      She swiped at her forehead to wipe away the sweat. “I don’t think I can take it if I lose him again.” Her voice was low. “I know that’s probably not what I should be worried about right now, but I honestly can’t take it.”

      “That’s how I feel about you.” He leaned close and brushed his lips against the corner of her mouth. “We’re off our game here a little bit. We’ll figure it out, though. Right now, your father is still here. He’s not going anywhere. As for me, I’m going to run a few errands with Fred and leave you here.”

      Rowan couldn’t hide her surprise. “You’re voluntarily leaving my side?”

      “I think ‘voluntarily’ is a subjective word,” he said dryly. “You need time with your father, though. It’s best if I clear out so you’re not worried about entertaining me. Besides, I want to see what Fred’s contacts can dig up when it comes to Winchester’s plea deal. Maybe we can find enough information to void it.”

      “Is that the ultimate goal?”

      “No. The ultimate goal is to find out what really happened on that ship and then kill whoever took a shot at you.”

      “Kill?”

      “I won’t let that person live.” Quinn’s tone was icy. “I have to send a clear message here. If someone touches you, that means I go after them. I won’t back down from that.”

      The look in his eyes made Rowan uncomfortable. “For now, let’s focus on Winchester. I’m sure Fred will be able to come up with some information. I think that’s the most important thing.”

      “I’m right there with you ... for now.”

      

      PAUL AND NICK WERE HAPPY TO have Rowan for the day. They embraced the idea with enthusiasm when Quinn broached it, eagerly nodding their heads and spewing plans as Rowan got comfortable on a lounger in the shade.

      “We’ll keep her quiet,” Nick promised, amusement dancing over his features when Paul emerged from the house carrying a box fan and a glass of iced tea. “We’ll keep her cool apparently, too.”

      Quinn smirked as he watched Paul deliver the drink and plug in the fan. “She’s feeling feisty,” he said, keeping his voice low. “She wants to pick fights. I think it’s because she needs to feel as if she’s in control. What happened two nights ago was a shock to her system, and it made her realize she has very little control.

      “I don’t know what to do for her,” he continued. “I need to know she’s out of trouble, though. I plan on digging hard with Fred this afternoon. I’m almost a hundred percent positive one of the Sterlings is responsible for this. I plan on figuring out which one ... and then making him or her pay.”

      “I’ll help. As for Rowan, we’ll keep an eye on her.”

      “She needs to rest.”

      “No excursions to spy on the neighbors.” Nick mimed crossing his heart. “You have my word. We’ll make sure nothing happens to her.”

      “I’m going to make sure you keep that promise.”

      Quinn kissed Rowan goodbye, a gesture she returned even though she remained angry. Their truce was in full effect. The minute Quinn left, though, Paul started questioning Rowan.

      “Are you two fighting?”

      Rowan held out her hands and shrugged. “He’s being a baby. We’re in a truce right now, but that doesn’t change the fact that he’s a complete and total pain.”

      “And what is he being a pain about?” Nick asked as he settled on a nearby chair. He had a feeling Rowan was going to start spewing a litany of complaints — most of which were due to Quinn’s need to protect her — but when she answered, he was genuinely surprised.

      “We have this great opportunity to go after the Sterlings tonight and he refuses to even consider it.” She launched into the story. When she was done, Nick managed to keep a straight face ... but just barely. “He’s being a bully and I don’t like it. I’m not going to let him get away with it.”

      “I see.” Nick steepled his fingers.

      Since Rowan expected something more from him, she offered up a dirty look. “That’s all you have to say?”

      “What do you want me to say?”

      “That he’s being a jerk.”

      “Except he’s not,” Nick said, refusing to kowtow to Rowan’s moods. “He’s legitimately worried and I don’t blame him. Someone in that house is most likely a murderer.”

      “Yeah, but we need to figure out who it is. Can you think of another way to get up close and personal with them?”

      “Some things are more important than finding answers, Rowan,” Paul cautioned. “Your life is one of those things.”

      “Oh, you sound like Quinn.” She made a face. “I’m perfectly fine. I was barely shot.”

      “You didn’t see him at the hospital,” Nick countered. “He was this close to falling apart.” He held his thumb and index finger a hair’s breadth apart. “The only thing keeping him on his feet was his responsibility to you. He was a broken man otherwise.”

      Rowan opened her mouth and then snapped it shut, readjusting her tack quickly. “I understand he was afraid. I don’t blame him. I would’ve been afraid, too. Still, this is the best way to figure out who the guilty party is. I don’t understand why he doesn’t see that.”

      “I’m sure he does,” Nick said. “That doesn’t mean he’s willing to risk you in the pursuit. Besides, there could very well be more than one killer in that house. Three people are dead. You were shot. One person might not be responsible for all of those things.”

      “I didn’t even think of that,” Rowan muttered. “Huh. What if three or four of them joined together and planned the murders? That’s possible, right?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      “We should work it out.” She straightened in her chair. “I need a notebook.”

      “So we can solve a crime from the patio?”

      She nodded without hesitation. “Do you have a better idea?”

      “Sadly, I do not.” He heaved out a sigh and stood. “I guess it’s okay. We promised to keep you here. As long as you stay away from the Sterlings, what could possibly go wrong?”
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      “How is Rowan?”

      Fred rented a work-share space in Tierra Verde so he could have access to the internet and enough privacy to keep others who might be milling about from suspecting what he and Quinn were doing.

      “She’s okay.” Quinn sat in a chair next to Fred and focused on the laptop the private detective was working on. “Anything?”

      “I just got here myself and am booting up. Give me a second.”

      “Sure.” Quinn leaned back in his chair, his eyes landing on the small window in their work area.

      Fred’s expression was curious as he slid his friend a sidelong look. “Do you want to tell me what’s wrong?”

      Quinn shook himself out of his reverie. “What makes you think anything is wrong?”

      “Because I’ve met you. Heck, after our stint overseas, there are times I think I’m more in tune with your needs than mine.”

      “I think that sounds like a gross exaggeration.”

      “And yet you’re obviously upset,” Fred prodded. “What gives? I thought Rowan was going to be okay.”

      “She is,” Quinn replied hurriedly. “She’s going to be fine. She needed some stitches ... and she’s on antibiotics. She’s a little uncomfortable, but in two weeks she should be back to normal. In six weeks she might only have a small scar left.”

      “So, what’s the problem?” Fred was a patient man and he planned on waiting out his friend whether the mopey security chief realized it or not.

      “The problem is... she’s mad at me.” Quinn felt like a dope admitting it.

      Fred blinked his eyes several times in rapid succession. “Excuse me?” he said finally. “Did you just say she’s mad at you?”

      “I did.”

      “And that’s your problem?”

      Quinn made a groaning sound as he shook his head. “Oh, don’t give me grief. I know it sounds ridiculous.”

      “Oh, no. It doesn’t sound ridiculous at all. She’s mad at you. The world is surely coming to an end.”

      “Knock it off,” Quinn warned, extending a finger. “I can only take so much.”

      “That’s probably because she’s mad at you. Your defenses are down and you’re contemplating the meaning of the universe, which means you’ll overload if you’re expected to take much more of this.”

      “I hate you sometimes.” Quinn rubbed his forehead. “Seriously, you’re a complete and total jerk when you want to be.”

      “And you’re acting like a crybaby.” Fred refused to back down. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on and we’ll see if we can solve your problem, huh? There’s no sense moping about it instead of trying to fix it.”

      “Rowan is mad at me.”

      “So you’ve said.”

      “She’s frustrated because the Sterlings sent us an invitation to a memorial party they’re hosting at their compound tonight. She thinks we should go and see if we can unmask a killer.”

      Fred cracked a smile. “Is that how she phrased it? She’s pretty darned cute.”

      “She’s adorable,” Quinn agreed. “She’s also recovering from being shot.”

      “I hate to be the one to point out the obvious, but things could’ve been a heck of a lot worse. If you’re going to get shot, the wound she received is about as good as it gets. Er, well, other than a butt shot.”

      Quinn didn’t want to laugh. It seemed like the wrong reaction. He couldn’t stop himself, though. “That’s pretty funny.”

      “Thanks. I’m here all week.” Fred clapped his friend on the shoulder and shot him a pointed look. “She’s okay. You can’t hover. Besides, you fell in love with her because she was a go-getter and didn’t back down whenever trouble appeared. I don’t think it’s right to suddenly change the rules on her, do you?”

      “I’m not changing the rules. It simply seems to me that, after getting shot — and I don’t care if it’s a small wound or not — she should be taking it easy. She should not be wanting to immediately set off on an adventure that involves hanging around with potential killers.”

      “Oh, wow. Listen to you.” Fred’s eyebrows hopped. “I didn’t realize you were such a killjoy. Perhaps you missed your calling. You should have business cards made up that say ‘Quinn Davenport: Professional Worrywart.’ I think those would go over well.”

      Quinn scowled. “It’s not funny. No matter how you try to paint it as hysterical, it’s the exact opposite.”

      “Oh, poor baby.” Fred absently patted his hand. “I don’t know how you survive the turmoil in your life.”

      “And I’m done talking to you.” Quinn held up his hand to silence his friend. “Let’s get to digging. You got the access we were looking for, right?”

      “You mean did I manage to sweet talk one of my contacts in the police department into allowing me into the sealed files? I did. You owe me.”

      “I’m sure the secretary you sweet talked will be willing to pony up your fee soon enough.”

      “You have a point. Let’s get searching so I can find out.”

      “On that we can agree.”

      

      ROWAN ENJOYED SPENDING time with her father and uncle. Sure, they waited on her hand and foot and insisted she rest even though she was feeling fine. It was still a nice afternoon. That didn’t stop her mind from traveling to her morning argument with Quinn.

      “You need to let that go,” Nick chided as he delivered a new glass of iced tea.

      “I didn’t say anything,” Rowan protested. “How do you even know what I was thinking?”

      “Because it’s written all over your face. And, believe it or not, it’s impossible for you to hide what you’re feeling.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘impossible.’”

      “I would.”

      Rowan let loose a long-suffering sigh that caused Nick to smirk. “I can’t stop thinking about Quinn.”

      “Yes, you two are ridiculously cute together.”

      “Not that. He really irritated me this morning.”

      “Because?”

      “Because he just issued a decree without considering how I felt about it. I mean ... I’m an adult. I’ve been making decisions for a very long time. Heck, technically I started making decisions before I was an adult.”

      Paul exited the house at the same moment she uttered the statement. The look of regret on his face was profound. “I’m sorry about that.”

      Rowan rolled her eyes. “I didn’t mean for this to turn into a conversation about that again. No, seriously. I don’t mean to make you feel bad. I’m just annoyed with Quinn.”

      “Because he wants to protect you?” Nick asked gently.

      “Because he issued an edict. He didn’t voice his concerns. He just said ‘no’ and ‘because I said so’ when I argued with him. That’s not a true relationship.”

      Nick and Paul exchanged mirthful looks, amusement positively rolling off them.

      “Well, that’s one way to look at it,” Paul hedged as he took the seat next to Rowan. “The other way to look at it is that he loves you so much he can’t help but put your safety above all else.”

      Rowan’s expression was withering. “What a load of crap.”

      Nick had to press his lips together to keep from laughing. “You disagree?”

      “Of course I disagree. Quinn is supposed to be my partner, my equal. An equal doesn’t simply boss someone around and say ‘deal with it’ when there’s a complaint. That’s not a fair and equable relationship.”

      “My dear, I think you’re going to discover that ‘fair and equable’ are not words that can be ascribed to a relationship,” Nick countered. “As much as you want the balance of power to be even, that’s rarely possible.

      “In an unhealthy relationship, that power always rests with the same individual,” he continued. “In a healthy relationship, the power position continually switches between the two parties. That means you’re on top one day and he is the next. Are you saying Quinn is always in charge?”

      Rowan balked. “No.”

      “That means there are times you’re in charge.”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “So ... what’s the problem?”

      Rowan made a growling sound deep in her throat. “I hate it when you’re all ‘I’m reasonable and you’re melting down like a petulant female,’” she groused. “That’s not what’s going on.”

      “I should hope not.” Nick remained unruffled. “You’re a strong woman and I would never accuse you of being petulant ... unless you were being petulant.” His eyes twinkled with delight as she made a face. “I need you to tell me what you specifically think he did wrong, Rowan.” He steepled his fingers and rested them on his stomach. “I can’t hate the boy unless I know why I’m supposed to be doing it.”

      “I don’t want you to hate him,” Rowan said hurriedly, making a face. “I definitely don’t want you to hate him. It’s just ... he’s being bossy.”

      “I see. Would you think you were being bossy if the situations were reversed?”

      Rowan’s face was blank. “What do you mean?”

      “If Quinn were the one who was shot and he wanted to immediately head out to confront the people who did it two days later, what would you say?”

      Rowan’s mouth dropped open. “I ... you ... .”

      “That wasn’t really an answer.”

      She collected herself. “That’s because it wasn’t a fair question.” She folded her arms over her chest. “I don’t want to confront the people who shot me. That’s a ridiculous assumption.”

      “Is it?” Nick refused to back down. “Why else would you want to attend the party? You didn’t know Pat Sterling or his daughter. You’re not an investigator. Why would you want to expose yourself that way?”

      “Because they fell into our laps,” Rowan replied simply. “I was there the night they were plucked from the water. It felt like a miracle. I know that sounds simplistic, but it’s the truth. I thought we did something really good.”

      “I believe saving lives is always a good thing,” Nick agreed.

      “What if we didn’t, though?” Rowan rubbed the back of her neck as she readjusted to get more comfortable. “What if we played into their hands and helped them carry out a murder plot that they’re going to get away with?”

      “I think that you’re jumping to a lot of assumptions,” Nick responded. “First off, news hasn’t even broken that the hand belongs to Pat Sterling. Very little attention has been paid to the discovery, mind you, because people assumed it was some sort of accident at sea. The media hasn’t put together the possibility that the hand belonged to a member of the Sterling family. If they had, the police would be under pressure to release what they know. As of now, they’re merely floating ... which is a good thing.”

      Rowan knit her eyebrows. “How do you figure that?”

      “The police don’t yet want the public to know that Pat Sterling couldn’t have died the way it’s been playing out in newspapers and on television. Why do you think that is?”

      “I ... don’t know.”

      “I’m guessing it’s because they’re setting a trap,” Paul offered. “They need time to do that. Pushing the matter doesn’t benefit anyone.”

      “No, but the Sterlings are walking around as if they don’t have a care in the world. That doesn’t seem fair.”

      “I don’t think they’re doing anything of the sort,” Nick countered. “I think they’re panicking. You said yourself that Quinn informed the brother about the hand. There’s no way at least some of the Sterlings don’t understand they’re in real trouble because the story they spun is about to unravel.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that Quinn refused to listen to my suggestion and instead unilaterally decided that we weren’t going to the party. That’s not fair.”

      “Life isn’t fair,” Paul countered. “As for Quinn, I happen to agree with him on this one. It’s not safe for you there after what happened. He made the right decision.”

      “That’s the point, though,” Rowan snapped. “He made the decision. We’re supposed to make those decisions together.”

      “Don’t you think you’re being a little hard on him?” Nick queried. “I mean, after all, he’s doing what he feels is best for you. He’s not perfect, but he’s trying really hard to make sure you’re safe. You can’t hate his motives.”

      “Just his methods,” Rowan agreed. “I really hate his methods.”

      “Well, I suggest you give him a little time to calm down,” Paul supplied. “I’m willing to bet that, once he calms down and gets over the fear he felt when you were injured, that he’s going come to his senses and remember that your particular partnership only works if you both give and take with regular frequency.”

      That wasn’t the answer Rowan wanted to hear. “I thought you guys would tell me he was stupid and agree that he should stop being a jerk.”

      Paul chuckled. “Sometimes life doesn’t turn out how you think it’s going to. I can’t agree with you simply to agree with you. In this instance, I believe Quinn is right, though. His methods may be ham-handed, but his love for you is true. Perhaps you should give him a break.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She moved her neck and then tapped the pad she was doodling on. “Come on. Let’s go back to brainstorming about the Sterlings. I figure at least two of them have to be involved, maybe more. We need to figure out what’s going on.”

      “Of course we do.” Nick’s lips curved as he shook his head. “You are a true joy sometimes, Rowan. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “I tell myself that every day.”

      “Good enough.”

      

      QUINN AND FRED WADED THROUGH eight files before they found what they were looking for regarding Winchester’s smuggling arrest. It was buried in the case files of one Ronald Richter, a detective who had since retired. His files were a mess, but Quinn eventually discovered the one document that would ultimately allow them to see the bigger picture.

      “Here it is.” He furrowed his brow as he read aloud. “‘When confronted with the evidence, Winchester agreed to act as a spy. It was his idea, as long as he got a deal. I wanted to arrest him, but the prosecutor said we needed help, so Winchester became our inside man.’”

      “I don’t think that’s surprising,” Fred noted. “We’ve known the guy is a weasel since the start. He’s clearly the sort of man who will turn on whoever is necessary to save his own neck.”

      “Right.” Quinn pursed his lips. “There’s another notation here. It says Winchester volunteered inside information within thirty minutes of being questioned. Richter says that he thinks Winchester always had this in his back pocket as an escape route.”

      “Also not that surprising. If I were in Winchester’s position, I totally would’ve done the same thing.”

      “The difference is, you would’ve never done what Winchester did.”

      “I would like to think so,” Fred countered. “I hold myself up to a certain moral standard. Still, if times were desperate and I had family to take care of, I might’ve done the same thing. I can’t say otherwise without being in his position.”

      “I can say otherwise.” Quinn was firm. “That’s not who you are. You’re a good guy and you always try to do the right thing.”

      “Yeah, well ... .”

      “Here’s another notation.” Quinn was fascinated by the file and couldn’t look away. “‘I argued with the prosecutor about giving Winchester such a lenient deal, but it’s too late. They’ve both already signed off on it.’”

      “That’s one of Richter’s personal notes, right?”

      Quinn nodded. “Yup. He wrote it in the margins. He must’ve been agitated and wanted to mark it all down for posterity in case someone dug in the records again, which would only happen if Winchester was being investigated.”

      “He wanted to make sure he wasn’t seen as the bad guy.”

      “Exactly.” Quinn scrubbed his cheeks as he clicked to the next page. The original documents had been scanned in and were PDFs, which meant they couldn’t be changed, and he was fascinated to read about Richter’s growing agitation. “Here’s another one. He says he had to meet with Winchester, who was late because he was seeing his daughter. He says Winchester only cares about being a father when it’s convenient.”

      Fred’s forehead wrinkled. “Father? Did we know he was a father?”

      “No. He didn’t mention it and I don’t remember seeing it in his records.”

      “So, what happened to his kid?”

      “That’s a very good question.” Quinn flipped another page as Fred started typing on his phone. “Can you get information on birth records?”

      “Yeah. I pay to be part of that database. Let me see what I can find.”

      “If Winchester really does have a daughter, I’m betting he used her as an excuse for what he was doing,” Quinn mused. “I mean, you said it yourself. If you were in a bad position and had dependents to take care of, you don’t know what you would do. I argue that Winchester would’ve done what he did regardless, but the kid served as a crutch of sorts.”

      “I can totally see that happening,” Fred agreed, his eyes fixated on his phone. “Here we go. I found the birth record. It’s for a girl. She’s in her twenties. He’s listed on the birth certificate.”

      “What’s her name?”

      “Um ... huh.”

      Quinn arched an eyebrow. “That sounds like a loaded ‘huh.’”

      “It’s a ‘well, this is interesting’ huh.”

      “Lay it on me.”

      “Winchester’s daughter doesn’t share his last name,” Fred supplied. “She took her mother’s last name.”

      “Okay.”

      “It’s Ariel Coltraine.”

      Whatever Quinn was expecting, that wasn’t it. “Seriously?”

      “Yup.”

      “Well, that’s ... interesting.”

      “You think?” Fred restlessly tapped his fingers on the desktop. “Winchester is crooked and dating the family matriarch behind the husband’s back. Ariel has a wonky record, isn’t exactly a paragon of virtue herself, and is sleeping with the rich son who is supposed to be getting married in a few weeks.”

      “This has ‘elaborate scam’ written all over it.”

      “What was your first clue?” Fred inclined his chin toward the computer. “Keep digging. I bet there’s more.”

      Quinn didn’t doubt that, and for the first time in days, he felt as if they were finally getting somewhere. “Maybe the party isn’t such a bad idea after all. It is going to be out in the open.”

      “I knew you would see things her way eventually. You’re a big marshmallow where she’s concerned.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.”
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      Quinn thought he’d put his foot down where the party was concerned. He was convinced taking Rowan was a mistake and had no intention of playing into her pouty nature.

      Then he found Ariel was Winchester’s daughter and he couldn’t stop thinking about the possibilities.

      That’s when he decided to act.

      Rowan was eating lunch with her father and uncle — grilled scallops with corn and potatoes — when Quinn returned. He had a huge garment bag in his hands and Fred in tow.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, legitimately curious. “Are you here to force me into a bulletproof jacket or something? If so, don’t bother. I’m not wearing it.”

      Quinn bit back a sigh and reminded himself she had a right to her feelings. Her face was set, resolute, and he was almost positive he was about to make a big mistake. That didn’t stop him from plunging headlong into trouble.

      “This is a party dress.” Quinn shoved it toward her. “I found myself at the mall an hour ago and figured you would need something to wear to the memorial ceremony.”

      Rowan accepted the garment bag but her confusion was evident. “I don’t understand.”

      “I’m taking you to the memorial.”

      “I ... but ... .” Rowan shifted her eyes to Nick and Paul. “Is this some sort of elaborate prank I don’t understand?”

      “Not last time I checked,” Paul replied dryly. “If it is, I’ve never heard of it. Of course, your mother and I didn’t play relationship games like that. We were adults.”

      Quinn shot him a dirty look. “I’m not playing games. I’m here to give her what she wants.”

      “Which means taking her to the memorial?” Nick asked, befuddled.

      “Pretty much.”

      “But ... is that safe?”

      Quinn thought about lying — he understood why Nick and Paul were most likely worried — but ultimately that wasn’t the precedent he wanted to set. “Nothing in this world is completely safe.”

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “I know, but that’s the only answer I have.” Quinn opted to lay all of his cards on the table. “Fred and I managed to get a look at the files from Winchester’s smuggling days. Everything was pretty much exactly how we expected it ... except for the part where Winchester had a daughter.”

      “He has a daughter?” Rowan popped another scallop in her mouth, which made Quinn smile because she used her fingers. Even two days after being shot, after they’d spent the better part of the morning fighting, she still had an appetite and loved her seafood. That was one of his favorite things about her. Nothing could keep her down.

      “He does,” Fred confirmed. “Do you want to know who it is?”

      “I’m almost afraid to hear it,” Rowan admitted. “It must be someone good. Wait ... is it that chick we saw on the news the other day? You know the one I’m talking about, right? The one who seduced all those married rich men and stole their credit cards. It’s her, isn’t it?”

      “No, but that would be a funny twist. It’s Ariel Coltraine.”

      Rowan almost tripped over her own tongue. “What?”

      “Ariel Coltraine,” he repeated. “She kept her mother’s name, but it’s definitely her. Once we knew to look, it wasn’t hard to track the birth records.”

      “But ... I don’t understand.” Rowan’s mind was a busy place as she ran the new information through it. “If Ariel is Winchester’s daughter then ... something very odd is going on at that compound.”

      “That’s why we’re going to the memorial.” Quinn sucked in a calming breath. “I don’t agree that I was bossing you around. I get why you were upset, but I think I have a right to voice my concerns.”

      Rowan wasn’t a fan of having this conversation in front of her father and uncle — let alone Fred, who seemed to be enjoying himself — but she didn’t see a way around it. “You didn’t voice your concerns. You demanded I agree with you. You also insisted that I do exactly what you instructed, which isn’t how I see this relationship going. You need to listen to me when I speak.”

      “And you don’t think I do that?”

      “Generally you do,” she answered hurriedly. “You’re usually the most easygoing guy alive. When you’re concerned about my well-being, you sit me down and we talk about it. That’s how things are supposed to be. You don’t bark out orders and expect me to come to heel.”

      Quinn didn’t like how she phrased it. “Sweetie ... .”

      She held up a hand to silence him. “I love you. It’s not like I think you’re a bad guy or anything. We need to come to a meeting of the minds, though. That’s all there is to it.”

      He sighed as he regarded her. “I get that.” He chose his words carefully. “You have to understand what it was like when you were shot, though.”

      “Barely shot,” she grumbled.

      He extended a warning finger. “Stop saying that. You have no idea how much I hate it when you say that. You were shot. There’s no such thing as barely in the hospital ... or barely drugged to keep you from feeling the pain. You were freaking shot.”

      “Fine. I was shot.”

      “And I was the one with you when it happened,” he said. “I’m trained to react in situations like that. I’m not supposed to freeze ... and yet that’s exactly what I did.”

      Rowan stilled, surprised. This was the first time he’d phrased it that way, although he’d come relatively close two other times. “I’m sorry that you’re so upset about that,” she said finally, fingering another scallop as she regarded him. “I can’t go back and fix that, though. I don’t want you ever feeling fear. What happened was terrible, but we came out the other side. That’s the important thing, right?”

      “It feels as if there should be multiple ‘important’ things.” He used the appropriate air quotes. “I want you safe. That being said, I realize that we’ve been doing things as an investigative duo for months now. You’re used to us working together and not being shut out. That’s important ... to both of us.”

      “So, just like that you’re going to give up being an overbearing louse and take me to the party?” Rowan remained dubious. “Why do I think that sounds nothing like you?”

      “Because you’re a smart girl.” He cracked a smile. “We’re going to the party. It’s going to be held on the compound and there will be multiple law enforcement representatives there. Fred already called his contacts and checked. None of them are on the guest list, but several have been able to finagle dates with those who have been invited.”

      “Oh.” Rowan’s forehead wrinkled as she absorbed the new information. “I guess I don’t know what to say to that. Do you think that means the cops have something planned for the memorial?”

      Quinn held his hands palms out and shrugged. “I honestly have no idea,” he said. “From our perspective, it doesn’t matter. They’ll be there and we’re going to be very careful to make sure we’re not isolated. That means you’re sticking with me at all times. If you have to go to the bathroom, I’ll be standing directly outside the door. Nuh-uh. No lip.” He wiggled his finger.

      “You have to promise to stick close to me no matter what if this is going to work,” he continued. “I’m willing to meet you halfway, admit I was a bit of a jerk earlier, and move past it. You have to meet me halfway, too.”

      Rowan clutched the garment bag a little tighter. “And if I agree to stick close to you, we’re really going?”

      “Yeah. We’re not the only ones either.” He jerked his thumb toward Fred. “We’ll have additional backup with us. Also, I was thinking your father and Nick could watch everything happening in the compound from the spot we visited the other day. Having a couple extra sets of eyes on our team can’t possibly hurt.”

      “I think that sounds fair,” Paul offered. “I wouldn’t mind going to the memorial service myself, but I know that will be a mistake.”

      “Definitely, because there will be news cameras on the premises,” Quinn said. “I’ve already checked. The media is being allowed on the grounds for a seaside service. They’re not being allowed inside. Still, that won’t stop them from trying to sneak around. You need to be very careful.”

      “And if someone catches you hanging out close to the property, pretend to be a looky-loo,” Fred instructed. “Act like you’re there because you like the pomp and circumstance of it all. Don’t let on anything else is happening.”

      “I think we can handle that,” Nick said. “How long do you expect to be inside?”

      “I have no idea,” Quinn replied. “I want to get close enough to watch Ariel and Winchester interact, though. I’d also like a face-to-face with Patrice if we can swing it.”

      “Do you think she’ll be stupid enough to say something to you?” Paul asked. “I mean ... if she’s the one to blame for what happened to Rowan, do you think she’ll simply own up to it?”

      “Probably not. That doesn’t mean I don’t want to see her reaction.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Rowan popped another scallop in her mouth and then turned her full attention to the garment bag. “Just out of curiosity, how did you know what sort of dress to pick for me?” She was almost scared to look inside. “I mean ... you didn’t pick out something weird, did you?”

      Quinn thought about torturing her, but it seemed unnecessary. “I called Sally and sent her snapshots of dresses. Fred and I were quite the hit while shopping in the boutique, by the way. The woman who helped us thought we were out of our minds.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Fred said dryly. “I’m taking her out for dinner tomorrow night.”

      “You asked her out?” Quinn was incredulous. “When did that happen?”

      “When you were double-checking the sizes on the dresses. Trust me. Trisha and her flirty smile are going to be all over me come tomorrow.”

      “That sounds ... lovely.”

      “So ... Sally helped you pick it out, huh?” Rowan’s lips curved. “I hope she remembered I need something that will cover up my shoulder. Sally tends to go skimpy.”

      “I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

      Her eyes were clear when they met his. “This is a nice compromise,” she said finally. “I’m sorry you’re still struggling with what happened to me. I wish you wouldn’t blame yourself, but that doesn’t seem to be how you roll.”

      “No,” he agreed. “I like flogging myself on a regular basis. That’s simply who I am.”

      She giggled despite herself. “Does that mean we’ve made up?”

      “Other than a few details.” He cast a quick look toward Paul and then changed course. He had no intention of talking about those “details” in front of his girlfriend’s father. “You should finish your lunch and then get dressed. We only have two hours to spare and I want to make sure the dress fits.”

      “I think that can be arranged.”

      “Good.” He moved to say something to Fred, but Rowan stopped him with a hand on his wrist as she drew closer. “Thank you.”

      He was caught off guard by the heartfelt expression on her face. “For what?”

      “For knowing what I need and giving it to me. That took a lot of courage.”

      “I’m going to be watching you like a hawk,” he cautioned. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I want to be very clear on that.”

      “I know. I’ll be good. I promise.”

      “Then that’s all I care about.”

      “You care about one other thing.” Her voice was barely a whisper when she rolled to the balls of her feet and pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth. “You care about that.”

      “I definitely do,” he agreed, smirking. “Now, get moving. I want to see you in that dress as soon as possible.”

      “Yes, sir.” She sent him a saucy wink as she headed toward the bathroom. “I’m kind of terrified to see what you picked out. If I look like a Kardashian I’m totally going to melt down.”

      “That makes two of us. Just ... go. I think you’re going to be pleasantly surprised.”

      

      QUINN MIGHT NOT HAVE EVER PICKED out a dress before, but the one Rowan found herself clad in was something out of a dream. It was clearly expensive — he’d apparently decided price was no object — and it fit her like a glove.

      “I don’t understand how you managed to get something so perfect,” she gushed as he led her inside the Sterling mansion hours later. “It’s as if it was made for me.”

      Even though they were on a serious excursion, Quinn couldn’t stop himself from smiling. “Believe it or not, I lucked out. I was frozen with fear when I was in that store. Sally told me to pick five dresses I liked and send her photos. She narrowed it down to two dresses and I picked the final one. She seemed to know your size, which was good, because I thought for sure I would buy something too big and you would feel insulted.”

      Rowan barked out a laugh as she snagged a glass of fizzy water from a nearby tray. “That sounds about right. I don’t know how Sally did it, but she picked the perfect size.”

      “I believe she went into your closet and double-checked. I gave her the okay to have a keycard made for entry. If that upsets you ... well ... you can spank me later. She guessed the right size from the start, though, and only had to confirm it.”

      “I’ll consider doing the spanking thing later.” She sipped the water and tilted her head as she regarded the crowd. “There are a lot of people here. Who do you think was invited?”

      “That’s a good question.” Quinn slipped his arm around her narrow waist and surveyed those in attendance. “There’s a lot of fancy dresses and suits here,” he said after a beat. “I’m betting most of these people are society friends.”

      “Like the other members of the one percent who live in the area?”

      “Pretty much.”

      They lapsed into silence for a few minutes, both of them content to people watch as they sipped carbonated water and watched for familiar faces. Rowan was the first to break it.

      “There’s Fred.” She inclined her chin rather than point. “Who is he with?”

      “I have no idea,” Quinn smirked when he saw his friend decked out in an expensive suit. The blonde he was with was tall and willowy ... and looked barely old enough to drink. “He always manages to find a date somewhere. He didn’t have any problem arranging this when I suggested he come with us.”

      “I’m guessing he’s a popular guy because of what he does,” Rowan mused. “Most women probably find him dashing and daring because he solves crimes.”

      “He spends most of his time tracking down cheating husbands. I don’t know how dashing and daring that is.”

      “Most women only see the romance of it, not the reality. From their perspective, he’s probably a catch. I mean ... he does own his own business.”

      “Yes, he’s a veritable prince among men.” Quinn brushed his lips over Rowan’s ear when she giggled and turned his attention to the other side of the room. There, to his utter surprise, Detective Morgan stood with a woman on his arm. He made no effort to hide the fact that he was staring at Quinn. “Well, that’s interesting.”

      “What’s interesting?” Rowan followed his gaze and frowned. “Who is that? I feel as if I should know who that is.”

      “It’s the detective who was called to the beach right after your shooting. He visited you in the hospital, although you were still a little dazed at the time.”

      “Oh.” Rowan had no idea what to make of the answer. “What do you think he’s doing here? Is he a friend of the family?”

      “I’m not sure.” Quinn’s mind was busy. “I guess it’s possible. It’s also possible that he’s here as one of the undercover officers. I don’t know.”

      “You didn’t like him, though, right?”

      “Definitely not.”

      “So ... maybe he’s on the Sterlings’ payroll. That would be a real kick in the pants, huh.”

      Quinn could think of a few other words to describe that potential outcome. “It would be ... something.” He licked his lips and moved his attention to a set of double doors on the other side of the room. There, Patrice and Ben breezed into the room. They were decked out in expensive clothing and looked as if they were attending a ball instead of a memorial.

      “Well, there’s the duo of the hour,” Rowan noted, grimacing. “They almost look as if they’re on a date, don’t they?”

      “They’re projecting a united front,” Quinn murmured, shaking his head. “They want the world to see them as a damaged family. That’s what they’re doing.”

      “That means they have to know about the hand, right? They have to know that the cops are going to start spreading stories about them to the media.”

      “I’m guessing that’s the reason they’re doing this the way they are,” Quinn agreed, bobbing his head. “They want people to feel sorry for them. This entire evening will be about them and how they’re suffering.”

      “But at least one of them is lying.”

      “Definitely. We have to figure out which one ... and why we were invited. I’m guessing it’s not just because I was the one who plucked them from the water.”

      “They’re going to try to talk to you at some point,” Rowan noted. “Will you go with them if they ask?”

      “I won’t go anyplace that isn’t public.” Quinn was firm. “They might think they can fool me, but I’ve got news for them.”

      “When do you think they’ll approach?”

      “They won’t wait long. They’ll want to make sure that they have the proper time to work me.”

      “Then we should be on the lookout.”

      “Definitely.”
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      Rowan remained close to Quinn as the memorial gathering picked up steam. The event itself seemed odd to her, as if they were trapped in a scripted television show rather than a real-life opportunity to mourn the passing of three people who were well-loved and respected. In fact, the longer she stood in the room with people pretending they were sad, the more uncomfortable she got.

      “It’s a performance,” she said after a few minutes.

      “What is?”

      “All of it.” She turned to their left. “Those people over there, they’re neighbors. I heard them. They live down the beach. They don’t even know the Sterlings but have always wanted to see inside the house. They’re also excited the cameras are outside, because they think they’ll be able to watch themselves on television later tonight.”

      “I heard some of what they were saying,” he confided. “They’re not our sort of people. I think we can say that with absolute certainty.”

      “Definitely,” she agreed. “It’s still frustrating. People make jokes about how the other half lives, but I don’t see how anyone can live like this. I mean ... look at those women. They’re all watching Ben, and I don’t think it’s because they’re trying to join in his grief. They want to catch his attention.”

      Quinn followed her gaze, his eyes practically bugging out of his head when he recognized the women she was talking about. Two of them were wearing necklines so revealing they basically plunged to belly button level. “Wow.”

      Rowan slid her eyes to him. “Wow what?”

      “Just ... wow.”

      She couldn’t tamp down her suspicion. “Look-at-those-boobs wow?”

      He clamped his lips together as he turned to look at her, amusement running rampant over his features. “That’s not exactly what I was thinking,” he hedged. “Now that you brought it up, though, they’re kind of out there and it’s difficult to look away.”

      Rowan made a growling sound in the back of her throat. “Perhaps you should try.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.” His hand was warm when it landed on her back and he gave her a reassuring rub. “I would much rather look at you than them any day of the week.”

      “It’s a little too late to try and save yourself.”

      “It’s never too late.”

      Rowan and Quinn remained where they were another twenty minutes. Once they realized Patrice and Ben were starting to herd people outside for the memorial, though, they switched tactics.

      “Don’t get separated from me,” Quinn warned as he gripped her hand tightly. The crowd was beginning to thicken as people pressed toward the front door. “This is important. You stay close. In fact ... .” He wasn’t going to risk being separated from her for anything, which is why he shifted her in front of him and pressed his front to her back.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, confused.

      “I’m making sure we’re not separated.”

      “It kind of looks like you’re molesting me.”

      Quinn opened his mouth to argue and then snapped it shut. She wasn’t wrong. Still, he had no intention of putting distance between them. “Suck it up,” he said after a beat. “It’s just until we get outside. Think of it as flirting.”

      “At a memorial service?”

      “I’m sure there are people who pick up women at memorial services; grief making strange bedfellows and all that. Don’t give me lip.”

      Quinn didn’t allow himself to relax until they were both through the door. Then, because there seemed to be a stampede for good seats in the garden — where hundreds of wooden chairs had been erected in the middle of a sea of white flowers — Quinn pulled Rowan to the side so they could watch the show.

      “This is ... horrible,” Rowan commented after a few minutes. “Those two women over there are arguing to see who gets the aisle seat.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” Quinn trailed off when he caught a set of eyes watching him with unveiled interest. He forgot what he was going to say as he met Mitchum’s gaze head-on. The older man was making no attempt to hide the fact that he was watching them.

      “We have a fan,” Quinn noted as he slipped his arm around Rowan’s waist.

      She followed his gaze. “He doesn’t look happy, does he?”

      “No.”

      “Do you think we should talk to him?”

      That was exactly what Quinn was wondering. Finally, he made up his mind and crossed to the other side of the driveway, Rowan pressed close to his side. “Mr. Sterling.” He bobbed his head in greeting. “It’s nice to see you again, although these aren’t the best of circumstances. Thank you for the invitation.”

      Mitchum’s expression was grave. “I thought it only fitting that you be invited. You did save seventy-five percent of my family, after all.”

      Quinn rubbed his forehead. “That’s an odd thing to keep track of, especially in that manner.”

      “Yes, well, I’m an odd sort of guy. That’s what people tell me anyway.”

      “Uh-huh.” Quinn was at a loss how he wanted to proceed. Rowan’s words were echoing in his head, about how this might be their only chance, and he happened to agree with her. He simply couldn’t let things slide. “Does Leona think you’re an odd man?”

      Mitchum’s demeanor shifted quickly. “Excuse me?” His eyes were cold and seemed to bore into Quinn’s very soul.

      “You heard me.” Quinn had no intention of backing down. All he had to think about was Rowan lying on the beach, her eyes glassy and glazed as blood seeped from her shoulder and his heart threatened to pound out of his chest. “I’m aware of your relationship with Leona.”

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “And I’m sure that these games benefit absolutely no one,” Quinn fired back. “I don’t appreciate being treated like an idiot. For the record, I know what’s going on here.”

      “Oh, yeah? And what is that?”

      “You’re sleeping with Leona. Patrice is sleeping with Byron. Ben is having an affair with Ariel. Oh, and Ariel is Byron’s daughter.”

      With each dropped anvil, Quinn watched Mitchum’s face for signs that he was surprised. It wasn’t until the final revelation that the man finally responded.

      “You didn’t realize that, did you?” Quinn made a tsking sound with his tongue as he shook his head. “I think some of your inner circle has been playing you.”

      Mitchum recovered quickly. “And what makes you say that?”

      “I’m a trained investigator,” Quinn replied simply. “And you’re in over your head.”

      Mitchum averted his gaze. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “No? Then let me explain it to you.” Quinn glanced around to make sure nobody was within hearing distance. Since all the guests had flocked to the chairs across the way, he relaxed his stance and focused solely on Mitchum. “Your brother wasn’t killed on that ship. I don’t know if he was ever on it. He was killed here, dragged out to sea, and dismembered.”

      “That is ridiculous.”

      “Do you think? The hand that was found belonged to him. There’s no way it washed up on the beach here after being lost at sea on the other side of the state.”

      “That hand was planted.”

      “Really?” Despite the serious nature of the situation, Quinn found himself amused. “How did someone manage to get your brother’s hand and plant it on the beach when he supposedly went down with the ship on the east coast?”

      “I ... .” Mitchum trailed off.

      “I don’t know if you’re involved in all of this,” Quinn said, opting for the truth. “Part of me wants to believe that you’re being snowed, that your sister-in-law is pulling the wool over your eyes. It’s hard for me to understand how you could turn on your brother that way ... and your niece. I don’t trust you, though, so I guess I need to accept the truth.”

      “And what’s the truth?”

      “You helped kill your brother. I don’t understand why.”

      “I would never.” Mitchum viciously swore under his breath as he glanced around. “We can’t have this discussion here.”

      “If you think I’m going somewhere with you, you’re crazy,” Quinn shot back. “After what your family pulled, shooting my girlfriend, I’ll kill you before I put her in danger again.”

      This time the confusion that stretched across Mitchum’s features was obvious. “What are you even talking about?”

      “Rowan.” Quinn jerked his thumb in her direction. “We were on the beach the other night when someone took a shot at us. She was hit.”

      “She looks okay to me.”

      “Looks can be deceiving.”

      “Hey now.” Rowan lifted a finger to quiet the two men. “I look awesome. I mean ... check out my dress.”

      Quinn couldn’t resist grinning at her. “You look beautiful, Ro. No one can say otherwise.”

      “Who cares about her dress?” Mitchum’s temper was on full display. “I want to know what you’re talking about, and I want to know right now.”

      Quinn drew his eyebrows together as he regarded the man for a long beat. Finally, he made up his mind. “Move over there,” he suggested, pointing toward a spot in the shade. They were still out in the open, still within hearing distance should someone try to attack, but they were also separated from the bulk of the crowd should they grow curious and focus on the argument rather than the memorial service.

      “Fine.” Mitchum threw his hands up in the air and stomped in that direction, not stopping until he was out of the sun and nose-to-nose with Quinn. “Explain yourself.”

      “I don’t have to explain myself.” Quinn was calm despite the heightened circumstances. “I’m not the one protecting killers.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “No? Your brother’s hand was found on this side of the state. That means he died on this side of the state. Your sister-in-law, nephew, and several other people were pulled out of the water on the other side of the state. They told a terrifying tale of survival that night ... and I completely believed them. Now, though, it’s become apparent that story was fabricated.”

      “But ... no.” Mitchum shook his head. “That doesn’t make any sense. People saw my brother get on the boat. There were witnesses.”

      “Who?”

      “I ... um ... .”

      “There weren’t any witnesses,” Quinn stressed. “I checked. Everyone who was supposed to be getting on the boat said their goodbyes at the restaurant. Then they were escorted to the ship, which was miles away.”

      “That doesn’t mean my brother didn’t get on the ship.”

      “Then what happened?” Rowan broke in. “How did his hand end up in the water off the compound? He had to be killed here. The police say the hand was removed either before his death or directly after. That means he was alive over here.”

      “They told you that?” Mitchum arched an eyebrow. “I called them after our previous conversation. They were agitated that I had inside information. They swore they didn’t tell the people who discovered the hand anything ... so how do you know that?”

      “Because I’m a man who knows people who know people,” Quinn replied simply. “Gathering information like that isn’t difficult.”

      “But ... nothing you’re telling me makes sense.” Mitchum was adamant. “My brother was a good man. He wasn’t perfect. I would never say otherwise. He was strong and decent, though. Why would anyone want to kill him?”

      “Your brother was also in financial trouble,” Quinn argued. “He was bleeding money. You lost out on important defense contracts. The oil business has been floundering under new environmental rules. According to the financial statements I’ve been able to pull, he owed more on this compound than it’s worth.”

      “It seems you’ve been busy.”

      “I have been,” Quinn agreed, turning quickly when he heard footsteps on the packed earth. He wasn’t surprised to find Ben joining their small group. “Speaking of busy, there’s the man of the hour.” He forced a crooked grin. “How is Ariel? I have a few questions I want to ask her.”

      “I ... what?” Unlike Mitchum, Ben was a bad liar. His cheeks immediately flooded with color and his discomfort was obvious as his gaze bounced between faces. “What did he say?”

      “Stop fumbling with your words, Ben,” Mitchum growled. “You’re making yourself look like an idiot.”

      “I don’t understand.” Ben wrung his hands. “What is going on?”

      “Why did you agree to marry Vicky?” Rowan asked out of the blue, taking everyone by surprise. “You obviously don’t love her. Did you agree because it was expected?”

      “I ... .”

      “Don’t say a word, Ben,” Mitchum instructed. “They’re trying to trap you.”

      “We’re honestly not,” Quinn countered. “We don’t need to trap you. We’ve figured most of it out ... except for how Barbara and Pat really died.”

      “And who did it,” Rowan added.

      “I don’t think it’s as easy as you make it sound,” Mitchum countered. “You’re asking for the impossible.”

      “I don’t think we are. We simply want the truth.”

      “And what will you give us in return?” Ben asked, finding his bravado. “Will you leave us alone? Do you expect us to pay you so you’ll go on your merry way?”

      “We don’t want money.” Quinn was matter-of-fact. “We only want the truth. Money is inconsequential to us.”

      “Money is inconsequential to no one,” Mitchum shot back.

      “That’s probably true, in your narrow view. That’s not true from where we’re coming from, though.” Quinn rolled his neck. “It doesn’t matter, though. You’re not going to get away with it. You already know that, Mitchum. I can see the panic on your face. There’s no way to explain Pat’s hand being found on the beach here.”

      “What?” Ben was incredulous, his mouth agape. “What is he talking about?”

      “It’s nothing,” Mitchum said hurriedly.

      “It’s something,” Ben countered. “How could Dad’s hand be found on the beach? You were supposed to take care of things and make sure nothing like this happened. You promised.”

      And just like that, the mask of civility fell from Mitchum’s face. “Are you stupid?” He cuffed Ben so hard it echoed throughout the small area. “Do you think before you speak?”

      Ben reared back and glared at his uncle. “I didn’t mean to say that.”

      “Oh, you never mean to say things.” Mitchum rolled his eyes to the sky. “This is a nightmare. I told them from the start that this would blow up in their faces. They were determined to see it through, though. There was no talking them out of it.”

      “So, you were involved in your brother’s death,” Quinn surmised, his stomach rolling.

      “We had no choice.” Mitchum rubbed his cheeks with both hands. “We’re in a pickle. The family money is all but gone. We need the infusion of the insurance funds on Pat and Barbara to save everything we’ve worked so hard for.”

      “You killed Barbara for the money, too?” Rowan was horrified. “I thought maybe she caught you in the act and you had no choice but to kill her. This is so much worse.”

      “Oh, don’t get all high and mighty,” Ben snapped. “My sister was a drain on this family. She was a lesbian, for crying out loud. She wasn’t even going to carry on the family name ... and she kept spending money left and right on her bohemian charities. I mean ... charity begins at home, right? She never believed that, though.”

      “Did you kill Carly to keep her quiet?”

      “Carly never would’ve gone along with the plan and since she was supposed to be on the boat with all of us, we had to take her out, too.”

      “Just go ahead and tell them everything, Ben,” Mitchum drawled. “Way to be smart, son. Geez. You’re such a moron.”

      Ben turned sheepish. “They already know.”

      “We don’t know all of it,” Quinn countered. “We don’t know exactly what happened on that ship.”

      “Why does that even matter?” Mitchum challenged. “We’re going to pay you off. We don’t have a choice. The hows and whys mean nothing.”

      “They mean something to us ... and we don’t want your money.” Quinn was firm. “Besides, you don’t have the money to pay us off.”

      “Not now,” Ben agreed. “As soon as the life insurance policies pay out, though, we’re swimming in it again. That’s good ... because I need a boat now that the old one is gone.”

      Quinn’s distaste for the man grew in leaps and bounds. “Well ... how nice for you.” He rolled his eyes until they landed on Rowan. “Do you want to be the one to explain it, or should I?”

      “I want to.”

      “Knock yourself out.”

      Rowan grinned broadly at the two men. “You guys aren’t getting an insurance payout. Do you want to know why? Because you said Pat died in a freak boating accident in the Atlantic Ocean and his hand was found on the beach in the Gulf. There’s no way those stories reconcile ... so the insurance company won’t pay out.”

      “But they have to pay out,” Ben protested. “If they don’t, we’re still in the same predicament as before ... and no one wants that.”

      “I don’t know what to tell you.”

      Ben blinked several times in rapid succession and then turned his eyes to Mitchum. “They’re wrong, right?”

      Mitchum was resigned as he shook his head. “No. They’re not wrong.”

      “You weren’t on the ship,” Quinn noted. “You were back here the entire time. Did you arrange for your brother and niece to be removed from the Serendipity?”

      He nodded stiffly. “You catch on quickly. That was the general plan. They were supposed to set sail. We knew the route and met them a mile off shore. We collected Barbara, Carly, and Pat and transported them to waiting vehicles on the beach.”

      “Did your brother know you were involved?”

      He swallowed hard and bobbed his head. “I figured I owed him that. Oddly enough, he understood why I was doing what I was doing.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “What about Barbara and Carly?” Rowan challenged. “Did they understand?”

      “No. They begged for their lives.”

      “Did you take their lives personally?” Quinn queried.

      “I did not. I might be a monster, but I don’t have that in me. We hired professionals. They were supposed to take them deep out to sea, so far there was no chance they would ever be found. While that was going on, Patrice and the others were supposed to be sailing south so they could scuttle the boat. We got private cottages on a beach where we could pay with cash. No electricity. No running water. Rustic living with no televisions. They were supposed to wait it out for a week and a half, wait until everyone was in a frenzy that I created, and then be discovered.”

      “So your brother and niece were murdered here and driven out to sea by lazy killers,” Quinn mused. “The rest of the family hid in a hotel and then took the rescue raft into the water.”

      “Not exactly,” Mitchum countered. “We hired a boat to drag them out. We kept the rescue raft from the Serendipity before we sank it. The plan was they should be on the water for several hours, long enough to get sunburn, and then be discovered. We thought we knew the route of a cruise ship. Byron swore up and down he was familiar with it because he used to run it.”

      “Ah.” The missing pieces slid into place for Quinn. “You missed the first boat, the one with Byron’s former employer.”

      “They missed days’ worth of boats. I was starting to get worried. I couldn’t communicate with them for obvious reasons. I thought something had gone terribly wrong ... and then a miracle happened. You plucked them out of the water. They were a little worse for wear, but that sold the story even more.”

      “It was a good story,” Quinn noted. “If the hand hadn’t washed up, you probably would’ve gotten away with it.”

      “Yeah, well, live and learn.” Mitchum pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead. “I need to talk to the police. I should be first.”

      Ben balked. “We can’t talk to the police. We need to lawyer up.”

      “Your uncle understands the truth of the situation,” Quinn countered. “He wants to be the first to talk to the police so he gets the best deal. He wants to make sure he gets out of prison when he can still enjoy life.”

      “But ... no. Nobody is going to prison.”

      Rowan shot him a pitying look. “You’re going to have a rough time of it, Ben. I bet you’re very popular. That naive streak you have is going to make the inmates wild for you.”

      Quinn smirked. “I agree. As for the police, you don’t have to go far. There are at least three of them undercover in the crowd over there.” He pointed to where Patrice stood in front of the crowd lamenting her dead husband. “I would hurry up if you want a good deal.”

      Mitchum was resigned. “Don’t worry. I’ve already figured that out myself.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            20

          

          

        

    

    







            Twenty

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      As far as takedowns go, it wasn’t as fraught as previous escapades. Quinn kept Rowan pinned to his side as the cops swooped in. Fred positioned himself close enough to enjoy the scene – which had a lot in common with a Real Housewives of Whatever Town has Hysterical Women episode.

      “I am not going!” Patrice was a screeching mess as she planted her hands on her hips. Detective Morgan had the honor of trying to slap cuffs on her, but she wasn’t going without a fight. “I didn’t do anything. I don’t know what you people are doing, but this is my husband’s memorial service. You can’t take me!”

      “It’s over, Patrice,” Mitchum called out. He looked grim as he stood talking to another detective. “They know everything.”

      “Not everything,” Morgan argued. “For example, I’m going to guess one of you was present at St. Pete Beach the other night to conduct a shooting.”

      Quinn gave a little jolt when reminded that he’d forgotten to ask about the one thing he needed most to hear about. “Which one of you was it?” he asked, glancing around.

      For his part, Ben sat defeated on the ground with his head in his hands, a uniformed officer watching over him. Vicky refused to move from the shade and kept insisting that this was some sort of terrible mistake. Leona kept trying to meet Mitchum’s gaze, which he steadfastly ignored. As for Ariel and Winchester, they were both trying to ease away from the crowd and having no luck thanks to the individuals watching them, two brash female officers who looked as if they would rather be somewhere else.

      “You guys had lots of backup ready,” Rowan noted as she glanced around. “Where were you hiding them?”

      “Within radio distance,” Morgan replied. “I’m still waiting for an answer to my question.” He gave Mitchum a pointed look. “Tell me. If you want me to tell the prosecutor you cooperated, you have no choice but to tell me.”

      “Don’t tell him anything,” Patrice hissed. “They don’t know anything. This is just a witch hunt, plain and simple.”

      Morgan feigned infinite patience. “And who shot at Ms. Gray and Mr. Davenport?”

      Mitchum looked like a man beaten down by life. He exhaled heavily and then shook his head. “Does it matter? She’s obviously fine.”

      “I want to know,” Morgan pressed. “It most definitely matters.”

      “It was Winchester,” Mitchum replied after a beat. “Patrice saw you a few houses down and assumed you were spying. That was after the motion sensors picked up movement in the trees earlier in the day, but we couldn’t find anyone on the cameras.”

      Rowan pressed her lips shut and slid her gaze to Quinn, who simply offered her a wink and a hand squeeze.

      “I’m guessing it was just wildlife,” Morgan said dryly, although something about his expression told Quinn he knew more than he was letting on in that department. “How did it go down?”

      “Patrice complained, said that Davenport was spying on us. Said that he was trying to get dirt so he could shake us down. Since I’d already stopped to see him, offered money as a reward, I didn’t think that was true. I guess he could’ve been shaking us down, but that didn’t seem realistic.

      “I told her that it was probably a coincidence but there was no talking her down,” he continued. “She wasn’t having the best time of things after the rescue took longer than it should have. She’s been a real pill, and I’m pretty sure she was planning my death as soon as possible, too.”

      Rowan thought back to the omen she saw on the photo she snapped of Mitchum and merely shook her head. “I think you’re right on that front.”

      “I’m going to shove my pill up your … .” Patrice didn’t finish what she was saying because Morgan picked that moment to slap the cuffs in place. “What are you doing?”

      “You’re under arrest,” Morgan replied simply. “You have the right to remain silent.” He ran through the rest of the spiel and then handed Patrice off to a nearby uniformed officer. That’s when he turned his full attention on Mitchum. “Did Winchester do the shooting himself, or did they hire someone?”

      “He did it himself. He claimed he was a crack shot. It turns out, he wasn’t a crack shot. She’s barely hurt.” Mitchum almost sounded disappointed about the turn of events, which infuriated Quinn to no end.

      “Calm down,” Morgan instructed, jabbing a finger toward Quinn. “You managed to take everyone down without a shot being fired. That’s a win. You should be celebrating.”

      “My girlfriend was still shot,” Quinn pointed out. “I think I’ll save the celebrating until all of these guys are behind bars.”

      “It won’t be that long.” Morgan wrinkled his nose as he shifted from one foot to the other. “I do have one question.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Did you know that night on the beach?”

      “Know what?”

      “That it was these guys.”

      Quinn hesitated. “I don’t know. I was confused for a little bit … like really confused. My head was muddled. I didn’t think I could get that way given the fact that I served overseas and saw live action numerous times.”

      “It’s different when it’s someone you love.”

      “Yes, it is.” Quinn slid his hand to Rowan’s back. “When I was talking to you, I didn’t suspect them. After the fact, I thought about it some and I legitimately wondered if they might be to blame. I had no proof, though.”

      “Why didn’t you come to me and relay your suspicions?”

      Quinn’s smile was sheepish. “You know why.”

      “You thought I was being rude to you the night of the shooting.”

      “I know you were being rude to me. You were being purposely difficult.”

      “And I stand by my statement that night. You weren’t shot at for no reason. You might’ve been innocent, but there was still a reason.”

      “I guess.” Quinn wasn’t in the mood to concede. “Is there anything else? We want to get out of here.”

      “That should do it … at least for now.”

      “Well, then have fun with the lot of them. They’ve earned whatever is coming their way.”

      “On that we can agree.”

      

      IT WAS ALMOST DARK WHEN Quinn and Rowan parked in front of the beach house. Nick and Paul hurried outside to greet them, worry creasing their faces.

      “Are you guys okay?” Paul asked, pulling his daughter in for a hug.

      “We saw all the police lights and heard the sirens,” Nick explained. “We were worried. We didn’t stick around, though. We got back here as soon as possible. We figured it was safer.”

      “It was definitely safer,” Quinn agreed. “It’s all over. The Sterlings have been arrested.”

      “Which one?”

      “All of them,” Rowan answered. “I need to run inside and get my clothes. I’m going to make a trip to the restroom, too. You can tell them the story.”

      “I’ll walk you inside,” Nick offered. “I put your garment bag in the closet and I’ll help you get the gown ready.” He was all smiles when he disappeared inside the house with her.

      That left Paul and Quinn outside to converse. Quinn told him everything he could, leaving nothing out. When he was finished, Paul was flabbergasted.

      “I can’t believe it.”

      “Yeah, it was a little disappointing for me, too,” Quinn admitted. “I was hoping at least one of them would turn out to be loyal. They were all terrible people, though.”

      “What will happen to them now?”

      Quinn shrugged. “Mitchum will most likely testify against the rest of them. He will get a lighter sentence but still do time. Winchester will probably carry the brunt of the sentence. Patrice, Ben, Leona, and Vicky will all see time behind bars. The same with Ariel.”

      “Are you okay with that?”

      “As compared to what?”

      “I thought maybe you would want to exact revenge for what was done to Rowan.”

      Quinn studied Paul’s face for a sign he was being tested and came up empty. “I want to protect her, not avenge her,” he said finally. “I can’t change what happened, but she’s safe, so that’s what matters. She’s going to be next to me when I wake up tomorrow, and she’s going to be smiling when she eats her omelet. Isn’t that the most important thing?”

      “It is,” Paul agreed without hesitation. “I’m glad you can see that. I worried you might overlook the obvious because you were shaken by what occurred. I’m glad you’ve moved past that.”

      “Yeah, well … I’m a work in progress.” Quinn brushed his sweaty palms over his pants and double-checked to make sure Rowan and Nick were still inside the house before speaking again. “When this is over, when you’re both safe, I’m going to ask her to marry me.”

      Paul didn’t react with surprise. “I figured.”

      “I’m going to have a ring before that happens. I’m going to plan something big and I’m going to make her happy forever. I want your blessing.”

      “Did you really think I wouldn’t give it to you? Come on. You’ve done nothing but love her from the start. You’re good for her. In fact, you’re the best match I ever could’ve imagined for her. Of course I give my blessing.”

      The weight Quinn had been carrying on his shoulders lifted. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      They lapsed into silence for a few minutes. It was surprisingly uncomfortable.

      “This just got weird, huh?” Paul said after a beat.

      “A little bit,” Quinn conceded. “We’ll get used to each other, though. For her.”

      “Definitely. She’s worth it.”

      “See, we’re already getting along.”

      “That’s exciting, huh?”

      “It’s only going to get more exciting.”

      And that was the one thing they could both agree on moving forward. There was plenty of excitement to come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Raging Seas

          

          A Rowan Gray Mystery Book Nine

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            One

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “This looks great.”

      Rowan Gray, her eyes as big as saucers, studied the huge spread of food on the table in front of her. Seafood was her absolute favorite. It was fortuitous she took up working on a cruise ship, because thanks to special credentials, she was allowed to eat in the main dining room whenever she wanted. There, seafood was always on the menu.

      She wasn’t on The Bounding Storm tonight, though. No, tonight she was in a ritzy restaurant, set away from the hustle and bustle of the beach, and having dinner with her father and uncle.

      It shouldn’t have been such a treat, she realized. Most people had dinner with relatives all the time and thought nothing of it. She wasn’t most people, though.

      Her father Paul — although he was going by PJ these days because he was undercover — snickered when her stomach growled. She’d always had a healthy appetite. He was gratified to see that hadn’t diminished over their years apart. “I’m glad you approve.”

      “We’re never going to be able to eat all this food by ourselves,” Rowan noted, her eyes traveling to the clock on the wall. She’d been trying to hide her agitation since arriving at the restaurant forty-five minutes before, but it was turning into a losing effort.

      “Are you worried about him?” her uncle asked. Nick Green, also an alias, seemed genuinely concerned at the expression that flitted across his niece’s face. She’d checked the clock every five minutes since arriving. Alone. They hadn’t expected her to be alone.

      “Oh, I’m not worried,” Rowan replied hurriedly, forcing a smile onto her pretty face as she brushed her long auburn hair over her shoulder. “Do I look worried?” Her voice climbed an octave, causing Paul and Nick to exchange weighted looks.

      “You could always call him,” Paul suggested.

      Rowan didn’t have to ask which “him” he was referring to. Quinn Davenport, her boyfriend, was the one missing from the table. He’d called her on her cell when she’d been lounging around the beach waiting for him. It wasn’t like him to be late — he had an annoying tendency to be early more than anything else — and she was immediately on edge.

      Of course, the edginess was becoming standard. Ever since her father returned to her life after faking his own death to get away from the Phoenix Society, a group of individuals running experiments on psychic people, her entire world had been thrown into upheaval. She wasn’t complaining, would never complain about having him back, but she wasn’t used to the constant dread.

      “I don’t want to call him.” Rowan looked sheepish and her eyes immediately went to the phone she had perched on the table. She’d been hoping he would call her with an update. His text had been terse, though. Something came up. Go to dinner. I’ll meet you there. That’s it. Nothing else had come through.

      “Honey, you need to calm yourself,” Paul chided, searching for a way to soothe his only child. When he left, she’d been a teenager. Despite the hormones associated with the age, she’d never been one to bring home boys. He could count on two fingers the number of dates she’d introduced him to. It had always been the two of them and no one else after her mother’s death — a woman he still mourned with every fiber of his being — and he was unsure how he was supposed to respond now that she was an adult.

      As if reading his brother’s mind, Nick chuckled. “You have no idea what to do.”

      Paul shrugged. “I missed this part of her life. I feel like I should say ‘he’s a jerk and you can do better,’ but I know that won’t go over well.”

      Rowan rolled her eyes. “He’s not a jerk. He’s ... amazing.”

      “He just left you hanging,” Paul pointed out.

      “Something must’ve come up.” Rowan was adamant. “It’s not like him to just send me off on my own ... especially lately.” She didn’t have to expand on the tacked-on comment. They understood what she was saying. Quinn was head of security on The Bounding Storm. He had a military background. Once the truth came out regarding Paul’s escape — he left because he was afraid the Phoenix Society would start sniffing around Rowan due to her psychic ability — Quinn sprang into action. He’d been nothing less than her shadow of late. For him to leave her alone on the beach, open to being approached or attacked, something indeed had to come up.

      “I’m not speaking ill of him,” Paul started, his eyebrows flying up when Rowan pinned him with a dark look. “I’m not,” he stressed. “I happen to like him a great deal. He’s a good man.”

      “I believe I said that first.”

      Paul had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep from laughing at Rowan’s fierce expression. “You said it first,” he conceded. “I wanted to change your opinion of the man so I could convince you to run away and hide with me. I saw the error of my ways quickly, though.”

      “I don’t know Quinn all that well,” Nick offered. “From what I do know, though, there’s no way he would’ve just abandoned you tonight unless something important came up. If he’s not explaining himself via phone call or text, there has to be a reason for it.”

      And that was exactly what Rowan was afraid of. “It’s just not like him.” Her voice was low, shaky. “I won’t be able to eat until he’s here. I just don’t have a good feeling about this. I can’t explain it.”

      Nick shifted on his chair, removed his napkin so he could stand, and angled his chin toward the door. “It looks like you won’t have to go hungry.”

      Rowan swiveled quickly, hope flowing through her with enough force she almost slid off the side of her seat. The hope was replaced with relief when she caught sight of Quinn. He’d changed into a nice suit, was exchanging pleasantries with the hostess, and his eyes quickly lifted to find her, as if he’d sensed her watching and couldn’t wait to see her.

      It took everything Rowan had not to throw herself at him as he crossed the room with the hostess. The young blonde in the tight dress was actively chatting away as if she didn’t have a care in the world. Quinn nodded politely, but he never moved his eyes from Rowan. Once he reached the table, he didn’t have a chance to greet Nick or Paul with a firm handshake because Rowan’s arms were already around him.

      “Well, this is quite the greeting,” he chuckled as the hostess frowned. It was obvious the young woman had liked what she saw in Quinn. It was equally obvious that he was taken given Rowan’s enthusiastic hello. “I missed you, too.” He kissed her cheek and rubbed her back. “It’s okay.” He held her for a moment longer and then pulled back so he could study her face. “Are you okay?”

      The hostess made a huffy sound. “I told you they already ordered.”

      “Then I’m just in time to eat.” Quinn flashed her a friendly but dismissive smile. “Thank you.”

      The hostess looked between him and Rowan for an extended beat and then sighed while turning. She muttered something under her breath that Rowan thought sounded like “the good ones are always taken,” earning a smile from everyone around the table.

      Quinn waited until she was out of earshot to shake hands with Nick and Paul and then slide into his chair. “I’m sorry I’m late.”

      Rowan waited for him to expand. When he didn’t, she fixed him with a fiery stare. “That’s it? That’s all you’re going to tell me?”

      Quinn glanced around the restaurant. It was too busy for a frank discussion. “For right now. We’ll go for a walk on the beach after dinner. I happen to be starving.” He reached for a lobster tail but could still feel Rowan’s eyes on him. “Ro, we can’t talk about it here. I’m fine. It’s going to be okay. It’s just ... something big has come up.”

      “Will we all be taking the walk on the beach?” Nick asked curiously.

      “Yup.” Quinn bobbed his head. “This involves you, too.”

      “That sounds ominous.”

      “I don’t know what to make of it. Food first, though.” He tapped the side of Rowan’s plate. “You need to eat. I’m not telling you anything until you fill that mouth of yours.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “You’re in big trouble later for torturing me like this.”

      “I’m sure I’ll enjoy being punished.” He winked at her and ignored the darkening of Paul’s gaze. “This looks great. Let’s dig in.”

      

      EVEN THOUGH SHE WAS A HUGE fan of seafood, wading through the mountain of food felt torturous to Rowan. By the time they exited the restaurant, Paul and Nick leaving their car in the lot, she was almost beside herself.

      “Spill,” she ordered when they hit the sand.

      “Just a second.” Quinn took his time surveying the empty beach, making sure to study each direction for a long time, and then turned to face the firing squad. No one looked particularly happy about him making them wait.

      “I was late because I got an update to our trip list for tomorrow,” he started.

      Rowan frowned. “We get late updates all the time. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Except I set up a track and trace on various names for the Phoenix Society a few weeks ago. Three of the new names on the manifest tripped it.”

      Rowan stilled, unsure. “What does that mean?” she asked finally, looking to her father for answers. “Is that bad?”

      “It means three people from the society are going to be on your cruise,” Paul replied, lost in thought. “I wonder ... .” He trailed off.

      “I have a feeling I know exactly what you’re thinking,” Quinn noted. “It was my thought, too. By switching names out this late, they were probably trying to fly under the radar. They had no way of knowing I would check every name because most people would’ve let it slide and assumed that the initial checks were sufficient.”

      “I still don’t understand,” Rowan pressed. “What checks? I feel as if I’m drowning in quicksand because none of this makes sense.”

      Quinn was calm as he shifted to face her, running both his hands up and down her arms and marveling at how cold her skin felt despite the oppressive heat and humidity swamping them. It was late summer in southern Florida. There was nothing cool about the breeze ruffling her hair.

      “Sweetie, I don’t know exactly what it means,” he started. “I know that three people from the Phoenix Society will be on the ship tomorrow. I can’t believe that’s a coincidence. The way they’re trying to slide in suggests to me they’re expecting me not to notice ... and they probably have an agenda.”

      “And we all know what that agenda is.” Paul’s gaze was heavy as it landed on Rowan. “Well, that’s it then. We have to run.”

      Quinn immediately started shaking his head. “We are most definitely not running.” He was firm. “I’m not living my life on the lam unless I absolutely have to.”

      “No one says you have to go,” Paul shot back, his fiery temper on display. “You can stay here and play investigator and we’ll take Rowan with us.”

      “You mean take her away from me.” Quinn’s eyes went dark, flat. “I’m not just going to sit back and let that happen either. If you think I am, then you’re crazy.”

      “I don’t think it’s your decision,” Paul argued. “Rowan is an adult.” He turned a set of pleading eyes on his daughter. “You have to come with us. We gave it a good shot trying to figure out what was going on with them, but obviously they found out about you. It’s time we leave.”

      Rowan glanced between Paul and Quinn and felt caught. “We can’t run,” she said finally, loosening a relieved sigh from Quinn. “I don’t want to spend my life hiding who I am. I’m building something here ... with Quinn. We have plans for a future together.”

      “Why can’t you have that future in another location?” Paul refused to back down. “We can find a new home. If you like the beach — which you seem to — we can find a tropical location. It won’t be here, but it will still be great.”

      “And what do we do for jobs?”

      “I have enough money for all of us. I’m a famous author. You don’t need to work another day in your life.”

      Rowan balked. “No. That’s not how this works. Besides, I love my job. I want to take photos for the rest of my life. I don’t think I’ll always be on a cruise ship, but it’s where I want to be now.”

      “You mean you want to be with Quinn,” Paul countered. “Don’t sit there and pretend he’s not the one driving this decision. He should want to keep you safe above all else. That means leaving this place before they ever set eyes on you.”

      “No, it doesn’t.” Quinn’s voice was low and full of warning. “I love Rowan more than I’ve ever loved anything in my life. Don’t sit there and pretend you don’t realize it. We’ve talked about this before.

      “I understand what you’re afraid of,” he continued. “Trust me. I understand more than just about anybody. If I thought the best thing for her was to run, we’d already be gone. That’s not the life she wants to live, though. There’s no guarantee that these people will stop looking.

      “Then what happens? In ten years when we have kids, are we going to uproot them and take them from the only life they’ve ever known because they get close again? That is not a life. I want to be free to love Rowan in the open, raise children together, and plan our future. We can’t do that if we run.”

      Paul opened his mouth to argue and then snapped it shut, agitation practically rolling off him in waves. “I understand you have friends you don’t want to leave but as long as you have each other, I would think that’s enough.”

      Quinn licked his lips and adjusted his stance so it wasn’t so aggressive. He didn’t want to dominate his future father-in-law. He did, however, want them to willingly come to a meeting of the minds. “If we have to run, I will go with Rowan and you’ll never hear a word of complaint from me. As long as I have her, I have everything. We’re not there yet, though. I want a chance to end this on my terms, her terms. We can’t do that if we flee in the middle of the night.”

      Nick cleared his throat to ease the tension and drew multiple sets of eyes. “What do you suggest?”

      “We’re going on the cruise,” Quinn replied, matter-of-fact. “We’re going to be watching the people who think they’re going to be watching us. We’re going to figure out what it is they want ... and then we’re going to end the threat.”

      Paul snorted. “You’re going to end the threat, huh? Just like that? How do you think that’s going to happen? They followed me my entire life after I was part of their experiments and I barely tickled their psychic meter. Rowan is a freaking phenomenon. They’re going to want to get their hands on her.”

      “They won’t touch her.” Quinn was grim. “I’ll kill them before they ever lay a hand on her. I promise you that.”

      “You’ll kill them?” Paul wasn’t especially upset at the notion. “Will you really do that?”

      “Will I protect the woman I love from these people? Yes. I’ll use whatever means necessary. That includes running if I deem it necessary. I’ve been trained for this. I can protect her.”

      “What about us?” Nick queried. “You can’t expect us to sit back and do nothing while you guys set sail for a week. We can’t be separated from her without knowing what’s going on. Neither one of us is comfortable with that.”

      “Do you want to be on the cruise?” Quinn hadn’t considered it before, but it made sense. “I can arrange that. I’ll get Fred to come up with fake identities and slide you through security myself. You’ll probably have to be in disguises just in case, but we can make it work. Fred was going to join us anyway. That’s why I was so late. I was on the phone with him.”

      Fred Delmore was Quinn’s old military buddy. He worked in the private sector now as an investigator. He had a dry sense of humor and loved hitting on the ladies. Despite that, Rowan was glad to know he would be joining them.

      “That’s good.” She let out a breath. Surprisingly enough, now that they had a plan, she was feeling better. “I’m ready for this. I want to put it behind us as much as you do.”

      “I know.” Quinn cupped the back of her head and stared into her eyes. “I’m going to be with you every step of the way. You can’t get rid of me. Not ever. It’s you and me for the long haul.”

      She managed a small smile, heartfelt but a little stiff. “I couldn’t do it without you.” She wrapped her hand around his wrist. “It’s finally time.”

      “Yeah, well, we don’t know what it’s time for,” Paul pointed out. “We have no idea what these people want.”

      Quinn shot him a quelling look. “The argument is over and the decision has been made. That’s all there is to it.”

      “I’m not arguing.” He held up his hands in capitulation. “I’m in this, too.”

      “Both of us,” Nick added. “Get us on the ship. We’ll be ready in the morning for whatever you send our way.”

      “I’ll be sending Fred so he can give you temporary identities and fix how you look. When you get on the ship, pretend you don’t know us ... at least for the start. I want to get a feel for these people before I do anything.”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      Instinctively, Rowan wrapped her arms around Quinn’s waist and rested her head on his chest as he held her and stroked her back.

      “I’m ready,” she whispered.

      “I’m ready, too. We’re going to do this, and we’re going to do it right. We’re all in this together now. There’s no turning back.”
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      Rowan was a nervous wreck the next day. She tried to pretend otherwise, but Quinn knew her better than anyone. He watched her get ready with a studied eye, frowned when she fussed with her makeup, and finally stepped in when she decided to change her outfit a fourth time.

      “You’re good.” He grabbed her hand before she could reach for a flowery dress. “You never wear dresses when taking opening day shots,” he reminded her. “You need to be comfortable because you still have a job to do.”

      Her forehead wrinkled. “I’ve worn dresses on the first day before.”

      “When?”

      “Lots of times.”

      He folded his arms over his chest and regarded her with a stern gaze. “Ro, I’ve been watching you since you arrived on this ship. I was watching you long before I thought it was a good idea to watch you.”

      “You sound like a stalker.”

      His lips twitched. “Only for you, sweetie.” He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “You’ve never worn a dress on the first day and you know it. The breeze is usually stiff when we’re leaving port and you don’t want to worry about your dress flying up when you’re busy working.”

      She knew he had a point. Still, she was annoyed. “You would think, as an adult, I would be old enough to pick out my own clothes.”

      He refused to let her draw him into an argument. “Perhaps you’re just having an off day.”

      “Ha, ha, ha.” Her eyes traveled, unbidden, to the mirror. “What do you think they want with me?”

      That question had been haunting Quinn for weeks. “I don’t know. My guess is they want to see what you can do. It doesn’t matter. I won’t let them near you.”

      “We both know you can’t protect me every second of every day.”

      “Watch me.”

      She couldn’t hide her amusement. “I love you.” She wrapped her arms around him and rested her head on his chest, enjoying the moment of pure intimacy for as long as she could. Soon, their lives would be in upheaval — again — and they wouldn’t have a lot of quiet moments to enjoy.

      “I love you, too.” His arms were strong as he held her tight. “I won’t lose you. Whatever you believe, that’s the truth. It’s you and me forever.”

      “Yeah.” She let loose a sigh. “Have you talked to Dad and Nick? Do you know if Fred got their new identities taken care of?”

      And they were back to reality.

      “Yup.” Quinn gave her a quick kiss and then released her. “Nick is actually keeping his current fake identity, which is his legal identity. There’s no way to tie him to your father, so it’s safe.”

      Rowan was puzzled. “I thought you said they both needed new identities.”

      “Fred tore Nick’s apart and says it’s solid. Also, because of who he is, we already have a story in place for Nick. We’ll be swinging by El Demonio again. It’s the first port stop. He’s taking a team back for another dive.”

      “A team?” Rowan shook her head. “Won’t that distract him?”

      “Not really. Besides, his team is technically divers but there are five former Navy SEALS on it. They’re also security for you.”

      “Oh.” Rowan brightened considerably. “You’re saying you’ll essentially have a small army at your disposal.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Nick and Fred did a good job covering us. These men are highly trained and know their first priority is you. They’re also adept at blending in. As far as the Phoenix Society folks are concerned, they’re just divers entertaining themselves until they get to their destination.

      “Also, with Fred on the ship, I’ll know you’re always covered,” he continued. “When he first insisted on coming, I wasn’t sure it was a good idea. Technically he’ll be on Nick’s payroll, though. This is going to work.”

      He sounded so sure of himself that Rowan couldn’t help but brighten. “What can you tell me about the Phoenix Society people coming on board?”

      “I was hoping to wait until we’re all together to share that information so I only have to go over it once. Everyone should be here in about thirty minutes. That gives us an hour to break things down and get them settled before the regular guests start arriving. It’s important to remember that most of the passengers are only here for a good time.”

      “You want to make sure I don’t shirk my duties. I’ve got it.”

      “You would never shirk your duties.” He tweaked the end of her nose, earning a smile. “You can spend time with your father and Nick. Your father is being listed as an underwater engineer with Nick’s firm. You’re allowed to spend time with them, but I want you to be careful not to spend too much time with them alone. It’s better if you’re with the group.”

      Rowan understood what he was saying. “They’re going to be watching me. You want to make sure they have no reason to question my father’s identity.”

      “Pretty much. From what I understand from Fred, he came up with a great disguise. They won’t be able to recognize him.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Definitely.”

      “What about the others?”

      Now it was Quinn’s turn to be confused. “What others?”

      “Well, Michael for starters.”

      Michael Griffin was the captain of The Bounding Storm. He was closer with Quinn than Rowan, but he’d been helpful a time or two since Rowan had joined the staff. He was unaware of her gift, and that’s exactly how Quinn wanted to keep things.

      “Michael is aware that Nick is returning. He thinks we bonded over that first trip. If I have to hazard a guess, he believes I’m sticking close to Nick so I can get a good job when I’m finished on the ship. I have not dissuaded him from that assumption.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “He believes Nick’s only goal is to get back to El Demonio with his team.”

      “And we had enough room for all these people at the last minute? That doesn’t sound right. We’re usually booked solid.”

      “Well, that was an issue,” he hedged, shifting from one foot to the other. “The only rooms we had open were the high-roller suites. Nick didn’t bat an eyelash when I told him about the cost. They have that entire wing.”

      Rowan’s eyebrows migrated north. “Seriously? That’s a lot of money.”

      “Your uncle is loaded.” Quinn’s grin was cheeky. “Why else do you think he offered us a beach house for a song once this is all over with?”

      Rowan chuckled. “True. Still ... I’ll have to thank him.”

      “He wants to be here. They both want to be here. I can’t tell you how relieved I am to have them with us. At least now I’ll know you’re always covered.”

      “Yeah, but ... what about Demarcus and Sally?”

      Quinn had been expecting the question. Demarcus Johnson, the head bartender, was his best friend on the ship. They were exceedingly close. Demarcus wasn’t aware of Rowan’s gift — really, how do you explain that your girlfriend sees death omens in the lens of a camera? — but he was the sort who picked up on the emotions of others. That’s what made him such a good bartender. There was no way he would be able to ignore the heightened emotions once the ship left port.

      As for Sally Jenkins, she was the head chef on the ship. She was aware of Rowan’s ability and was her fiercest soldier in the war to keep Rowan safe. There was no sense of hiding things from her because it was likely Rowan would need the woman for support.

      “I figured we would play Demarcus by ear,” Quinn replied. “Eventually, I feel we’ll have to tell him. Now might not be the right time, though. As for Sally, you can tell her whatever you want. She’ll make a good ally.” What he didn’t add was that Sally would be another set of eyes watching Rowan, and the friendly chef could go places all the men surrounding Rowan couldn’t ... like the gym locker room and bathrooms.

      “I’ll talk to her once there’s an opening in my schedule.”

      “That sounds like a plan.”

      

      NICK’S TEAM ARRIVED EXACTLY as scheduled and Quinn ushered them to the conference room adjacent to his office. He waited until everyone was settled to begin.

      “I’m sure you all know why you’re here,” he started.

      Rowan couldn’t take her eyes off her father. His disguise was something out of a movie. He wore a brightly-colored Hawaiian shirt that went against his personal style and someone had put a villain mustache on him. The corners actually curled.

      “I thought the whole point was for Dad to fly under the radar,” Rowan interrupted, gesturing toward her father. “He looks like Captain Hook without the plume-y hat.”

      Fred chuckled as Paul rolled his eyes.

      “The best disguises are the ones that make people stare and then have to look away,” Fred explained. “Your father looks like an eccentric who is trapped in the eighties. People will stare, and then disregard him because he looks so ridiculous. The general thinking is that no one trying to fly under the radar would draw attention to themselves with a shirt this loud.”

      “And the mustache?” Rowan leaned closer and pinched her fingers against the fake hair. “It’s kind of gross.”

      “It’s totally gross,” Paul agreed. “I fought the mustache hard. I was outvoted.”

      “The mustache is part of the mystique,” Fred supplied. “Trust me. I’ve been doing this a long time. These Phoenix Society people will look at him ... and then totally disregard him.”

      Since she wasn’t an expert on the subject, Rowan decided to let it go. “Okay, tell me about the people we’re dealing with.” She focused on Quinn. “What should we expect?”

      “Alright, we’ll start with Leon Spencer.” He’d hooked his computer up to a projector and  navigated the open panes until a photograph popped up. The man had dark hair tinged with silver at the temples, spectacles, and an air of authority. “He’s listed as the president of the Phoenix Society. Whether that’s a true title or something he hides behind, I can’t say.”

      “He looks like somebody’s creepy uncle,” one of the men Nick had brought with him interjected. All five of the men were wearing shirts proclaiming them members of Green Deep Sea Diving and they had first names embroidered on their shirts. This man’s name was Dave and he made Rowan nervous because he was as big as a house. He had arms the size of torpedoes, and they made her feel small.

      “It’s important that we don’t underestimate these people,” Quinn stressed. “I very much doubt they’ll overtly go after Rowan — at least on this cruise — but they might have men in place when we dock at various ports who are instructed to grab her. If that happens, I won’t be happy.”

      Dave fixed his unreadable eyes on Quinn. “It hasn’t been explained to us exactly why these people might want your girlfriend. I don’t suppose you would explain that to us, would you?”

      “That’s not important,” Nick interjected, his tone firm. “What’s important is that no one takes her. She’s to be protected at every turn. That’s your primary job.”

      “I understand that. It’s just ... she’s only a girl. Why would they want her?”

      Quinn glared at Dave. They weren’t exactly getting off on the right foot. “She’s much more than a girl.”

      Dave held up his hands. “I wasn’t casting aspersions. She seems lovely, if a little fixated on mustaches.”

      “It’s a villain mustache,” Rowan countered, annoyed. “You can’t just walk around in a villain mustache. It’s weird.”

      Quinn snorted and then extended a finger. “Watch yourself,” he warned. “You’re only allowed to be cute for me.”

      “Oh, geez.” Fred rolled his eyes. “This is never going to work if you two insist on constantly verbally copulating in front of us.”

      “No, it’s never going to work if you keep saying stuff like that,” Paul shot back. “She’s my daughter. I can’t listen to things like that.”

      “Duly noted,” Fred said with a straight face. “Let’s go back to talking about the people coming on this ship. As annoying as I find Quinn and Rowan’s perpetual lovefest, I’m genuinely fond of her. I would prefer to keep her safe.”

      “Yes, let’s go back to the Phoenix Society,” Quinn agreed. “Not a lot is known about Spencer. He’s unmarried but dates an endless series of model-type women.”

      “They must be attracted to the money,” Rowan noted. “It can’t possibly be his personality.”

      “You haven’t even met him yet,” Quinn pointed out.

      “No, but you can tell he walks around like he’s got a stick up his butt. He just seems like the type.”

      Quinn had to press his lips together to keep from laughing. She was adorable, and now that she’d settled a bit, her dander was up. She was feeling feisty. That was exactly what he wanted to see.

      “Well, we’ll know more when we meet him,” Quinn offered. “I expect him to try to make contact early. That means he’ll probably approach you in the lobby to take his photograph.”

      Despite her bravado, Rowan swallowed hard. “What should I do?”

      “Act normal. Polite disinterest. Do your job but don’t ask him any questions. He’ll be suspicious if you do. Take the photos, give him the spiel about the online portal where he can purchase the photos, and then move on. If you show him too much interest he’ll realize we know about him and the last thing we want to do is tip him off.”

      Rowan understood. “Okay. I can do that.”

      “What about the other two Phoenix Society employees?” Paul asked, his eyes never leaving Spencer’s face on the screen.

      “Do you recognize him?” Quinn asked, legitimately curious. “Have you crossed paths with him?”

      “I don’t think so.” Paul said the words but he looked uncertain. “We’re talking almost thirty-five years ago,” he reminded the security guru. “A lot can change about a person in thirty-five years. I think I would remember this guy, but it was a long time ago. If I met him, it was during the initial experiments. It wasn’t in the years after.”

      “That’s probably good for us,” Fred noted. “If you don’t recognize him, that means you probably never met. He’ll be less likely to identify you in that case.”

      “You said he couldn’t be identified with the disguise,” Rowan argued. “If there’s a chance he can be identified ... .” She left it hanging. She didn’t exactly want to kick her father off the ship, but she would do it for his safety if it became necessary.

      “He won’t recognize him,” Fred promised. “You have my word. I’ve done this before, Rowan. Have a little faith.”

      She remained unconvinced but turned to Quinn. “Give us the rundown on the others.”

      “There’s not much to tell,” Quinn replied. “We have Darcy Walker and Julia Benson. Darcy is in her twenties. Julia in her thirties. I have no physical descriptions of them, but Fred managed to pull their driver’s license photos.” He clicked on a new file and brought up the unflattering photographs.

      “Darcy is blond. Julia is brunette. Both are single and live in Tampa. They work out of the Florida office. I don’t even know their job descriptions because the Phoenix Society doesn’t have a directory listed on their website.”

      Rowan pursed her lips as she regarded the photos. “They look like clerical workers. Maybe they’re just assistants or something. Maybe Spencer is here to watch me and they’re just along for the ride.”

      “That’s entirely possible,” Quinn conceded. “I don’t want you letting your guard down, though. They’re as much the enemy as Spencer. They might be assistants. They might be something more. I want you to be careful ... and keep your distance.”

      Rowan balked. “Wait ... are you saying I can’t talk to these people at all while they’re on the ship? That’s not fair.”

      Quinn remained calm. “Life isn’t fair. As for talking to them, I don’t want you to squeal and run the other way when you see them. That’s not a natural reaction. I don’t want you seeking them out either, at least not today.

      “We need to observe them the first day,” he continued. “We have the upper hand here. They’re assuming they flew in under the radar and we’re not expecting them. We have to take advantage of this opportunity. That means we watch them, at least for the first few hours. There are plenty of us to do it without garnering suspicion.”

      “What about after that?” Nick queried.

      “The plan is to have another meeting before dinner. I’ve spread word that I’ve loaned this conference room to Nick’s group and gave them special passes so they can enter freely. No one will suspect anything. Random guests cannot get down here, so this will be our safe haven.”

      “I’ll get to confront them eventually, right?” Rowan pressed. “You’re not just going to let them leave after they spend days studying me like a lab rat, are you?”

      “We’ll play it by ear.” Quinn hated the disappointed look on her face. “Sweetie, I’m sorry, but I can’t give you firm answers here until we know exactly what we’re dealing with. It’s all up in the air right now.”

      Logically, that made sense to Rowan. That didn’t mean she was happy with it.

      “Fine.” She blew out a world-weary sigh. “I’ll take photos like a good little girl and we’ll go from there.”

      He smiled indulgently at her pronounced pout. “That’s all I ask. And, since you’re going to be a good girl, I promise to reward you to your heart’s content later.”

      Rowan didn’t want to smile. It would only encourage him. She couldn’t stop herself, though. “I want cheesecake.”

      “Sold.”
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      Rowan thought taking photographs of the incoming passengers would be pure torture. She was right … for the first twenty minutes. After that, she got in the flow and started engaging with the newcomers as she usually did. After a bit, her mind drifted and she sank into her work.

      It felt good to be normal, even if it was only for a little bit.

      “Hello.” She greeted a woman struggling with an oversized suitcase with a bright smile. The woman seemed to be having trouble navigating through the crowd with the item and Rowan eagerly offered her help. “Here. Let’s put this over here and get a photo, shall we?”

      The woman wore a visor that tied underneath her ponytail and a pair of ridiculous sunglasses. They were so large they almost obliterated her entire face.

      “Oh, you take photographs?” She smiled at Rowan and watched as the photographer easily shifted the suitcase to a spot off the path. “That sounds like a cool job.”

      “It definitely has perks.” Rowan was used to people obsessing about her job. To almost everybody, the idea of being a photographer on a cruise ship sounded like the ideal career. Continuous travel through paradise held a certain appeal. “I recommend hanging around the ocean as much as I possibly can. It’s soothing.”

      “I bet.” The woman reached for her sunglasses. “Do I have to do something specific?”

      “Just give me your name.” Rowan had her iPad open on a nearby table so she could keep track of the guests. “I just need to mark it off.”

      “Oh, right. Darcy Walker.”

      Rowan’s body went rigid and cool dread washed over her as she swallowed hard. “Darcy, huh? That’s a nice name.”

      “I actually hate it. I prefer a name that can be professional and then shortened to something cutesy. Like Jennifer becomes Jenny, you know? With Darcy, it was adorable when I was a kid — at least if you believe my mother — but it’s not as adorable now.”

      Rowan wasn’t sure she could make her mouth work correctly. “I never really thought about it that way. It makes sense, though.”

      “Yeah. What’s your name?”

      Rowan considered lying and then thought better of it. That was ridiculous. The woman was probably on the ship looking for her. That meant she knew all about Rowan, including that she was the lone ship photographer. Lying would make her look suspicious.

      “Rowan Gray,” she answered, hoping she sounded breezy and gracious. The whole point was to make these people believe they were getting away with something. If Rowan were to act suspicious, they would be dead in the water before they even left port.

      “Oh, that’s a cool name. I bet your mother picked it, huh?”

      “I never really heard where my name came from,” Rowan replied, hating how alien her voice sounded. It was a good bit higher than normal, which frustrated her to no end. She was supposed to be playing it cool. In the spy game, she would be woefully outplayed. “I’ve always liked my name, though.” She decided being friendly and open was the way to go. It was the best way to put these people at ease. “A lot of kids I grew up with hated their names, but I never had that problem.”

      “No, I would guess not.” Darcy shifted her eyes toward a brunette who looked to be joining them. “This is my co-worker Julia Benson. This is a work trip for us.”

      “A work trip, huh?” Rowan was used to making small talk with the guests. She’d done it so many times she’d lost count. She fell back on the routine here as she tried to keep her eyes from darting to the other side of the room, to where she knew Quinn was watching. He’d taken up position close to the front desk, a tablet in his hand as he pretended to work. To all outside appearances he looked like a man entrenched in a task. Rowan knew better. “Where do you work?”

      “We’re accountants,” Julia answered smoothly. “We work in the accounting department of a big law firm.”

      That was a lie. Rowan couldn’t exactly call her on it, though. “I’ve never been good with numbers. I’m impressed whenever anyone can make sense of all those tables and graphs. I just see gibberish.”

      “Not mathematically inclined, huh?” Julia looked amused. “I think it takes a specific brain type to be interested in accounting. I mean ... creatives obviously drift toward the arts, like you. I’m betting you were always taking photos when you were a kid, huh? Was this always your dream?”

      “Taking photographs was my dream,” Rowan confirmed. “I’ve always wanted there to be a more artistic bend to my work, but I have to pay the bills. This job is really the best of both worlds. I can cover room and board and take beautiful photographs of the ocean and places we visit. It’s great.”

      “I bet. Much better than sitting in a stuffy office.” Julia gestured toward the backdrop in front of Rowan. It was a standard “Welcome to The Bounding Storm” backdrop since there was no theme for this cruise. “Should we just stand in front of it?”

      Rowan nodded. “Yes. Is this your entire group?”

      “Our boss is here, too.” Julia gestured toward a dark-haired man standing to the side. Rowan hadn’t initially seen him, which she kicked herself for. Now that she looked, it was obvious the man had been standing slightly apart from the others so he could watch and observe her behavior. She didn’t think she’d acted out of sorts, but it was nerve-wracking all the same.

      “Can we get a group photo?” Darcy asked.

      “Absolutely.” Rowan perfunctorily bobbed her head and gestured for Spencer to join the group. “Sir, I need your name to mark off my list.” She was surprisingly calm now that they were in front of her. It seemed the anticipation was worse than the actual meeting.

      “Leon Spencer,” he drawled in a rich and gravelly voice. “I’m the head of Spencer, Blake and Young Law Firm.”

      Oh, well, they’d really gone all out, Rowan internally mused. They put enough effort in to create a fake law firm. “I’ve never heard of your firm, but I’m guessing you’re popular if you can afford to take your employees on a cruise.”

      “We do okay.” His smile was indulgent, but Rowan didn’t miss the way his keen eyes roamed her face. He was taking it all in, absorbing the first meeting to the best of his ability. He wanted to feel her out. Well, she wasn’t going to give him anything to be suspicious of.

      “Well, let’s get to this photo.” Rowan beamed and pointed to the backdrop. “Sir, you should stand right here. Yes, just like that. Darcy, you should be to his right. Yup. Just a little bit forward. And Julia, you should be on his left. Yes, just like that.”

      Rowan raised her camera and pointed it at them, reveling in the moment because she could close her eyes and involuntarily shudder without them realizing what she was doing. “We’ll take three photos and I will look at them to make sure they’re okay before you’re done,” she explained. “I will also be taking photographs during your time on the ship and they will be loaded into a digital portal. You can peruse that portal at any time and order prints to be shipped to your home. If you prefer digital files, the photos are cheaper that way and can be emailed.”

      “Well, I definitely think we’ll be ordering photos,” Spencer enthused. “This is the sort of trip we’ll want to remember.”

      She wanted to ask why. Actually, Rowan wanted to toss away the camera and jump on him, wrap her hands around his neck and shake until he told her exactly what he wanted from her. She held it together, though.

      “That’s great. Welcome to The Bounding Storm. I hope you have a fabulous trip and accomplish everything you’re set to do.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about that.” Spencer winked in such a manner it made Rowan’s blood run cold. “I think this trip is going to be fruitful.”

      

      “SHE LOOKS CONSTIPATED,” Fred complained as he watched Rowan interact with the Phoenix Society representatives from across the lobby. “I mean ... seriously. Can’t you loosen her up or something?”

      Quinn slid his friend a quelling look. “How do you suggest I do that?”

      “Hey, from the way you two look at one another, I’m guessing you have mad skills when it comes to relaxing her. That’s all you two seem to talk about. Sex, sex, sex. You guys are animals.”

      Paul, who was making a big show of perusing the brochures on the desk, slid his eyes to Fred and glared. “You and I are going to talk later,” he warned in a low voice. “That’s still my baby.”

      Quinn glanced at the front desk clerk to make sure she wasn’t listening to the conversation — thankfully she was busy with a rush of guests — and scowled at his two comrades. “Watch what you say out in the open like this,” he warned.

      “I’m not the one being inappropriate,” Paul said primly.

      Fred paused. “If it makes you feel better, I didn’t know you were standing there. I wouldn’t have said it in front of you on purpose.”

      “Just to Quinn, huh?” Paul didn’t look thrilled at the prospect. “Is that what you guys talk about over beers when she’s not around?”

      Quinn bit back a sigh. This wasn’t the conversation he wanted to be having when the Phoenix Society — the ultimate enemy — was in the room with them. Of course, if he had his druthers, he would never have this conversation at all. “Listen ... .”

      Fred ignored his friend and kept his attention on Paul. “Actually, when we’re at the bar we talk about what a gooey mess Quinn is about Rowan. All he wants to talk about is her. How cute she is ... how sweet she is ... how she can eat her weight in crab legs and still have room for dessert. It’s disgusting, and completely above board.”

      Paul opened his mouth to argue and then snapped it shut. “I’m sorry,” he offered after a beat. “I didn’t mean to jump all over you. I’m just nervous.”

      Fred nodded amiably. “I get it. Everything is finally coming together, and a lot faster than you envisioned. You need to settle, though. We’ve got days of this in front of us. If you melt down now, we can’t go back in time and fix it.”

      “I know.” Paul slid his eyes to Quinn. “I’ll do better.”

      “I know.” Quinn flashed a smile. “This is a big deal for all of us. We both love her. We both want her safe above all else. We need to work together, though. I’m not the enemy. In fact, if all goes as planned, you and I are going to be in each other’s lives for a very long time. You can’t always freak out over a few jokes.”

      “Yeah, well ... we’re still going to talk, Fred,” Paul warned. “I feel it’s my duty.”

      “I can live with that.” Fred was blasé as he turned back to where Spencer, Darcy, and Julia were gathering their luggage and heading toward the elevator. “I wonder what they said to her.”

      “We’re going to find out,” Quinn promised. “Not until after she’s done with these photos, though. It’s not normal for me to interrupt her while she’s working. I’m not breaking form and doing it as soon as they leave ... and neither are you.”

      “I think that’s probably a good idea,” Fred capitulated. “Where do you want to meet?”

      “The tiki bar.” Quinn checked his watch. “She should be done in an hour and a half. We’ll meet you there.”

      Sounds like a plan.

      

      QUINN WANTED TO GATHER ROWAN to him and bury her in hugs and kisses once the check-ins were complete but that wasn’t normally how they operated — at least in such a public place — so instead he greeted her with a friendly smile as he helped her pack her camera and tablet.

      “A lot of faces, huh?” he noted as she grabbed her camera bag.

      “Yeah. It’s a full cruise.” She understood what he was doing. It was doubtful the Phoenix Society had anyone else on the ship they were unaware of, but they couldn’t be too careful. “I have a lot of photos to sort through later.”

      “Okay.” He took the bag from her and slung it over his shoulder. “It’s a nice day. Let’s get some iced tea at the tiki bar. Nick is up there and wants to tell us about the new dive.”

      “Oh, great.” Rowan brightened considerably. “That sounds like a fabulous way to take a break.”

      “I thought you would like it.”

      Nick, Paul, Fred, and Dave were seated at a table in the corner of the tiki bar when Quinn and Rowan entered. Quinn waved at Demarcus behind the bar and held up two fingers. “Iced tea when you get a chance,” he called out.

      Demarcus nodded. “I’ll bring it over.”

      Quinn put his hand to the small of Rowan’s back and prodded her forward. “Let’s get comfortable.”

      Rowan took the open seat next to Fred, and Quinn settled beside her. The men made a big show of greeting each other with hearty handshakes and guffaws, a bunch of old friends saying hello after an extended period apart. Then things turned serious.

      “What did they say to you?” Paul asked, focusing on Rowan. “Did they ask you anything personal?”

      “They asked me a few questions,” Rowan hedged. “I can’t decide if they were really trying to dig or if I just imagined it because I’m hyper-aware of what they’re doing.” She launched into the short tale. When she was done, Quinn merely shook his head.

      “You played it well, sweetie.” He moved his hand to the back of her neck and attacked some of the tension building there. “You did really well.”

      “I was so nervous I thought I might pee my pants,” she admitted, rueful. “I didn’t know what to do. The more they talked, though, the more annoyed I got. I used the annoyance to fuel my act. That probably sounds weird, huh?”

      “No.” Quinn brushed his lips against her temple. “We all use what we can. You did amazingly well.”

      “I wanted to strangle him.”

      “You’re going to have to get in line for that,” Paul grumbled.

      “It’s going to be a long line,” Quinn agreed. “The most important thing to do is not draw attention to ourselves. As far as they know, we’re a group of individuals interested in talking about a dive. We’ll use my history as a catalyst and make sure it’s known that I’m going to be participating in the dive because Nick is doing me a favor.”

      “I have dive schematics that will pass a cursory inspection,” Nick volunteered. “From all outward appearances, it will look as if we’re doing exactly what we’re supposed to be doing.”

      “I expect one or both of the women to try and bond with Rowan,” Quinn supplied. “That’s probably why he brought them. They look sweet and unassuming. One is more serious than the other. He wanted to make sure he had someone who would appeal to Rowan.”

      “What do you want me to do?” Rowan was legitimately curious. “Do you want me to pretend to be friendly with them?” The idea made her sick to her stomach.

      “I want you to be friendly but not too open,” he countered. “If you open your arms to welcome them, they might become suspicious. You’re not exactly known for bonding with the guests ... a few notable exceptions notwithstanding. If you make it too easy for them, they might realize that we’re the ones running the con on them.”

      “How would they know I don’t bond with the guests, though?” Something occurred to her. “Oh, geez. You think they’ve had someone on the ship, watching me, before this trip. How did they manage that without us knowing?”

      “Don’t freak out,” Quinn admonished her. “We don’t know they’ve done anything of the sort. That’s just an assumption. It would make sense for them to send an investigator to check you out from a distance, someone who was ordered not to engage with you but simply watch. That way they would ensure that he was never on your radar.”

      “Ugh. I hate these people.” She made a face. “I wish they would just mind their own business and go away.”

      “That’s the ultimate plan here. We need to feel them out, though. For right now, I want you to take photographs like you usually would. If they try to engage you in conversation, be friendly but don’t go out of your way to spend time with them.

      “Remember, you’re the only photographer on the ship,” he continued. “You don’t have time to worry about one set of customers. You have to worry about them all. Don’t be rude. Don’t hide from them. Don’t seek them out either. If I’m right, I expect them to keep close enough to watch you and attempt random engagements. I want to see how they work it before we decide on our next step.”

      Rowan sighed and rubbed the tender spot between her eyebrows. “Do you remember when we were just a couple getting to know one another and falling in love without having to be spies on the side?”

      He took pity on her and leaned close. “We’re going to get back there,” he reassured her. “Not the falling in love part, of course. If I fall any farther then I’ll have to be unearthed with one of those big scoop things they use to dig pools. We’re going to get back to our relaxing life, though. I promise you that.”

      He was so earnest Rowan believed him. Maybe it was because she needed to. “Then I guess I should get to taking photos,” she said finally. “That’s what I would normally do, so that’s what I’ll do.”

      “After your iced tea. You need to hydrate.”

      “I believe I’m the one who should be nagging her about hydrating,” Paul pointed out. “That seems to fall under my job description.”

      “You’re going to have to learn to share,” Quinn admonished. “We can both be nags.”

      Paul grinned.
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      Rowan made it through the day. It was more difficult than she initially envisioned. Quinn was right about the trio setting up shop on the deck so they could watch her work. All afternoon she could feel their eyes on her. It took everything she had not to stare them down, or stride across the deck and demand they answer the questions she had lining up for dominance in her mind. She didn’t, of course, but she really wanted to.

      By the time she retreated to her room because she couldn’t take another second of being watched, she was exhausted. She took a long shower to wash away the dregs of the day and then climbed into bed with her laptop to sort the photos. She found comfort in the normalcy of the sorting, and before long, she was in the zone.

      That’s where Quinn found her when he decided to track her down for dinner. He looked amused when he caught sight of her.

      “Now this is what a man wants to see when he returns home after a hard day of work,” he teased, lifting the covers so he could ascertain if she was naked. Sure enough, she’d only dressed in panties before taking refuge in the bed they shared every night. Quinn had his own quarters, but they always bedded down in her room because of the equipment she needed for her job. He was working on getting them a suite moving forward — he had a lot of negotiating power because he was in high demand as a security expert — and they would most likely be upgrading their digs soon. For now, they were both comfortable and cozy.

      “Wow.” He smiled appreciatively at her. “I was going to drag you away for dinner because I know you skipped lunch — you’re no good to anyone if you’re weak from lack of fuel, by the way — but now I think we should do something else first.”

      Rowan arched a dubious eyebrow. “Someone is feeling playful this afternoon.”

      Quinn stripped off his shirt. “Are you saying you’re not feeling playful?”

      That wasn’t the word she would use to describe her mood. “I’m sorry I had to leave the deck,” she offered lamely. “I just couldn’t take being stared at.”

      Quinn dropped his shorts and climbed in next to her. “Do you think I’m angry?”

      “No. You rarely get angry at me.”

      “That’s true. Do you know why?”

      “Because you know I’ll be mad if you raise your voice.”

      “Actually, that’s not why. I don’t ever get angry with you because you’re perfect and you never do anything wrong.”

      Rowan rolled her eyes so hard it was a marvel she didn’t fall off the bed. “Oh, that was just ridiculous.”

      He chuckled. “Over the top?”

      “And then some.”

      “Well, here’s the thing ... it might be over the top, but it’s mostly true. The only time I ever get angry with you is when I feel as if you’ve put yourself in danger for no good reason. You didn’t do that today. You know your limits and you realized you were at them. It’s better for you to retreat than to blow up. Besides, they can’t possibly know how long you would spend on the deck. You might’ve needed to recharge your camera or answer an email. You’re fine.”

      Rowan hadn’t considered that. “I took a long shower and then spent the afternoon in bed going over photos.”

      “Any omens?”

      Rowan had been expecting the question. They were obviously worried about the same thing. If she saw a death omen in a photo, she would be propelled to act. That wouldn’t be smart given the fact that she was being watched.

      “No, and you have no idea how relieved I am,” she admitted. “I went through them twice just to be sure. None of the other omens are popping up either. We’re free and clear for this trip.”

      “That’s good.” He rolled so he could kiss her cheek. “Do you know what else is good?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Getting a workout in before dinner.”

      She furrowed her brow as she regarded him. “You really are feeling randy, huh? I thought maybe you were just playing it up to make me feel better.”

      That was part of it, Quinn silently admitted. Only a small part, though. He felt the need to be close to her. The reality of their situation was starting to hit home and every second spent with her was precious.

      “We’re eating dinner alone tonight. We thought it would be best if we didn’t eat every meal together. We talked it out. I know you would rather have meals with Nick and Paul, but we want to be responsible about this. I hope you’re not upset.”

      The conversational shift threw her. “Why would I be upset? I understand that.”

      “Good. If I want to make you feel better about anything, it’s that. I just want to spend time with you. If we lay here for thirty minutes and do nothing but hold one another, I’m fine with that, too.”

      It was a sweet sentiment. “You’re full of it,” Rowan challenged on a laugh after studying his face. “You want to play mermaid games and you know it.”

      “Only if you’re the mermaid ... and I can’t help it. It’s not every day that I come back to this room and find you naked in bed. It does things to my head.”

      Rowan filed away the tidbit for later. “Then I guess we should work up an appetite, huh? I’m betting you’re going to watch me like a hawk to make sure I eat.”

      “Yup.”

      “Workout it is.” She moved the laptop to the nightstand and rolled to face him. “Show me what you’ve got.”

      “I thought you’d never ask.”

      

      THEY WERE LATE TO DINNER. Nick’s crew was almost completely finished before they arrived. Quinn made eye contact with Fred across the room and then pointed Rowan toward the buffet line. They were keeping things separate this evening, which was the smart way to go.

      “Spencer and his girls are over there.” Rowan inclined her chin to the far corner as she grabbed two plates. “They’re already watching us.”

      “Don’t stare,” Quinn warned.

      “I’m not going to stare. I just happened to glance up and found them watching us. It was ... weird.”

      “I’m sure it was. Don’t look back, though. Act like I’m the most interesting man in the room.”

      “You are the most interesting man in the room.”

      “I know that. I wasn’t sure if you did.”

      Amused, she playfully elbowed him in the stomach. “Are you somehow unconvinced of your appeal after what we just did?”

      “Maybe.” He leaned close and rested his forehead against hers. “I’m well aware of your appeal, though.”

      “Geez,” she shook her head, genuinely amused. “You’re feeling it all over today, aren’t you?”

      “I really am. I can’t explain it.”

      “Well, since we’re supposed to be acting normal, how about we eat enough crab legs to make us want to unbutton our pants for breathing room and then head out to the deck for a romantic walk?”

      “That right there is the plan of the night.”

      Rowan wasn’t lying about filling her plate with crab legs. By the time she and Quinn settled at their usual table, her plate was overflowing. She also stocked up on scallops, shrimp, and mussels.

      “Did you get anything to go with all that seafood?” Quinn asked as he settled across from her. “I mean ... I don’t see any vegetables.”

      Rowan’s gaze was withering. “I’ve reached a stage of evolution that means I don’t have to eat vegetables.”

      Delight sparked in the depths of Quinn’s eyes. “Really? How did you reach this state?”

      She wiggled her fingers. “Magic.”

      He chuckled as he shifted the bowl of mixed vegetables he secured from the line so it was between the two of them. “I figured you would forget the importance of eating something other than crab so I took the liberty of getting enough for both of us.”

      Rowan made a face. “You know I hate cooked carrots.”

      “The carrots are for me. The cauliflower, broccoli, and Brussels sprouts are for you.”

      She sighed. “You really are a nag.”

      “And I will be for the rest of our lives. Get used to that.”

      

      AN HOUR LATER, ROWAN FELT as if she might explode.

      “Why did you let me eat so much?” she complained as she leaned back in her chair and rubbed her stomach. “Ugh.”

      Quinn was a big fan of her eating habits. Sure, it was likely to catch up with her eventually, but that wasn’t the case now. Eventually they would have to get into a workout routine together but that could wait for a later date. Still, she’d outdone herself this evening.

      “I think you ate two pounds of crab by yourself.”

      “Probably.”

      “That’s on top of the scallops and shrimp. The mussels don’t really count because they’re so tiny.”

      “I agree they don’t count.” Rowan shifted on the chair. “You really should’ve stopped me before I went back for more crab legs.”

      “I believe I tried to stop you.”

      “Yeah, well, try harder next time.” She exhaled heavily and blew her bangs off her forehead. “We’re definitely going to need to take that walk before heading back to the room. I need to burn some calories and make room in these shorts.”

      Completely besotted with her — really, who wouldn’t be? — he held out his hand. “Let’s do it.”

      The sound of a man clearing his throat behind him caused Quinn to swivel quickly. He was surprised to find Michael standing there, a bright smile on his face. He wasn't alone, though, and it was the gregarious captain’s companion who set Quinn’s teeth on edge. It was Leon Spencer.

      “Hey,” Quinn offered lamely. “I didn’t realize you guys were standing there. How much did you hear?”

      “Just the part where Rowan said you should’ve stopped her from going back for seconds.”

      “That’s not so bad,” Quinn decided, forcing a smile for Spencer’s benefit. “Hello. I’m Quinn Davenport.” He extended his hand in greeting as if it were the most normal thing in the world. “I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure of meeting.”

      Spencer took Quinn’s hand without a second of hesitation. “Leon Spencer,” he introduced himself.

      “I brought Leon over here because he wanted to meet you,” Michael volunteered happily. He seemed to be in a ridiculously good mood. “He wanted to meet you because he’s heard me talk so much about you over the past few weeks.”

      Quinn kept his expression neutral, but his blood ran cold. What was going on here? How did they know each other? “You’ve been telling stories about me?” Quinn queried, chuckling. “Why would you possibly do that?”

      “You just saved a bunch of people from the ocean and then took down several members of the same family because they were murderers,” Spencer pointed out. “That was a huge story. Michael wanted to brag that he knew someone who was part of it.”

      “Ah, well ... .” Quinn honestly wasn’t sure what he was supposed to say. “It wasn’t a big deal. It just happened to work out in a public fashion.”

      “On the contrary, it was a very big deal,” Spencer countered. “I mean ... you saved people’s lives and took down a bunch of killers. That’s miraculous if you ask me.”

      “It probably would’ve saved time to just leave them at sea,” Quinn noted.

      Instead of being offended, Spencer chuckled. “I guess that’s true.”

      The group lapsed into silence and Quinn’s mind was working overtime on how to extricate himself and Rowan from the situation when Michael spoke again.

      “So, I know you guys are done here for the evening — and I’m betting you have plans for the rest of the night — but I was wondering if we might all have dinner together tomorrow night,” he said. “Leon and I went to college together and since I mentioned your exploits he really wants to get a chance to spend time with the two of you.”

      Quinn was caught. He knew it. He wanted a chance to think things out before answering but that would look suspicious. “Absolutely. We’d love to have dinner with you tomorrow.”

      “Oh, I’m so pleased.” Spencer rubbed his hands together. “I feel as if I’ll be eating with celebrities.”

      He was laying it on a bit thick for Quinn’s comfort, but the security guru kept his smile in place and simply nodded. “I think it sounds great. I’m looking forward to it.”

      

      QUINN STATIONED ROWAN ON A REMOTE lounger on the deck before grabbing drinks from the tiki bar. He instructed her to wait for him — he wanted to make sure they were isolated before discussing the big dinner reveal — and ordered two beers to make sure the conversation went down smoothly.

      As he was leaving the bar, he was taken aback when he recognized the back of Rowan’s hair. “I thought I told you to wait for me,” he muttered as he moved to her side. “There was no reason for you to follow me. I was on my way right back.”

      When he slid his eyes to his left, he frowned. It wasn’t Rowan after all. She certainly looked like Rowan from behind — she had the same auburn hair and slim waist — but her face was different, her eyes especially.

      “I’m sorry.” Quinn had the grace to be embarrassed. “I thought you were someone else.”

      “I could be someone else,” the woman offered, she was practically purring as she looked Quinn up and down. “Who is it you want me to be?”

      Quinn found he was uncomfortable with the question. “I don’t want you to be anybody. It was a mistake. I thought you were my girlfriend.”

      “I could be her. You don’t know.”

      “Oh, I know.”

      “You didn’t know a second ago.”

      “That’s because you have the same color hair. I apologize. I really have to be going, though.” Quinn was still disconcerted when he stepped away from the pouting woman. He cast a glance over his shoulder, shaking his head when he took another look. They really didn’t look all that much alike. It was the hair that caused him to make the assumption. He felt a bit lame for it, though, and decided not to mention the mistake to Rowan. No good could come of it.

      She was sitting exactly where he left her when he returned, the eyes he loved so much trained on the ocean. She seemed lost in thought.

      “Do you think Spencer and Michael have really been friends all this time?” she asked as he handed her a beer and got comfortable on the lounger behind her.

      “I don’t think Michael is the lying type. In fact, he’s truthful to a fault ... even when it makes him look bad. I think they definitely went to college together.”

      “So ... is Michael part of it?”

      Quinn worked his jaw. He’d been considering the question himself. He didn’t like thinking about it, though. “Not necessarily,” he said finally. “I’m going to talk to Michael tomorrow, get the story out of him, but Michael went to the University of Florida. That’s a big school. It’s entirely possible that they were there together and haven’t seen each other in decades. Maybe Spencer realized that Michael is captain and decided to use that tenuous tie between them to get closer to you.”

      Oddly enough, the suggestion made Rowan feel better. She liked Michael, at least in a general sense. He was a womanizer and tended to speak before he thought. That didn’t make him a bad man, though. He was flawed, of course, but everybody was.

      “So, maybe it’s just a coincidence,” she murmured.

      “That’s my guess. I obviously couldn’t ask him in front of Spencer, though. I’ll do that tomorrow. He’ll tell me the truth.” And, if he doesn’t, I’ll be able to tell, Quinn silently added. He didn’t want to alarm Rowan, but several other possibilities had been bopping around inside of his head. What were the odds that Michael was more involved with the situation than he initially envisioned? Quinn had to admit it was ingenious for Spencer to have manipulated this situation ... if that’s what was really happening.

      Somehow, though, that didn’t feel right. Quinn honestly hoped that Michael was being duped, used for Spencer’s personal gain. It was a weird thing to wish for, but the alternative would hurt. He didn’t want to lose Michael as a friend. He would cut him off at the knees if he became a problem, though. No sacrifice was too great for Rowan. She was everything to him, his present and future wrapped up in a pretty package.

      “We don’t know anything yet,” Quinn stressed as he pulled her back against his chest. “We can’t stress about this until we figure out exactly what’s going on. You’ve met Michael. He’s kind of a goober. He wouldn’t think anything of a former acquaintance contacting him. He doesn’t know what you can do. He can’t share information with Spencer because he’s in the dark.”

      “He doesn’t know what I can do from us,” she countered. “He might know thanks to Spencer. What if he does? Do you think he’s been the one watching me for them?”

      Quinn hadn’t yet considered that and he wanted to kick himself. “We can’t jump to conclusions,” he replied finally. “We need to be calm. I don’t want to turn on Michael unless we have proof. After that, if he’s culpable in this, I’ll handle him. I promise you that.”

      Rowan slid her eyes to Quinn. She wondered what he meant by that. She didn’t question him, though. The details were probably too frightening for her to focus on. “Let’s just spend a bit of time together,” she suggested, gesturing toward the ocean. “It’s a beautiful night. There’s no reason not to enjoy it.”

      He kissed the side of her neck. “You read my mind.”
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      Quinn woke before Rowan, although he didn’t know why. One glance at the window told him all he needed to know. The sun was barely slipping above the horizon. He still had an hour to sleep. On a normal day, he would milk that for as long as he could because sleep – especially with her – was always welcome.

      Mornings were honestly his favorite time of day. Sure, he loved the evenings, too. He was perfectly happy climbing into bed, settling Rowan against him, and sharing a bowl of popcorn while watching some terrible horror movie. She was addicted to them. The gorier, the better. He found them entertaining so he watched right along with her. Then, of course, one thing would lead to another. He found joy in the simple act of holding her against him as they drifted off.

      Despite all that, mornings were better. Rowan wasn’t the type to wake up with a smile on her face. Actually, sometimes she did. That was only because she woke up to find him staring into her eyes. She claimed it made her laugh to find him so intense first thing in the morning. He always replied that he wasn’t staring as much as listening. She murmured as she was surfacing. He always tried to make out the words and never could. It was a game he figured he would never tire of playing.

      That wasn’t the only thing Quinn loved about mornings, though. He also enjoyed the fact that she was always warm and snuggly. Being slow on the uptake, she was also perfectly fine resting with her head on his chest in silence. There was an intimacy to the time that Quinn was convinced most others wouldn’t be able to understand. He did, though, and he looked forward to waking up every single day.

      “Your mind is making too much noise,” Rowan murmured as she shifted. It was the first sign she’d shown all morning that she was awake.

      “How do you know my mind is making too much noise?”

      “I could hear it in my dreams.”

      He chuckled. “What does my mind sound like?”

      “The prettiest instrumental music I’ve ever heard.”

      “Oh.” He was charmed despite himself. “That’s kind of sweet.” He poked her side. “How did you sleep?”

      They spent a good hour on the deck the previous evening, sharing the lounger and sipping beers neither of them particularly wanted. They both had a lot on their minds. Upon returning to the room, Quinn did his best to get her to forget her problems. He knew her subconscious wouldn’t be quiet in sleep, though. The mounting problems — which often felt insurmountable at times — probably tracked her through dreams that should’ve been much happier.

      “I slept fine.” Rowan smiled at him, but the expression didn’t make it all the way to her eyes.

      “How did you sleep?” he repeated, firm.

      She sighed, the sound long and drawn out. “I slept okay. You don’t have to worry about me. I’m not going to fall apart.”

      “I don’t believe that’s what I asked.” Quinn pulled back his head so he could meet her steady eyes. “How did you sleep? It’s fine to share as many details as you’re comfortable with.”

      His tone grated even though she knew he had the best of intentions. “I slept okay at the start,” she snapped. “I passed out right away and it was a deep sleep. Then it turned more restless in the middle of the night. I had dreams about shadowy figures chasing me through the corridors in the lower levels.

      “Now, I know what you’re thinking,” she continued, her agitation coming out to play. “I should’ve been safe on the lower levels because only people with keycards can get in there. I didn’t feel safe, though. People were chasing me — two or three people — and I couldn’t lose them. I’m pretty sure I know what that dream means and I’m not surprised I had it.”

      Her eyes flashed with potential mayhem as she glared. “There. Are you happy with the details?”

      He studied her face for a long beat without answering. Somehow he’d managed to push her to the point of no return in two minutes flat. That had to be a new record. He didn’t want to upset her. That was the last thing he wanted. He was, however, determined to take care of her.

      “If you ever get trapped down there, go to my office,” he replied finally. “There’s a hidden security closet behind that shelf because of the weapons. There’s more than enough room for you to hide in there.”

      Rowan worked her jaw. “It was a dream.”

      “Yes, but your anxiety is obviously high. I don’t blame you.” He shifted so he could kiss her forehead. “I’ll make sure you have a security pass that grants you access to my office and the gun room if you need it. That should give you two layers of security if you need to hide. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it sooner.”

      Rowan’s mouth dropped open. “That’s all you have to say? You don’t want to pick a fight with me over my attitude?”

      “No.” He was calm, matter-of-fact. “You’re dealing with a stressful situation. These people are invading your turf. Say what you want, despite the fact that you’ve only been here several months, this is your home. It’s annoying when someone tries to break into your home. I would’ve been surprised if you didn’t have high-anxiety dreams.”

      His relaxed reaction only made Rowan want to fight with him more. “You’re ticking me off.”

      “I know.” That was the truth. He could tell that he was angering her with every word uttered. He simply didn’t know how to fix things. “I don’t mean to. I just ... want to take care of you. I’m afraid you’ll keep things from me in an effort to protect me. That’s not what I want. We should share everything.”

      “Everything?” Rowan was dubious. “I don’t think it’s possible for people to share everything.”

      “Try me.”

      “Okay. Right now I’m kind of in a pickle because I’m warm and I love cuddling with you. I have to pee, though. If I move the wrong way, my bladder might make me pay. That makes me think about what would happen if I accidentally wet the bed and how I would taint our relationship for life. So, I’m trying to figure a graceful way to exit the bed without upsetting you because I know you like your snuggle time in the morning.”

      Instead of being put off, Quinn barked out a laugh. “Is it any wonder that I fell for you practically the first moment I saw you?” He cupped her chin and pressed a kiss to her lips. “Go to the bathroom. After that, we’ll shower and head down to breakfast. I want to be up and about before most of the guests so we can position ourselves in the dining room to watch where the Phoenix Society folks are seated. I want to be the one watching them enter a room for a change.”

      Rowan arched an eyebrow. “You really don’t like them.”

      “I don’t like that they’re a threat to you. Plus ... I don’t like Spencer. I’ve barely met the man, but I can tell he’s full of himself. I don’t want him playing in my pool.”

      She tilted her head, considering. “Do you want me playing in your pool?”

      “See, you and I are a unit. We share a pool.”

      “That’s kind of sweet.”

      “I’m a sweet guy.” He leaned close and graced her with a kiss so soft it made her ache. “Now, go to the bathroom so we can get ready. If we can swing by the suite rooms to see your father and uncle before they leave, that might be a good idea, too.”

      Rowan nodded, thoughtful. “I’m sorry for jumping all over you this morning. I don’t mean to be a grouch. I’m just not used to this. It’s like living in a fishbowl.”

      “I know. I’m not angry. I promise not to take it personally if you lash out here and there. You need to express your frustration and it’s better if you do it in the privacy of this room. I’m okay absorbing the bulk of your anger.”

      He sounded rational, which only made Rowan feel worse. “I’m not okay with it,” she countered, shaking her head. “I love you. I’ve never been this happy. You do everything for me. I don’t want to be mean to you.”

      “I don’t consider it being mean. You’re just ... wound a little tight right now. In truth, so am I. We’re the perfect pair. We’re going to get through this.” He made a face when his phone chirped on the nightstand. “Geez. So much for the lazy shower I had in mind.”

      Rowan couldn’t stop herself from smiling as he reached for his phone. “You want to do it again? You’re feeling pretty active since the Phoenix Society landed. Is there something you want to tell me?”

      He grinned. “Yes. My name is Quinn and I like having sex when I’m anxious. It calms me down.”

      “I think you like having sex regardless.”

      “That, too.” He frowned when he read his text message. “Well ... crap.”

      Rowan recognized the change in his tone. “Do I even want to know?”

      “I’m not sure,” he admitted, rolling his neck. “They found a body on the main deck.”

      Whatever she was expecting, that wasn’t it. Rowan pushed back so she could sit and relieve some of the pressure on her bladder. “I don’t understand.”

      Quinn wasn’t sure he did either. “There’s a dead woman on the deck. She was just discovered by the overnight crew. I need to get up there.”

      “But ... how could someone die?” Rowan was thrown for a loop. “I didn’t see an omen in anybody’s photograph. I swear it. I looked close.”

      “Maybe our dead woman didn’t get her photograph taken,” Quinn noted. “Twenty-five percent of the guests opt to avoid the initial photograph. She could’ve been the type who didn’t want a cheesy photo in front of a cardboard backdrop.”

      Rowan narrowed her eyes to dangerous slits. “I never take cheesy photographs.”

      He couldn’t stop himself from snorting at her adamant expression. “Of course not. Every photo you take is an artistic dream.” He shifted his legs to climb out of bed. “We’ll have to talk about this later. For now, I have to get up there. I need to shower fast so I’ll be doing it alone. You can follow when you’re ready.”

      Rowan nodded absently. “I wonder what happened.”

      That’s the direction Quinn’s mind was floating, too. “I don’t know. This is the last thing we need given everything that’s going on, though.”

      Rowan didn’t say it out loud, but she was thinking the exact same thing.

      

      QUINN HAD BEEN HARD AT WORK for forty-five minutes by the time Rowan joined him on the deck. No matter how she tried to hurry, there were certain tasks that simply took a long time ... like blow drying her hair.

      Quinn was surrounded by his security personnel when she joined the group amassing on the front deck. The guests were clearly interested in what was happening before the barrier Quinn’s men had set up to keep them from trampling over a potential crime scene. She made a coughing noise to get his attention. When he didn’t look in her direction, she called out his name.

      Quinn shifted in her direction and motioned for her to cross the line. The gathered guests whispered amongst themselves as she closed the distance and she could hear a few of the excited exhalations. People were buzzing about a body being found. There would be no keeping this discovery secret.

      “I need you to take photos of her before I can haul her to the medical wing,” Quinn explained. “We need to record the scene and then get her out of here before more guests start showing up.”

      Rowan quickly grabbed her camera and started shooting without further prompting. Before becoming a cruise ship photographer, she worked for a local newspaper in Michigan. She’d covered her fair share of crime stories and had long since gotten over being squeamish when it came to photographing bodies.

      “Do we know who she is?” Rowan asked as she circled to a different angle so she could catch the woman’s face. She was face down, her eyes open and sightless as they looked to the east. Two fingernails looked to be missing, probably broken off in a fight, and her auburn hair was a mass of tangles. “Oh, so weird,” she muttered, making a tsking sound with her tongue.

      “What’s weird?” Quinn queried absently. His mind was going a mile a minute as he organized his thoughts and to-do list.

      “From behind, her hair looks like mine.”

      He stilled, something occurring to him. “Oh, geez.” He moved to stand next to Rowan, his eyes going wide when he realized she was right. “I talked to this woman last night. She thought I was hitting on her.”

      Rowan made a face as she lowered the camera and slid her gaze to him. “When did you have time to hit on someone?”

      Quinn scowled. “I didn’t hit on anyone,” he promised. “I was in the tiki bar getting beers. When I turned, I saw her from behind. I thought she was you. I didn’t pay any attention to the outfit she was wearing. I asked what you were doing because I said I would be right back and when she turned, it was obvious she wasn’t you. Then she tried to flirt with me.”

      Rowan screwed her face up in a look of annoyance. “What is it with you and women? They just fall to their feet whenever they see you.”

      “I don’t know. Why did you fall to your feet when you saw me?”

      “Hey. I waited like two days before falling at your feet. I was strong.”

      Her reaction made his lips curve. Then he remembered himself ... and the fact that they were standing over a dead body. “I didn’t talk to her for more than a few minutes,” he supplied. “I thought she was you. When I realized she wasn’t, I said my goodbyes and returned to you on the deck. She invited me to stay, but I’m nothing if not faithful.”

      Rowan rolled her eyes. She recognized he was trying to lighten the mood but now wasn’t the time. “How did she die?”

      Quinn sobered. “I’m pretty sure she was strangled.” He hunkered down and pointed so she would know where he wanted photographs taken. “Make sure you get every angle of her neck. Do you see the bruising pattern there? It’s clear someone wrapped a set of hands around her neck and squeezed.”

      Rowan made a face at the imagery but dutifully snapped away. “When do you think it happened?”

      “We’re going to need the medical examiner to decide that. It had to be after dinner.” He turned to Lance Buttons, the security guard who had found her as he was finishing up his shift. “When was the last time you guys crossed through this section before discovering her?”

      Lance pulled his phone out of his pocket and checked. “It looks like we were here around one in the morning, a little before. After that we walked every corridor and then swung back around to the deck. Everything was quiet last night so we weren’t too worried.”

      “So she definitely wasn’t here before one,” Quinn mused, pity washing over him as he studied the woman. Up close, she didn’t resemble Rowan at all. He remembered thinking the hair belonged to her the previous night, though, and a nasty suspicion took hold in his gut. “We need to get her downstairs. Ro, have you finished your photos?”

      “Just a few more.” Rowan stood and quickly started snapping again. She worked tirelessly for five minutes and then indicated the security guards could pack up the body and take it below deck. She moved closer to Quinn when she finished and blurted out the first thing that came to her mind. “Do you think she was killed because she looks like me?”

      Quinn almost fell over. “No. Why would you say that?” His response was shriller than he intended.

      “Because her hair was similar enough that you mistook her for me from behind,” Rowan replied calmly. She refused to engage in another fight. One a morning was her limit. “If you were fooled, think how easy it would’ve been for a member of the Phoenix Society to be confused.”

      Quinn didn’t like where her head was. “I don’t want you blaming yourself. You didn’t do this. You’re not responsible.”

      Rowan was unnaturally calm as she fixed him with a pointed look. “If she was killed because she looked like me, who else should I blame?”

      “Now, you listen here—”

      She fervently shook her head to cut him off. “You can’t wiggle your fingers and make this one go away,” she pointed out. “If she was killed because someone mistook her for me, then it’s my fault.”

      “No. It’s not.” Quinn was adamant. “You didn’t cause this. You’re not to blame.”

      “Then who is to blame?”

      “Whoever did this.” Quinn gestured toward the body as it was lifted on a gurney and immediately covered to keep the guests from snapping photographs. “You need motive for blame. You didn’t have motive, so you’re not to blame.”

      “I don’t think that will hold up in a court of law.”

      “I don’t really care.” Stubborn until the end, Quinn folded his arms over his chest. “If you keep blaming yourself for this, we’re going to have issues.”

      Oddly enough, his cranky response made Rowan feel better. “I won’t blame myself if you don’t do the same. I know you’re going to wonder if there’s something you could’ve done to save her. Just for the record, I already know there wasn’t. It is what it is.”

      “Yeah.” Quinn forced a smile. “I need to start digging on this. We don’t even know what went down. We could be jumping to conclusions.”

      “We could,” Rowan agreed. She was doubtful that was the case, but she kept her opinion to herself. Why add to an already tense morning?

      Quinn was secretly happy when she didn’t expand on the statement. He was already thinking the same thing. Nothing would convince him the woman didn’t die because she looked like Rowan. It was way too much of a coincidence considering what was going on.

      That meant Rowan was a potential victim moving forward, and he would fight to the death to make sure nobody got close enough to end her like someone had this poor woman. He would protect her with his last breath ... and then love her for the eternity beyond.
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      Her name was Deborah Little. She was on the cruise with a group of friends following a divorce. It was a supposed to be a “sisters before misters” outing. That’s what the friends told Quinn anyway.

      All of them were devastated.

      “I don’t understand how this happened,” Abby Cross said, swiping at a tear on her cheek. “I just ... don’t understand.”

      Unfortunately for her, Quinn didn’t have acceptable answers. “We’re not sure yet. We’re obviously looking into it.”

      “Will you turn around now? Are we heading back to port?”

      It was a reasonable question. Of course, Quinn didn’t have a satisfactory answer. “No. We have to stick to our schedule. Arrangements will be made for you and the others at our first port. The body has to stay on the ship until we can transport it back to Florida.”

      Abby’s shocked expression reflected abject horror. “You’ve got to be kidding. You’re going to make us go on vacation?”

      “There is protocol in these situations.”

      “You have protocol for dead bodies found on your ships? I wish I would’ve known that before I booked.”

      Quinn didn’t take the outrage personally. In fact, he couldn’t blame her for being upset. If he were in her shoes, he would be causing a scene. “I’m sorry.” It was a lame response, but it was all he had. “I know this isn’t ideal. The cruise line will pay for you and your friends to fly back to the states. Once we return to port, we need to transport the body to the proper authorities. It can’t leave our care in case they need to conduct their own investigation. There are chain of custody issues at play.”

      “Because she was murdered?”

      “Because her death is suspicious.”

      “But she was murdered, right?”

      “Yes.” Quinn had no intention of lying, or fudging the facts. That’s simply not the way he operated. “She was strangled, although I’m still waiting for the specifics and the time of death. I need you to walk through your evening with me. I need all of that on the record.”

      Abby was clearly frustrated as she clenched her hands into fists at her sides. “I don’t know what to tell you. We were all hanging out at that tiki bar for a long time, having drinks and kind of being rowdy. It’s the first vacation a lot of us have had away from the kids and husbands for a long time.”

      “My understanding is that Deborah was recently divorced. What can you tell me about her husband?”

      “Ken?” Abby was incredulous. “There’s not much to tell. He was a jerk. He cheated on her with everything in a skirt. He’s a lawyer in Georgia. He let his clients pay in sexual favors sometimes. He actually told Abby when she confronted him with evidence that he didn’t see why she was so upset because he was actually doing her a favor since she wasn’t keen on doing her wifely duties.”

      Quinn made a face. “Her wifely duties?”

      “Yeah. Blowjobs. He said he needed a blowjob every day or he wouldn’t be able to do his job. He was a disgusting piece of filth.”

      Quinn had little doubt about that. “Did they have children?”

      “Thankfully, no. They tried for a few years but it never happened. Then, when Deb started getting suspicious, she went back on the pill because she didn’t trust him enough to have kids with him.”

      That was probably for the best, Quinn internally mused. He hated to think of any children left behind with Ken, the wonder husband. Still, it felt grossly unfair that this woman had lost her life when she was so close to forging a new one. He thought about the way her eyes lit with interest when he called out to her. She’d looked excited, as if she couldn’t believe someone would actually pick her up. He regretted the interaction now. He’d brushed her off with nothing more than indifference when he realized she wasn’t Rowan. Still, he was bothered by the woman’s resemblance to his girlfriend. It made him distinctly uncomfortable.

      “Tell me about the divorce,” he prodded after a beat. “Was it ugly?”

      “It wasn’t pretty. Deb got half of everything. He fought that hard because he brought the bulk of the money into the marriage. They were married for ten years, though. They got married straight out of college. The judge didn’t listen to any of the crap Ken said and basically told him to suck it up and be a man. Deb had proof of infidelity and it was all trotted out in court.”

      “That could be motive for murder,” Quinn noted. “Did he know she was going on a cruise?”

      “I honestly don’t know.” Abby tapped her chin as she considered the question. “I don’t think so. I mean ... I guess he could’ve heard through the grapevine. They’ve had minimal contact since separating, though. Ken doesn’t want anything to do with her and Deb was just ... done.”

      “Still, he could’ve found out. Do you think he’s capable of killing?”

      “I would be lying if I said no. He’s got a temper. The thing is, he’s too controlled. I can’t see him risking what he has left. He’s a pretty boy. He wouldn’t do well in prison. Besides, I think we would’ve noticed if he was on the ship.”

      “I’m not suggesting he’s on the ship. I’ve already checked the manifest. You have to show identification to check in. He’s not here. He could’ve hired someone, though.” Even as he said the words, he didn’t believe them. Strangulation was an intimate death. You had to get up close and personal with someone. A hitman would’ve been far more likely to snap Deborah’s neck or simply dump her over the side of the ship. He didn’t know a lot of for-hire professionals who carried out murder by strangulation.

      “I can see him maybe hiring someone, but he would absolutely have to believe he could get away with it. He would have to trust the person he hired implicitly.”

      “Still, it’s an angle. I’m going to do some digging. I’m sorry we can’t take you straight back to port. I’ll have a bereavement counselor contact you and facilitate whatever it is you want to do, though.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      Tears filled Abby’s green eyes. “Thanks for that. I’m really sorry for my loss, too.”

      

      ROWAN WORKED BECAUSE IT WAS all she could think to do. She took up residence on the deck, making sure she was in clear view of the tiki bar — something Quinn texted and insisted on because that’s where Nick, Paul, and the others were setting up residence for the afternoon — and started snapping away.

      She’d gone through her photos from the previous day ten times. The dead woman wasn’t in them. That meant she bypassed the initial photo. Rowan didn’t really blame her — she wasn’t a fan of staged photos either — but she was bitterly disappointed. If the woman had taken the time to pose for a photo, Rowan might have been able to save her.

      Even as the thought threatened to take over, she pushed it out of her mind. She’d learned a long time ago that dwelling on things like that wouldn’t benefit her in the least. If she took on too much guilt it would bury her and she wouldn’t be able to function. That would help no one.

      Rowan was supposed to be playing it cool, lackadaisically moving throughout the day as if she didn’t have a care in the world other than performing her job tasks to the best of her ability. Since her father and Nick were watching from the tiki bar, she constantly found herself looking in that direction. They were a distraction of sorts, although she was thankful they were close so she didn’t have to constantly look over her shoulder.

      “Oomph,” Rowan growled as she accidentally slammed into one of the guests. She’d been trying to avoid him, saw him coming out of the corner of her eye, but she hadn’t been quick enough.

      “I’m so sorry.” The man’s hands shot out and he grabbed her before she could tumble onto one of the loungers littering the deck. “I didn’t see you there.”

      Rowan smiled as she righted herself. “It’s okay. There’s a lot of visual stimulation on this ship. It’s easy to get distracted.”

      The man ran his hand through his dark hair. It was shaved on the sides and floppy on top. He had deep brown eyes and a charming smile, which was partially obscured by a thick beard. He wore plaid shorts and a striped shirt, which made for a loud ensemble that Rowan wanted to laugh at. She knew better than poking fun at the guests.

      “I’m still sorry,” the man offered, his expression reflecting legitimate worry. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “I’m absolutely fine.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure.” Rowan was growing more amused by the second. The man had wandering eyes, and right now they were taking a trip over her legs and chest. He wasn’t subtle in the least. “Thank you for making sure I’m okay, though. I appreciate it.”

      “Well, it was the gentlemanly thing to do.” He grinned and she saw he had a dimple beneath the beard. His nose was long and hooked, the only drawback to a pleasing face. She was sure she’d never met him before, and yet there was something familiar about that smile. She couldn’t put her finger on it. “I like to think of myself as a gentleman.”

      “It’s a good thing to be.”

      “Yeah.” He didn’t make a move to leave her. “So ... you work on the ship?”

      “I’m the ship photographer. I basically take photos all day and load them up to the online portal so people can purchase them if they’re interested.”

      “That sounds like an awesome job. I bet you get to travel to a lot of cool places.”

      “I do. It’s nice.”

      “What’s the coolest place you’ve ever been?” The man showed no signs of wanting to end the conversation. Rowan had a feeling she knew why — seriously, he wouldn’t stop staring at her legs — and she felt the need to nip that particular instinct in the bud. She didn’t have time for flirty men when there was so much else going on.

      “There’s an island called El Demonio. A few months ago I got to go down in a submersible and see a shipwreck there. I thought that was pretty cool.”

      “That sounds amazing. We’re going back again this trip, right?”

      “We are.”

      “Awesome. I love shipwrecks.”

      “Then I’m sure you’ll love El Demonio.” She shifted from one foot to the other, uncomfortable. “I should probably get back to work, though. They don’t pay me to stand around and do nothing.”

      The man ignored her. “I love this ship. It’s very cool. I had the best dinner last night.”

      “The food is very good,” Rowan agreed.

      “Do you get to eat dinner in the main dining room?”

      “Sometimes. I ... .”

      He kept talking as if she hadn’t opened her mouth. “Maybe we could have dinner together tonight,” he suggested. “I mean, we both like good food and conversation. I think we would have a lot to talk about.”

      Rowan made up her mind on the spot. If she wasn’t firm with this guy, he would never stop talking and allow her to return to work. “Sure,” she replied without hesitation. “Do you mind if I invite my boyfriend? He loves talking about El Demonio. He’s head of security on the ship and he’s busy at the moment, but if you give me your information, I’m sure we can set up a dinner for the three of us.”

      The man’s smile never wavered. “That sounds great.”

      Rowan was flummoxed. “It does?”

      “Absolutely.” He bobbed his head. “There’s nothing better than a good shipwreck conversation with friends.”

      Now Rowan was really caught. She’d expected him to sheepishly apologize and disappear. Instead, he was sticking. It was more annoying than endearing. “Well ... we already have a dinner scheduled for this evening. Just give me your information and we’ll try to set something up in the next few days.”

      “That sounds awesome.”

      

      ROWAN FINALLY MANAGED TO EXTRICATE herself from the man after another ten minutes. His name was Bill Hill — she had so many jokes she wanted to make about that — and he’d finally taken the hint and allowed her to return to work. She was still frazzled with his insistent nature when she pointed her camera back toward the deck and clicked.

      When she pulled back to study the photograph, she realized Darcy was in the middle of the frame. The young woman was standing in the middle of a pack of people and staring directly at her. When Rowan raised her head to double check, she found the woman was walking in her direction ... and she had a bright smile on her face.

      Rowan recognized the smile was fake. She wasn’t an idiot and knew better than to trust the woman. Still, there was something infectious about Darcy’s attitude. She was charming and seemed to understand how to put strangers at ease. That made Rowan all the more suspicious.

      “Hey.” Rowan hoped she didn’t come across as unnaturally shrill. The presence of the Phoenix Society representatives had her on edge. “I didn’t see you there.”

      “I saw you.” Darcy was the enthusiastic sort and she seemed fluent in girl talk, something Rowan had never really mastered until she bonded with Sally. “You were talking to a hot guy. Were you flirting?”

      Rowan thought back to Bill’s ridiculous beard. “Um ... not exactly. He’s just a random guest. We almost ran into each other.”

      “Oh.” Darcy bobbed her head in a knowing manner. “You’re probably not allowed to date the guests, right?”

      “There’s no hard and fast rule about fraternization. I would never date a guest for logistical reasons because the people on the ship are obviously here for a vacation and it seems like a wasted effort. Even so, I don’t think that particular gentleman was my cup of tea.”

      She snorted. “I thought he was hot.”

      “Yes, well ... I already have a boyfriend.” The words were out of Rowan’s mouth before she thought better of them. She realized after the fact that Quinn wouldn’t be happy about her sharing information with the Phoenix Society people. Sure, they probably already knew, but she wasn’t acting smart. It was too late to take it back, though.

      “You have a boyfriend?” Interest sparked in Darcy’s eyes. “Does he live on the ship with you?”

      “He’s part of the security team.”

      “Cool.” Darcy rummaged in the beach bag she carried and came back with a camera that looked very similar to the one Rowan carried. “So, I brought my camera, too. I’m something of a shutterbug enthusiast.”

      Rowan was taken aback. This had to be some sort of trick. The woman was trying to ingratiate herself to Rowan, bond on a personal level, and then use that interaction to trick her. There was no other explanation for what was happening. “Oh, well ... .”

      “I’m taking some classes in my free time,” Darcy explained. “Obviously being an accountant pays the bills and I can’t risk my job because it’s a really good one. I still want to dabble in photography. I’m learning about shutter speed and aperture, but I was wondering if you would take a look at a few of my photos. I don’t think I have the knack for shooting in direct sun yet.”

      Rowan felt caught. She couldn’t admit to being suspicious of the woman. If it were any other guest, she would politely look at the photos and offer advice. She had no choice but to do that now. “Sure.” She licked her lips as Darcy started searching through her photos

      “Like this one,” the woman started, holding up her camera in front of Rowan’s face. “The shadows at the edges are creating problems.”

      Rowan frowned as she stared at the photo. It was actually decent quality, but Darcy was right, the shadows were unfortunate. “There’s not much you can do about that,” she said after a beat. “I’m guessing you took it between noon and three.”

      “Yeah. How did you know that?”

      “Because the sun is highest in the sky at that point, and you were on the east side of the ship. I’ve had similar problems. It’s best to avoid those times. There are tricks you can try but even then you won’t be able to fix everything that’s wrong here.”

      “So ... there’s nothing I can do?”

      “Not really. I’m sorry. Natural light is the best to learn under, but sometimes the sun can be a bigger burden than help.”

      “Hmm.” Darcy swished her lips and searched for another photo. “What about this one? I took it last night, when the moon was out and rippling off the ocean. I think it looks cool, but it’s too dark.”

      Rowan turned her attention to the new photo and frowned. She recognized the couple at the center of the photo. It was her and Quinn. They sat on the lounger they occupied the previous evening and looked intense as they stared into each other’s eyes. In addition to that, the omen Rowan was so familiar with — the one that spelled death and destruction — was clearly visible in the corner of the photo. That couldn’t mean anything good.

      Rowan’s hands shook as she slowly lifted her eyes to Darcy. The woman was watching her with overt curiosity. It almost looked as if she was going to ask a question. Rowan decided to head her off before she could.

      “Darkness has different challenges,” she stated, speaking robotically. “Whatever you do, don’t use a flash. It’s better to buy your own lighting equipment and try to work with it that way.” She handed the camera back to Darcy, making sure to keep her expression neutral. “Is that all? I really have to get back to work. I’m behind.”

      “Sure.” Darcy’s eyes filled with disappointment as she accepted the camera. “I’m sorry to have taken up so much of your time.”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. I would love to give you a tutorial. I simply don’t have time now.”

      “Perhaps later?”

      “Sure. Sounds good.”
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      Rowan felt as if her heart was going to pound out of her chest. She was at a genuine loss and didn’t know what to do. She tried to remain on the deck because that was what was expected of her, but she couldn’t do it. She had to escape.

      She fled toward the employee hall, every intention of holing up in her room and burrowing under the covers taking over her brain. She didn’t make it, though, because a hand snaked out from a utility closet before she could fob her way inside and dragged her away from salvation.

      “Stop!” Rowan lashed out with a vicious right hook, convinced she was about to be attacked. Instead of an enemy, though, she found Fred watching her with impassioned eyes. “What are you doing?” She was incensed as she pushed him back. “You scared the crap out of me.”

      Fred’s gaze was speculative as it roamed her face. “I don’t think I’m the one who freaked you out,” he countered. “I think the Phoenix Society chick who approached you did that.”

      Rowan hoped her negative reaction wasn’t as obvious to Darcy. Fred was the observant sort, but he didn’t know her well enough to pick up on all her moods. It was disconcerting that he managed to read her as well as he did. “I’m not freaked out. Why would you think that?”

      “Because your body language changed when she showed you the camera. What’s up?”

      Rowan wasn’t sure how she should respond. Fred was aware she saw the omens. She didn’t want to cause a panic, though. She also didn’t want to explain things when she wasn’t sure what was going on herself. “She took a photo of Quinn and me together last night,” she offered. That wasn’t a lie, she reminded herself. “She was watching and we didn’t see her. It just weirded me out.”

      Fred was all business. “Where were you and Quinn?”

      “On the deck. We were sitting in one of the loungers and talking. I guarantee he didn’t realize we were being watched either. We obviously have to be more careful.”

      “Not necessarily,” Fred countered. “If you two were acting lovey-dovey— like normal — then they probably assumed you were just out having a romantic evening.”

      “Yeah, but ... why show me the photo?” That’s what Rowan couldn’t wrap her head around. “She clearly wanted me to know she was watching.”

      “Or she wanted to push you to the edge and see if you would crack. I mean, well, you didn’t act like a normal person in that particular situation.”

      Rowan bristled at the comment. “And how would a normal person have reacted?”

      “Just off the top of my head, a normal person would’ve questioned why she was taking photos of you at all.”

      “She said she was practicing taking photos because she’s interested in the process.”

      “Do you believe her?”

      Rowan wasn’t sure how to answer. The fact that the omen showed up in a photo Darcy took meant that she had a similar gift ... and wanted Rowan to see the omen. Was she warning her? Was she trying to tip her off? Was it an attempt to frighten her? If so, it worked. Rowan couldn’t remember ever being so terrified.

      “I don’t know what to believe,” Rowan replied finally, swallowing hard. “I was simply caught off guard. I know I didn’t react well but ... she threw me. It was an overt act. I’m sorry.”

      “It was definitely an overt act,” Fred agreed. “It’s weird that she would show you a photograph. I mean ... I get her wanting to pretend that she’s a photography enthusiast to bond with you. They clearly want to talk to you, which is why Spencer arranged for the dinner. This, though, this is something different.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      “I don’t know. I’m going to have a sit down with Quinn, though, so we can discuss it.”

      “Quinn is working a murder.”

      “Of someone who looks a lot like you. He’s going to want to know about this.”

      Rowan let loose a heavy sigh. “Fine. Don’t freak him out, though. It’s not fair when there’s nothing he can do.”

      “I’ll do my best to keep him from freaking out. Where are you going?”

      “Back to my room. I need to regroup and then I’ll be back on the deck.”

      “Okay. Just stay out in the open and try not to let them rattle you.” Fred gave her an appreciative shoulder squeeze. “Seriously, they can’t hurt you. We won’t let them.”

      Rowan thought of the omen in the photo. She wasn’t so sure that was true. “I’m sorry I screwed things up. I’ll do better.”

      “You didn’t screw things up. Just ... chill out. We’re going to get through this.”

      Rowan appreciated the sentiment, but she was riddled with doubt. “I’ll see you later.”

      “You definitely will.”

      

      QUINN WAS IN HIS OFFICE WHEN Fred tracked him down.

      “What’s up?” The security chief was having a crappy day and he was actually happy for the interruption. He’d just spent the last hour wading through divorce documents and he felt ridiculously dirty ... and tired.

      “You’re not going to like it,” Fred offered as he slid into the chair across from his friend’s desk.

      “Then don’t tell me. No, seriously. I can’t take more bad news.”

      “I don’t know that it’s bad news,” Fred hedged. “It’s certainly interesting news. Bad is in the eye of the beholder, though.”

      Quinn frowned. “I’m going to need more information than that.”

      Fred informed his friend of Rowan’s run-in on the deck with Darcy. When he was finished, Quinn was on his feet and pacing. He prowled the back of his office like a caged animal.

      “Why would she do that?” he exploded after muttering to himself for a full two minutes. “I mean ... what benefit is there to terrorizing Rowan that way?”

      “I think the answer is in the question,” Fred replied dryly. “They want to knock her off her game. I’m not sure how she came off in the interaction. She was obviously shaken. I mean ... she didn’t start yelling or demanding to know why the woman was skulking around and taking photos of the two of you in the middle of the night, but she very abruptly ended the conversation and took off.”

      “Where did she go?”

      “Back to her room. I talked to her before she headed down the secured hallway — and, yes, I made sure she reached the other side of the door so you don’t have to get worked up — and she seemed a little shaky. She clearly wants to be alone, though.”

      “She wanted to be away from you,” Quinn corrected. “She might need me.”

      “Or you could make things worse.”

      “How?”

      “She felt bad,” Fred replied, unruffled by Quinn’s steely-eyed glare. “She knew she screwed up and you could see the guilt practically rolling off her. There’s nothing to be done about it, though. She can’t go back in time and fix it. She simply has to move forward. Give her a bit of time to decompress and then we’ll attack it from a different angle.”

      “Or I could take a break and check on her. There’s nothing in the rules that says I can’t do that.”

      “Except common sense. When a woman is upset, you need to give her space. Everyone knows that.”

      Quinn’s stare was withering. “When have you ever been in a relationship long enough to test that theory?”

      “Um ... numerous times. Like ... ten.”

      “And how long after you gave them space did these women break up with you?”

      Fred’s lips tipped down. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Quinn’s frustration bubbled up. “Women are different from men. They don’t want space when they’re upset. They want to be coddled and taken care of.”

      Fred was incredulous. “Um ... I think you just want to coddle her. She didn’t act like she wanted to be coddled.”

      “Not by you. I’m different. I’m her boyfriend. Women always want to be coddled by their boyfriends. Men are the ones who want space.”

      Fred worked his jaw. “Do you want to know what I think?” he asked finally.

      “Not even a little.”

      “Good, because I’m going to tell you. I think we’re both right. I think there are times women want to be coddled but this is not the time. She felt legitimately bad. If you go running to her now, she’s going to assume it’s because you’re upset about how she handled things. You need to give her time to put the conversation behind her.”

      “I don’t happen to agree.”

      “You have work to do,” Fred added, adopting a different tactic. “You have a murder to solve. It would really help if you discovered the Phoenix Society people had absolutely nothing to do with what happened to that woman.”

      On that topic, Quinn could readily agree. “The only thing we have going for us is that she’d just gone through a tempestuous divorce. It’s always possible the ex-husband, furious because he lost half the money he brought into the marriage — and he was reportedly furious about that — sent someone to kill her.”

      “What about the cameras?”

      “Well, that’s another problem.” Quinn turned his laptop at an angle so they could both watch the screen. “This is the area where Deborah was killed about an hour before it happened. Tell me what you see.”

      Fred knit his eyebrows and leaned forward, squinting as he made out the action on the deck. “It’s not the best footage.”

      “Because of the darkness, we’re limited by technology. We do the best we can, but the farther away from the cameras you are, the harder it is to make out any details.”

      “Yeah.” Fred continued staring. “Still, that looks like Spencer right there.” He pointed at the screen.

      “It does,” Quinn agreed. “He’s out there with Darcy and Julia.”

      “Are they drinking?”

      “They have drinks. I obviously can’t tell what’s inside of them. They’re not acting tipsy, though.”

      Fred pursed his lips. “They look like they’re having a serious conversation.”

      “They do. There’s no audio. The wind on the deck makes it impossible to make anything out so I didn’t see the need of including sound equipment when I set up the system.”

      “I bet you’re kicking yourself for that now.”

      “I’m ... feeling a decent amount of regret.”

      “Which is why you really want to find Rowan. You want to make both of you feel better.”

      “I just love her.” Quinn was earnest. “If something happens to her, I’m never going to get over it. I mean ... she’s it for me.”

      Fred studied his friend for an extended beat. “You’re going to propose, aren’t you?”

      Quinn nodded without hesitation. There was no point in playing coy. “As soon as this is over with.”

      “Are you going to ask her father’s permission?”

      “I don’t need that man’s permission after he left her the way he did, but I’ve already asked. Things aren’t perfect between Paul and me. We’re having a bit of a power struggle. Still, we both realize that Rowan is the important one. She needs strong relationships with both of us. We’re willing to work together to make sure she’s not torn in two by us.”

      “That’s probably smart.” Fred honestly didn’t know what else to say. “Well, I think that’s great. I’m a little sad I won’t be able to drag you to the bar to act as my wingman any longer, but it’s still great. If you need help picking out a ring, I’m there for you. I know some guys.”

      Quinn’s smile disappeared. “You know some guys? I’m not buying a hot ring. Besides, I already picked out her ring. In fact, it’s already been sized and everything.”

      Fred worked his jaw. “How did you know her size?”

      “I measured while she was asleep. Thankfully, she sleeps like the dead. She didn’t even notice.”

      “Well ... great. Did you get a big one?”

      Quinn smirked. “What do you think?”

      “I think you got her an iceberg-sized rock.”

      “I got her a beautiful ring. The goal is for her to be wearing it the rest of her life. I’m not going to skimp on it.”

      “No, you’re not the type to skimp on anything like that.” Fred couldn’t stop himself from grinning. “I think that’s great. I guess that means we need to end the Phoenix Society threat so you can make a big show of it and get down on one knee.”

      “The second we’re past this — I mean the absolute second — I’m asking her to marry me.”

      “Well, then let’s figure this out.” Fred gestured toward the computer. “Fast forward to the time of the attack so we can check that out.”

      Quinn’s smile faded. “That’s the thing. Watch this.” He moved his finger to the fast-forward button and pressed it. Fred watched the screen with obvious interest, a few stray people speeding past the screen until everything became eerily silent. Then, out of nowhere, the feed ended.

      “What was that?” Fred sat up straighter. “What happened to the footage?”

      “Well, believe it or not, the camera failed right before Deborah’s time of death. We’re talking within minutes of when the doctor claims she died.”

      “Well, that can’t be a coincidence.” Fred’s mind was working a mile a minute. “What about the other cameras? Can we track movement between portions of the ship to try to isolate who was out there?”

      “In theory. It’s not always easy in practice.”

      “We still have to try.”

      

      ROWAN STARED AT THE IMAGE ON HER camera for a long time and then let loose a shaky breath. There was no doubt. She’d snapped eight different selfies of herself, and each one featured the omen.

      There was some question about who was in danger when Darcy first showed her the image. After all, both she and Quinn were in the photo. He could’ve been the one marked for death. It was her, though. Oddly enough, she felt better about that. She didn’t want to die, of course. It wasn’t something she was keen to do. Still, knowing Quinn would still be alive was a great comfort to her.

      Sure, she had dreams and plans for their future. She thought, eventually, they would get engaged and then married. It probably wouldn’t happen until they were finishing up their contracts on The Bounding Storm. Then he had plans to go into private practice with Fred and she would ... well, she didn’t know what her future held. She would do something. Now, that picture of happiness — one that involved children and the beach house Nick had earmarked for them — was all but lost.

      She felt sick to her stomach but resolute.

      She flipped through the selfies again, unsure what she should do. The first task on her list was taking a photo of Quinn so she could check it to make sure. Rowan was reasonably assured she was the one who would die. That didn’t mean he wasn’t in danger, too. She had to be absolutely sure so she could warn Fred to watch him.

      After that, though, she had no idea how to proceed. She was genuinely torn if she should tell Quinn about the omen. There was a chance he could save her if he knew. Although, there was also a chance he would put himself in danger to do it and might end up hurt in the process.

      On the flip side, there was a possibility he could do nothing. Rowan had always felt there was an inevitability about death. She’d managed to reverse several omens, save people in the process. More often than not, however, she failed in her rescue attempts. There was no science to the omens that she was aware of.

      If Quinn knew about the omen, he would do everything in his power to protect her. He would put his life on the line, station guards outside her room, and do everything else he could short of wrapping her in bubble wrap. If she really did have limited time left, she didn’t want to spend it with him being manic. She wanted to enjoy him.

      Tears pricked the back of her eyes as she made up her mind. She grabbed a notebook and pen from the table in the corner of her room and carried it to her bed. She still wasn’t sure what she was going to do. She wanted to be prepared, though. That meant writing down everything she had to say in letter form. She would make sure Quinn and her father never doubted how she felt about them. After that, she would think about the omen and make a decision.

      Quinn would feel absolute rage if he found out she knew about her imminent death and never told him. She had to explain herself just in case ... and she needed to clear her mind. She was hopeful that unburdening her heart would aid with the clarity.

      She honestly didn’t know, though.

      Rowan let out a long breath and clicked the ink pen so she could write. She would start with her father. It would be easier to express her feelings where he was concerned. With Quinn, there was so much to say that she wasn’t sure she could get it all out.

      She did, though. It took her two hours. By the time she was finished with Quinn’s letter, she was bawling. Her eyes were puffy and red-rimmed, and she was certain she’d never be able to shed another tear. Once the letters were finished and sealed into envelopes, which she promptly hid in her dresser, she crawled back into bed and pulled the covers over her head.

      She felt lost and despondent. It wasn’t a feeling she enjoyed. She always thought she would be strong in the face of death.

      Apparently she was wrong.
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      Unsettled and with an hour to burn after her nap, Rowan escaped from the room long enough to track Quinn down. She didn’t approach him, though. Instead, she snapped a photo of him from afar, one only he was in, and then returned to her room.

      She’d checked every photo she had of him, some taken in moments of fancy when they had days on the beach, and they were all clear. She wanted to be absolutely sure, though. She couldn’t shake the feeling of dread threatening to take her over.

      The photo was clean. She deleted it so he wouldn’t accidentally see it and wonder why she was snapping photos of him from afar and then decided to shower for dinner. It was rare she cleaned up twice in one day, but the minimal makeup she’d thrown on after her first shower was streaked and runny and her eyes were red and puffy. She needed to calm down and get it together.

      She didn’t know if keeping the information from Quinn was the right move. The sick feeling in her stomach told her it was wrong and yet she had no idea how to broach the subject. How could she tell the man she loved, whom she was planning to spend the rest of her life with, that she didn’t have long to live? Sure, they might be able to stop it somehow. What if they didn’t, though? It would ruin the little time they had left together and that’s the last thing she wanted.

      She dressed in one of Quinn’s favorite dresses, a simple summer frock that set off her eyes, and when she heard him enter the bedroom she took a long, measured look in the mirror before exhaling a pent-up breath. This was it. She at least wanted to get through dinner before telling him, if that was her ultimate decision. She was still waffling back and forth, her stomach a mass of jittery nerves.

      Quinn was changing his shirt when she exited the bathroom, his lean muscles on display. He was built, but not so jacked up he looked like he belonged on a gym poster. She loved to watch him move, especially when they took a full day and hit one of their favorite — and private — beach spots. He had a smooth way of walking, of shifting his hands. Oh, and he had the best smile. It was on her now when he turned.

      “Hello, sweetie.” He grinned at her ... and then immediately sobered. “Are you okay? What’s wrong?”

      Apparently she hadn’t done as good a job as she anticipated when it came to covering up her crying jag.

      “I’m fine,” she said hurriedly, crossing to him. “It’s just been a long day.”

      Quinn forgot about his shirt and pulled her to him, wrapping his arms tightly around her. “You’re still upset that Darcy was sneaking around taking photos of us. I don’t blame you, but she obviously didn’t get close enough to hear anything. It’s okay.” He kissed the top of her head to soothe her.

      “How did you ... ?” Rowan trailed off, rolling her eyes. “Fred told you.”

      “He did. I’m a little upset that you didn’t tell me yourself.”

      “I was going to. It’s just ... .” What? She had no excuse. From where Quinn was sitting, he’d been left out of the loop. She’d promised the opposite of that when this entire thing started. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” He crushed her against him. “I know you’re upset. I don’t blame you. This is messed up. To top it all off, we’re having dinner with them. It’s just too much.”

      Rowan sighed. Oddly enough, it didn’t feel like too much when he was beside her. She felt stronger just holding him. “We’re going to be okay.” She meant it. She would find a way to save herself simply because it would destroy him to lose her. She’d never been with someone who loved so freely. He would be just as distraught as her. She made up her mind on the spot to tell him about the omen. It would have to wait until after dinner, though. If she told him now he would kill Spencer over crab legs, and then they would be in a real pickle.

      “Of course we’re going to be okay.” He pulled back far enough so he could study her face. “Do you want me to get us out of this dinner? I can do it easily enough. I’ll lie and say you’re sick or something.”

      Rowan shook her head. “No. That will draw attention to us and I already acted like a fool when Darcy showed me the photo. We’ll go.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay.” He brushed his lips against her forehead, love momentarily threatening to overwhelm him. She was a resolute little thing when she wanted to be. “If you start feeling uncomfortable, mention your stomach is upset and I’ll get you out of there right away.”

      “Code words?” She grinned. “Should I say the word ‘vomit’ if I want to escape?”

      He chuckled at her obvious amusement. “Sure. Vomit is definitely a good code word.”

      “It sounds like a plan.”

      

      MICHAEL, DARCY, JULIA, AND SPENCER were already seated when Quinn and Rowan strolled into the dining room hand-in-hand. Rowan’s gaze immediately drifted to them, as if she sensed them watching, while Quinn continued to scan the room.

      “They’re over there,” Rowan noted, tilting her chin toward the center of the room. “They’re waving.”

      Quinn gripped her hand tighter and then offered a friendly wave to Michael to let him know they would be joining shortly. Then he directed her toward the buffet line. “Let’s load up.” He went straight for the potatoes and prime rib. Comfort food seemed to be in order. He assumed Rowan was loading up on her usual crab legs. When he caught up with her at the end of the line and noticed she had soup and a salad, he was obviously confused. “Did they run out of crab or something?” He turned to scan the line and frowned when he saw the pile of it in the center of the table. “What gives?”

      “My stomach is a little upset,” she admitted, pinning him with a quelling look. “I’m just nervous. It will pass. Don’t make a thing out of it.”

      He frowned. “I don’t like this.”

      “Neither of us like this. That doesn’t mean we can simply pretend it’s not happening. I’m fine with the soup and salad for one evening. The crab legs will still be here tomorrow. Hopefully my stomach won’t be threatening a revolt then.”

      “I don’t care what happens, we’re not eating with them again,” Quinn muttered, pressing his hand to the small of her back to guide her across the dining room. “I hate these people.”

      He sounded surly, which only served to make Rowan more antsy. All she wanted to do was get through the meal without throwing a drink on any of them. That was her lone goal.

      Michael was on his feet when they arrived at the table. “I was starting to think you forgot.” He pumped Quinn’s hands in greeting, even though they never shook when saying hello. “Hey, Rowan.” He gave her a friendly kiss on the cheek, also something he never did, and pulled out her chair for her. “You look pretty tonight.”

      “Does that mean I don’t look pretty every other night?” She was going for levity but realized there was bite to her tone when it was too late to take it back.

      Michael balked. “Of course not. You’re a living dream.”

      “She’s just tired,” Quinn interjected. “Don’t mind her. I found her in the bedroom, where she spent half the afternoon. Her stomach has been acting up.”

      Spencer’s face filled with sympathy as he made a tsking sound and shook his head. “That’s awful. I hope it’s not something serious.”

      “I’m sure it’s just a bug,” Rowan replied hurriedly, briefly making eye contact before focusing on her salad. “I don’t really get sick very often.”

      “Maybe you’re pregnant,” Julia suggested. She was sitting next to Quinn — Rowan didn’t miss the appreciative look the woman gave his backside as he helped her sit — and her demeanor came off as mischievous.

      “I’m not pregnant,” Rowan countered tersely.

      Quinn pressed the tip of his tongue against the back of his teeth as he slid her a sidelong look. He could practically feel the tension wafting off her. It was a side of her he’d never seen before, and he wasn’t exactly happy it was making a cameo this evening.

      “You could be and not even know it,” Darcy offered. “My sister was pregnant for four months without realizing it.”

      “Didn’t she notice she wasn’t getting her period?” Rowan challenged.

      Michael shifted uncomfortably on his chair. “I don’t think that’s proper dinner conversation.” He looked mortified and sent an apologetic look in Spencer’s direction. “I’m sorry. She’s not usually like this. She must really be sick.”

      Rowan hated that the usually amiable captain felt the need to make excuses for her. She realized — in a rather remote way — that she was acting out of sorts. In her head, she knew she needed to rein herself in. She was helping no one with her attitude. Her stomach had other ideas, though.

      “I can speak for myself,” she barked.

      Quinn cleared his throat and tapped his foot on top of hers under the table. It was a warning. “I apologize. I really do think she’s coming down with something ... and not a baby.” He pinned Julia with a pointed look. “I should’ve left her in the room and come to dinner myself, but she didn’t want to disappoint Michael so she forced herself to come.”

      Rowan managed to keep her face neutral, but just barely. She knew she was acting like a world-class idiot. She wanted to blame her nerves, but there was so much going on in her head she couldn’t settle on any one thing. “I’m sorry.” She held up her hands in capitulation. “I really don’t feel all that well. I shouldn’t take it out on you, though. It’s certainly not your fault.”

      Quinn leaned back in his chair, secretly relieved, and smiled. “Eat your soup, Ro. It might settle your stomach.”

      “That’s a good idea.” Michael beamed at her. “I’m a little sad I don’t get to see you pack away the mountain of crab legs you usually eat, but hopefully this bug will pass quickly.”

      “Hopefully,” Rowan agreed, gripping her spoon. She really wasn’t hungry. She did, however, want answers. “So, Mr. Spencer, were you and Michael friends in college? That’s what you said, right?”

      “We were.” Spencer smiled indulgently, no hint of malice in his eyes. “We had a lot of wild times together.”

      “Oh, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Michael protested. “I was an angel in college.”

      “We met at a frat party,” Spencer supplied. “We were rushing the same fraternity — Theta Chi — and we were both ridiculously nervous. You should tell the story, Michael. You’re better at it.”

      The captain needed little prodding to launch into the story. Rowan only kept half an ear on it as she pushed salad around her plate. Quinn moved his hand to her back, rubbing soothing circles as he nodded in polite interest, laughing at the appropriate parts of the story as Michael and Spencer chortled like maniacs.

      At one point, Rowan lifted her eyes and met Darcy’s steady stare. The blonde was watching her with keen interest. For Rowan’s part, she couldn’t figure out why she showed her the photo in the first place. It was either meant as a warning or intimidation. She honestly couldn’t decide which.

      After about twenty minutes of gregarious conversation, Rowan gave up even pretending she was interested in food and instead signaled a passing waiter. “I need a gin and tonic,” she said, earning a surprised look from Quinn. She wasn’t much of a drinker.

      “Are you sure you want to do that?” Quinn interjected, confused. “That won’t help your stomach.”

      “Actually, I think it will help,” Rowan replied. It was the nerves eating her alive and making her feel ill. Alcohol was known to be relaxing, after all. “Make it a tall one.” The waiter nodded in understanding and turned to leave, but she grabbed his arm before he could disappear. “Actually, make it two.”

      

      ROWAN WAS DRUNK. THAT’S ALL Quinn could think about as she downed her fourth cocktail and laughed like an idiot at some story Michael decided to share with the crowd. Quinn was sure it was exaggerated. While women threw themselves at the friendly captain because of his position, he’d never once seen four women at once chase him across the deck, which was the end result of the story he chose to tell tonight. Quinn figured it wasn’t his place to question Michael’s story, though. He had bigger problems. The biggest was sitting next to him and trying to flag down a waiter.

      Ever since she started drinking, Rowan had become much friendlier. She engaged Julia and Darcy in conversation, asked polite questions, and even laughed at a few jokes. Anyone outside their immediate circle would think she was being friendly. Quinn knew better.

      “I’ll have another.” Rowan tapped the side of her glass when the waiter caught her eye.

      “No, she won’t,” Quinn interjected, grabbing the glass and lowering it to the table. “She’s done.”

      Rowan’s eyes were full of fire when she turned them to Quinn. “I think I can decide if I’m thirsty.”

      “Not tonight you can’t.” He wiped the corners of his mouth with his napkin and slowly stood. “I apologize, but we’re going to have to cut things short. I need to get Rowan back to the room. This stomach bug is doing a number on her.”

      Disappointment flitted across Spencer’s face. “Oh, that’s a shame. We didn’t get a chance to talk about the two of you at all.”

      That was true, and something Quinn was ridiculously thankful for. “Maybe another time.” He grabbed Rowan’s elbow and helped her onto unsteady feet. She was practically a teetotaler so four cocktails had pretty much sent her to La-La Land. “Say goodnight, Rowan.”

      “Goodnight, Rowan,” she mocked.

      He bit back his anger, reminded himself she was out of her element and terrified, and then led her away from the table. “I hope you all have a lovely evening.”

      Rowan was full of complaints on the way back to the room, anger bitterly spewing forth. Quinn completely ignored anything she said, making sure to keep a firm grip on her so she wouldn’t wander away. Once inside, he threw his keycard on the dresser and glared at her.

      “What were you thinking?”

      Rowan opened her mouth to answer and then made a face. “I don’t know. I just needed to loosen up. I would’ve given us away if I didn’t loosen up.”

      “There are different ways to loosen up besides getting blitzed.”

      “I’m hardly blitzed.” As if to prove her point, Rowan tried to flip off her sandals, and almost tripped.

      Quinn lunged forward to catch her. “Right. You’re not blitzed. You’re completely in control of your faculties.”

      Rowan jutted out her lower lip. “I am. I’m awesome. I’m great. I’m ... .” She trailed off, her expression twisting. “I think I’m going to be sick.” She bolted into the bathroom with little preamble, not closing the door before falling to her knees and lurching over the toilet.

      Quinn watched the show, helplessness tightening his chest. He thought about going to her, holding back her hair, and saying whatever she needed to hear to feel better. He couldn’t make himself do it, though.

      He was disappointed in her. That had never happened, not since the moment they’d met. She’d confused him, infuriated him, even hurt him a time or two. She’d never disappointed him, though. He didn’t know what to make of the phenomenon.

      “Oh, good grief,” Rowan muttered as she went back for a second round.

      “I guess now would be a good time to mention vomit,” he offered.

      “You’re so funny.” Tears streamed down her cheeks, and even though he was frustrated, he hated to see them.

      “I’ll get you some clothes to change into,” he offered. “I’ll get some ginger ale for your stomach, too. Oh, and some aspirin. It’s probably best if you throw it all up. That’s the only way you won’t be hungover tomorrow.”

      “Sure. Great. I ... .” Her head was back in the toilet before she finished, causing him to shake his head and stomp to the dresser. He couldn’t ever remember feeling this way where she was concerned and he wasn’t happy with his reaction, let alone her antics over the course of the last hour.

      He yanked open the middle drawer, where he knew she kept sleep shorts and tank tops, and frowned when his eyes fell on two envelopes. His name was scrawled across one. Her father's name across the other.

      He forgot about his hunt for pajamas and grabbed the top letter. He considered asking her about it before invading her privacy and then opted against it. She was otherwise engaged, and he couldn’t stop his heart from pounding at the possibility that she’d written something horrendous to him. What if her show this evening had nothing to do with their dinner guests and everything to do with something else?

      He had the letter open and was reading it before he gave much thought to how she would react. Frankly, he didn’t care. Once her head was on straight, they were going to have a long talk. Unfortunately for him, the letter was worse than he envisioned. No wonder she was so upset. No wonder she was lost.

      She was going to die.

      Now he was the one who felt sick. On a whim, he dropped the letter on the bed and strode to the nightstand to grab her camera. He was familiar enough with the mechanics to access the photos she’d taken during the day. Sure enough, her face popped up in ten of them. She’d obviously taken them of herself given the angle.

      The anger he felt drained as he flipped through each photo. She’d taught him how to recognize the omen, and it was present in every snapshot.

      “Oh, geez.” His eyes burned, as did the lining of his stomach. He thought he might actually have to push her out of the way and join her in front of the toilet before all was said and done. “Oh, geez. I can’t believe this. How could you keep this from me?”
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      Quinn felt frozen in place. He couldn’t stop looking at the photos over and over ... and over ... again. Her face, so lovely with her big eyes and high cheekbones. There wasn’t even a hint of a smile in the photos, though.

      He was a man of action and yet he felt such fear that he was immobilized. Should he call Paul to see the photo? Should he fake an emergency to get her off the ship? Should he lock her in the bathroom and never let her out? All of them sounded like viable options.

      And then he heard her get sick again and all thoughts about how he was going to keep her safe in the future fled in the wake of the realization that he had to take care of her now.

      Slowly, he lowered the camera to the nightstand. He allowed himself a brief moment to feel the fear, and then he pushed it out of his mind. He grabbed a tank top and sleep shorts from the dresser and returned to the bathroom, his heart giving a mighty heave when he saw her face resting on the side of the toilet seat. She was sweating and looked miserable, tears streaming down her face.

      “Here, sweetie.” He dropped the clothes on the floor and moved to the sink, filling one of the provided plastic cups with water and grabbing a hair tie and brush before sliding onto the floor behind her. The bathroom was tiny. They had to get inventive when they both wanted to be in there at the same time. He ignored that now.

      “Try to drink this for me,” he prodded, handing her the cup. “I’m going to pull your hair back.”

      Rowan wordlessly took the cup, but she didn’t drink. She felt terrible, as if she’d been hollowed out. No matter how she looked at it, she couldn’t find a way out of the void she appeared to be trapped in.

      Of course, that could be the gin talking.

      “I’m sorry,” she sobbed, gripping the cup with a shaking hand. “I’m sorry I embarrassed you. I don’t ever want to do that.”

      Quinn paused in his efforts to drag the brush through her tangled hair and considered his words. “You didn’t embarrass me.” He managed to pull her auburn waves back into a loose bun. He’d watched her do the same enough times he understood how it worked. “I was a little disappointed in you earlier, but I get it now.”

      The simple admission was enough to have Rowan’s shoulders shaking as the tears started flowing again. “Oh ... I’m ... oh ... .”

      “Don’t, baby.” He moved his hands to her shoulders as the sobs overtook her. “Don’t dwell on it. Just ... get it all out of your system. Finish throwing up. Then I’m going to pour some more water into you, some Advil, and put you to bed. You need sleep at this point.”

      “I didn’t mean to disappoint you.” She sounded so morose Quinn’s heart threatened to break.

      “You didn’t.” He kissed the back of her neck and stroked her cheek. “I didn’t realize everything you were dealing with. I understand now. I’m not disappointed. It’s going to be okay. Everything is going to be okay.”

      “I’m not sure that’s true.” Rowan searched for the correct words to explain what she’d discovered earlier in the afternoon. She didn’t realize he’d already uncovered the truth. “I have something to tell you. You’re not going to like it. I’m so afraid to tell you but ... you have to know. You just have to even though it will probably ruin our last few hours together. I don’t know what else to do.”

      Quinn worked his jaw away from her sightline and then shook his head. “We’re going to talk about it tomorrow. You’re not ready to deal with it right now.” In truth, neither was he. His mind was too jumbled to sort through the emotions threatening to overtake him. “I’m going to take care of you. I’m going to make you well again.” Then, tomorrow, we’ll have a very long talk in the morning, he silently added.

      “I’m sorry for all of it. I didn’t know I was going to fall apart like that.”

      He moved his hands to the back of her neck. “Nobody is perfect all the time. Even you.” His smile was rueful as he brushed his lips over her temple. “You’re going to be okay. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      “I think I’m done puking. You don’t have to worry about me.”

      It was too late for that. Quinn loved her with his whole heart. The fear gripping him by the throat was real ... and altogether overwhelming. They couldn’t risk a heavy discussion tonight, though. She was drunk and he was emotionally overwrought. It would have to wait.

      “You should drink some water and brush your teeth. Then we’ll get you settled in bed.”

      “Okay.” She rolled her neck. “I really am sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” He meant it. “It’s not the end of the world. In fact, maybe the Phoenix Society folks think you’re a drunk and don’t want you now. It’s a different approach than I would’ve picked but it’s still mildly interesting to see how they’ll react.”

      “At least you’re looking on the bright side of things.”

      “There is that.”

      

      QUINN DIDN’T THINK HE WOULD MANAGE even five minutes of sleep. He was wrong. Not long after getting her tucked in on her side, the garbage bin on the floor in case she needed it, she slid into slumber. He curled around her, determined to keep her close, and assumed he would stare at the wall the entire night. Instead, her steady breathing lulled him. The feel of her heart against his reminded him she was safe ... at least for now. Before he realized what was happening, he’d drifted off.

      He didn’t wake again until the sun was shining through the window. Then, one look at Rowan’s confused eyes as she rubbed her forehead and made faces told him all he needed to know. Things were about to get turbulent on The Bounding Storm.

      “My head is killing me,” Rowan complained, rolling to a sitting position and rubbing her forehead. “I haven’t felt this bad since college. Ugh.”

      Quinn stretched his arms over his head, his back popping as he worked out a few kinks. He wasn’t used to sleeping in the position he was forced all night — generally she rested her head on his shoulder and they wrapped themselves around one another a different way — and he was afraid his back was going to stiffen up throughout the day. “I’ll get you some water and Advil,” he offered, sliding his legs from beneath the covers. “Just ... wait there.”

      He took his time in the bathroom. He brushed his teeth, stared at his reflection, and then gathered the items she needed. When he returned, he found her in the exact same position. She was obviously hurting.

      “Here, sweetie.” He shuffled to the bed and handed her the water and tablets. “Swallow all of it.”

      Rowan did as instructed without a single complaint. When she was finished, she turned a set of red-rimmed eyes to him and offered up a lame apology. “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to disappoint you the way I did last night.”

      She remembered that much of their conversation, Quinn realized. She probably didn’t remember much, but that she couldn’t shake. It made him unhappy. “You didn’t disappoint me.” That was the truth. He’d worked out a lot of his angst in his dreams and he was determined to fix things between them. “I know you were going through a lot.”

      “You do?” She furrowed her brow. “How do you know?”

      It was time to put all their cards on the table. “Because I found this.” He retrieved the letter she’d left him from the nightstand and held it up for her inspection. “I can’t believe you were going to say goodbye to me in a letter.”

      Rowan balked, horrified. “How did you find that?”

      “I was looking for pajamas for you last night. I saw the letter in the drawer.”

      “And you read it? That was a private letter.”

      “With my name on it.”

      “Yeah, but ... .” Rowan trailed off. She honestly had no idea what she was supposed to say to him. “I’m sorry.” The words were insufficient, weak. “I’m so sorry. I freaked out. I had to check myself ... and then I had to check you because you were in that photo with me. You’re safe, though. I’m the only one who is going to die. You’re safe.” She grabbed his hand and gave it a solid squeeze.

      “Is that what you think I’m worried about?” Quinn asked, incredulous. “Do you think I’m worried about myself?”

      “Of course not. It’s just ... you’re going to be okay. That’s probably not a great comfort to you right now, but it is to me. You’re going to be okay. That’s actually the most important thing in the world to me.”

      He ran his tongue over his teeth as he debated how to respond. “Rowan, I’m really angry at you right now,” he said finally. “I mean ... so angry. Despite that, I still love you more than anything. I need you to know that in case I start yelling and it frightens you.

      “Nothing in this world is ever going to drag me from you,” he continued. “You and I belong together. It’s not going to change. However, all that being said, I’m so mad at you right now I can hardly see straight.”

      Rowan balked. “I ... you ... .”

      He bobbed his head in understanding. “You know why I’m angry, don’t you?”

      Her eyes filled with morose regret. “You’re mad because I didn’t tell you.”

      “Well, at least I don’t have to explain it.”

      “I was going to tell you,” she protested after a beat. “I had it all planned out in my head. I was going to wait until after dinner so you wouldn’t accidentally snap and stab Spencer in the throat with a fork. I thought it was best to wait.”

      “Which put you in danger because I wasn’t aware what was going on.”

      Rowan turned sheepish. “I didn’t really think about it that way. I was just trying to survive the night.”

      On the surface, Quinn understood that. That didn’t make her reaction okay. “Why did you write the letters if you were going to tell me?” he challenged, determined to get everything out in the open.

      “Because ... because ... .” Rowan looked pained as she regrouped. “Because I wasn’t sure I was going to tell you right away. You have to understand, I was stunned when Darcy showed me the photo. I didn’t know what to do. I had to get away from her, and I retreated to the room.”

      “I don’t have a problem with that,” Quinn practically exploded. “The room was the safest place for you. That was smart. The letters were not.”

      “I was in shock I think. Maybe just a little. I took a bunch of photos of myself and then started to think what your life would be like without me. I knew you would be upset, grieve hard. You would be alive, though. Eventually you would be able to move on.”

      Quinn’s eyes filled with fire. “You are an idiot if you think I would ever move on from you. When I said you were it for me, I meant it. There will never be anyone else.”

      “You can’t know that.” Rowan opted to be practical. “Sure, you feel that now, but you’ll move on eventually. You’ll find someone else to fill the hole in your heart.”

      “No, I won’t.” Quinn was adamant. “There will never be anyone for me but you. That’s hardly the conversation we should be focusing on right now, though. Keep in mind, we will discuss it later. You’d better prepare yourself.

      “I want to know why you didn’t tell me the second you realized you were in danger,” he pressed. “Did you think I wouldn’t care?”

      “I knew you would care. I simply wasn’t sure you would be able to do anything about it and, if I only had a few hours or days left, I wanted to spend them with you being happy instead of constantly looking over my shoulder.”

      Quinn opened his mouth, something particularly spiteful on the tip of his tongue. Her words hurt worse than anything else she could’ve said. In a weird way, though, he understood the sentiment. “You didn’t want us to be sad if it was really the end.”

      “No. I never want you to be sad. It’s just ... if I only have twenty-four hours left, would you rather spend that time laughing in the sun or crying in this room?”

      He tilted his head, considering. “I would rather you not have only twenty-four hours,” he shot back finally. “I want you to have decades with me.”

      “I want that, too. What if it’s not reality, though? What if this is it and there’s nothing you can do to stop it?”

      “I don’t accept that.” Quinn folded his arms across his chest and glared. “I don’t accept that you’re destined to die. I think you can see the omens because you’re meant to change things.

      “I don’t want to put the weight of the world on your shoulders because it’s not fair, but I always believe we have a chance to change things,” he continued. “As for this, I swear to you, I won’t let anything happen to you. I mean it. I will protect you with my dying breath.”

      Rowan’s heart gave a terrific leap. “I know. I don’t want you to die, though. If you were to sacrifice yourself for me, it would be a wasted effort. Once you’re gone I won’t want to continue.”

      “Don’t say that.” He made a face. “I don’t want to hear you say that.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s what you just said to me,” she countered, her practical side taking over. “Didn’t you just say you won’t ever move on from me? I feel the same way about you.”

      He hated that she had a point. He was feeling so righteous in his anger and indignation that he wanted to win every argument today. Instead, he reached for her and drew her to his lap, wrapping his arms tightly around her as she burrowed her face into the hollow between his neck and shoulder.

      “This is not the scenario I thought we would be facing,” he admitted after several moments of quiet. “I understand now the fear that your father has been living under. This is why he wanted you to run. I’m still wondering if that’s what we should do when we hit El Demonio. We can flee the ship, go into hiding, and no one will ever find us.”

      Rowan frowned as she immediately started shaking her head. “No. You were right. I don’t want to live in hiding.”

      Usually being right put Quinn in a better mood. “I would rather live in hiding than lose you.”

      “No, you wouldn’t.” Rowan was matter-of-fact. “You say that now, but living in hiding would kill us. Our relationship wouldn’t survive. We need to end this on the terms you already laid out. That’s what we agreed to.”

      “That was before, though. I can’t lose you.” Quinn was earnest. “I need you with me forever.”

      She went warm all over at the simple statement. “I need you, too. We’re going to have to figure this out if we expect to make things work, though. We can’t go into hiding. We have a team in place here. We need to combat things from an aggressive standpoint, not be afraid that something horrible is going to happen if we make the wrong move.

      “I believe we can fix this,” she continued with conviction. “I believe that as long as we’re together, we can always fix this. I don’t want to back away now.”

      He let loose a world-weary sigh and pushed her hair away from her face so he could stare directly into her eyes. “You have to let me protect you,” he growled. “No matter what, you can’t be alone going forward. It’s the only thing I know to do. You might not like it but it’s what both of us need.”

      She thought about arguing. It was a moot point, though. He was absolutely right. There was nothing else they could do but join together and fight what was to come. There was no guarantee she would survive either way. This was their best option.

      “Okay.” She rested her forehead against his as he rocked her back and forth. “We’ll do this together.”

      “No more secrets,” he stressed.

      “I was going to tell you.”

      “I don’t know that you were. I get it. These are not going to be our final hours, though. I won’t let anyone take you from me. It took me forever to find you. It took me a little longer to realize I even wanted to find you. We’ve only just begun, sweetie. I will not let anyone ruin what we’ve built. You have my word on that.”

      She believed him with her whole heart. “I wrote the letters just in case something happened before I could tell you. I did plan to tell you.”

      “Well, good. I would hate to think you didn’t trust me enough to tell the truth.”

      “I trust you more than anybody.”

      “Right back at you.” He pressed a kiss to the corner of her mouth. “I love you, Rowan. You’re the love of my life. You always will be.”

      “I feel the same way about you,” she said on a sob.

      He kissed her again. “It’s you and me forever.”

      “Okay.” Her voice was thick with tears. “You and me forever.”

      “I just need you to do one thing for me.”

      Her eyes glimmered with tears as she held his gaze. “Anything.”

      “Brush your teeth. I can’t keep kissing you until you don’t smell like vomit and that’s all I want to do.”

      She was horrified. “Oh, my ... I’m so sorry.” She scrambled toward the bathroom and then pinned him with a serious look. “You should’ve said something sooner.”

      He couldn’t stop himself from laughing at her baffled expression. “Live and learn, sweetie.”
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      Quinn called a meeting in the conference room next to his office. It was the only place he could be assured that no one would overhear the very serious conversation that was about to transpire. Paul showed concern when he saw Rowan. Even though she’d showered, eaten breakfast, and did her best to hide the circles under her eyes, it was clear she’d had a rough night.

      “What’s wrong?” He crossed to her immediately, worry etched across his features. “Did something happen?”

      Quinn regarded the man with compassionate eyes. What he had to say wasn’t going to be easy to hear. “I have something to tell you, and not a lot of time. I thought about cutting Dave and the other guys out of this meeting for reasons that will become obvious, but we need them.”

      He gestured toward the table. “Sit.”

      “I don’t like the sound of this,” Nick grumbled as he sat. “Why do I think things are about to go from bad to worse?”

      “Because they are,” Quinn replied simply, pulling out a chair so Rowan could sit. He wasn’t surprised when Paul took the seat immediately to her left. He was a father and he sensed trouble for his only child. “Okay, here’s the thing ... .”

      Quinn launched into the tale, leaving nothing out. He had to backtrack a few times to explain about Rowan’s ability to those who weren’t in the know. They’d discussed their approach while getting ready in the room. Ultimately, Quinn felt the best chance for her survival was to keep everyone abreast of the situation. Rowan was nervous but agreed. Ultimately, if she died, it wouldn’t matter who knew what. If she managed to survive, she would be so grateful she would simply overlook the potential ramifications.

      Paul was already on his feet by the time Quinn finished. “We’re out of here.” He grabbed Rowan’s hand and attempted to tug her out of the chair. “We’re leaving right now.”

      Quinn arched a challenging eyebrow. “Really? Where do you think you’re going? We’re in the middle of the ocean.”

      “We’ll leave on an emergency raft. Nick has a satellite phone that can be used anywhere. He’ll call for someone to rescue us. It’s the best thing. We’ll simply disappear.”

      There were times Quinn felt as if he were banging his head against a brick wall when talking to Paul. The man was set in his ways. He ran in the first place because he was convinced it was the only way to keep Rowan safe from these people. He regretted the decision, ached for the child he left behind, but fear was a huge motivator. Paul couldn’t see beyond his, and Quinn found it frustrating.

      “You’re not taking her on a rescue raft,” Quinn replied, firm. “I mean ... for all we know, that’s how she dies.”

      “Hold up.” Dave waved his hand to get everybody’s attention. “Are you being serious about these omens? I mean ... is this real?”

      “It’s very real,” Quinn confirmed, sparing a quick glance for Fred, who appeared thoughtful more than anxious. “The most important thing is keeping Rowan safe. That means she can’t be alone even for a moment.”

      “That’s going to make going to the bathroom an adventure for her,” Fred quipped. “I volunteer for all those duties.”

      Quinn scorched his friend with a dark look. “Really?”

      “Just trying to lighten the mood.”

      “Well, we’re not feeling light.” Quinn rubbed his hand over the top of his short-cropped hair. He’d kept it close to the skin since he joined the military. Today was the first day he missed having something to pull. “She cannot be alone in a public bathroom. There are private employee bathrooms throughout the ship. She can use those. Someone needs to make sure she gets inside and out without anyone jumping her, though.”

      Rowan heaved out a sigh as she pictured the scenario he was describing. “That doesn’t sound invasive or anything.”

      Quinn slid her a sidelong look. “We talked about this. You agreed.”

      “I know. It’s just a lot to absorb. I’m on board. I made a promise and I plan to stick to it.”

      “So what’s the plan?” Nick queried. “Other than watching her every second of the day, what should we be doing to eradicate the threat?”

      “We have to assume that the threat is coming from the Phoenix Society,” Quinn replied. “They’re the obvious choice. However, that being said, I do not want to overlook the possibility that she could be in danger for a different reason. I mean, for all we really know, she could trip and hit her head or something. We need to be hyper-vigilant.”

      “We can’t crowd her,” Dave noted. “If we do that, it will be over before we even start. Those society peeps will know something is up if she suddenly has an obvious shadow. We have to watch her but still maintain distance.”

      “We do,” Quinn agreed. “The last thing we want is for those people to temporarily retreat and then return with a crew we can’t identify. I still want someone watching her at all times. She’s also agreed to make sure she sticks in highly-populated areas. If one of the Phoenix Society representatives tries to isolate her, she’ll call out to one of you or to me on the phone. It’s the best plan I can come up with.”

      “Well, I think it happens to suck,” Paul groused. “I think we should run.”

      “I’m not ruling that out when we land on El Demonio,” Quinn admitted. “We’re not getting on a life raft, though. It’s simply not going to happen. For now, we’re playing it by ear.

      “You’re either part of the team or working against us, Paul,” he continued. “I can’t focus on you when your daughter is in danger. That means you can’t constantly be dragging my attention away from her. This is not about you.”

      Paul balked. “I never said it was.”

      “Then put the team first. We’re in this together.”

      “Fine. I’ll take first watch on deck.”

      “We’ll do it in teams,” Fred corrected. “If one of us is sitting out there alone watching her, we’ll draw attention. Everyone needs a partner so it looks as if we’re just hanging out together and she happens to be there. We’ll set up a rotation schedule.”

      “That sounds good.” Quinn rested his hand on Rowan’s shoulder and gave her a light squeeze. “While you’re doing that, I’m having a talk with Michael. I want to know exactly what his relationship is with Spencer. I think we’re at a place where it’s necessary to find out.”

      “I would definitely agree with that.”

      

      MICHAEL WAS SURPRISED WHEN QUINN showed up at his private office.

      “Hey. I was just about to pour some coffee. You look like you could use some.”

      Quinn managed a wan smile for his friend and nodded. “That sounds great. I could use the caffeine.”

      “You look like you had a long night.” Michael was sympathetic. “Were you up late fighting with Rowan? I have to say, I’ve never seen her like that before. Is she finally letting her hair down? That might not be a bad thing.”

      “She had a rough day yesterday,” Quinn replied as he got comfortable in one of the chairs across from Michael’s desk. He accepted the mug of coffee the captain graced him with and sipped before continuing. “She really was not feeling her best. I should’ve insisted she go to bed early. She didn’t want to disappoint you, though, since you requested the dinner with your friend.”

      “Oh, that’s sweet. It wasn’t a big deal, though. Leon would’ve gotten over it.”

      Quinn sipped again as he debated exactly how he wanted to bring up Michael’s long-lost college buddy. “How well do you know Leon?”

      If Michael found the question odd, he didn’t show it. “Oh, well, not that well really. I mean, that story he told about us rushing the fraternity together was true. We were close enough when we were pledges. Once we were initiated, though, we basically went our separate ways.”

      “Is that because you didn’t trust him?”

      Michael cocked his head to the side, confused. “Is something wrong?”

      “Not necessarily. I’m just curious about your friend. He was a late addition to the guest registry and I’m always suspicious whenever something like that happens.”

      “That’s because you’re not a very trusting soul.” Michael chuckled as he shook his head. “You need to ease up a bit. Leon is perfectly harmless. He asked if I could get him on the cruise last minute. We didn’t have a lot of space but there were a few extra rooms. We always keep that small block for backup.”

      “Did he say why he wanted to be added at the last minute?”

      “El Demonio,” Michael replied simply. “He’s interested in the shipwreck find and heard we were heading back. I think he believes there are ghosts down there or something.”

      Quinn furrowed his brow. “Ghosts? I don’t follow.”

      “No, I don’t either.” Michael’s chuckle was nervous and hollow. “See, the thing is, Leon and I drifted apart because he had an obsession of sorts. When I joined the fraternity, it was because I wanted ready access to beer and broads.”

      Even though the statement was crude, Quinn wasn’t exactly surprised. Apparently Michael hadn’t changed much over the years. He was still obsessed with broads. He’d upgraded from beer to single malt whiskey, though. “I would assume that’s what most people join fraternities for,” Quinn said dryly. “I mean ... I’ve heard people lie and say it’s for the connections, but we all know why they really do it.”

      “We do,” Michael agreed. “Although, to be fair, some of the connections I made back then still hold true. I have great friends from my college days and we still keep in touch.”

      “Leon wasn’t one of them, though.”

      “No. Leon actually did join the fraternity to make connections. It was simply with a guy everyone else in the fraternity wanted to pretend didn’t exist.”

      Quinn felt as if he was lagging in the conversation. “I don’t understand.”

      “Edgar Torrance.”

      Quinn ran the name through his memory and came up empty. “Am I supposed to know who that is?” he asked finally. “If so, I don’t.”

      “It’s been a good seven or eight years, so I’m not surprised that you don’t know who he is,” Michael admitted. “His name was all over the news in central Florida for a time. You were probably overseas, but you’ll recognize the story even if you don’t remember the name. He was the guy who entombed those three girls in a basement room because he thought they had psychic powers and were stealing thoughts from his brain.”

      Realization dawned on Quinn and he straightened in his chair. “Right. I did hear that story. The guy was crazy. He got convicted anyway but escaped the death penalty because his doctor testified that he could no longer tell right from wrong.”

      “Pretty much.” Michael bobbed his head. “Edgar was a former member of the fraternity. He gained some notoriety back in the day because, supposedly, there was a ghost haunting one of the dorms. She reportedly kept throwing herself out a window to her death — just like she did forty years ago — and he exorcized her ... or whatever you do with a ghost.”

      “I think exorcism has to do with demon possession,” Quinn noted. “It sounds like this Edgar guy was obsessed with the paranormal.”

      “Absolutely. That was his thing. It turns out, that was Leon’s thing, too. I didn’t find out until after the fact, but Leon only joined the fraternity because he was hoping to find a way to contact Edgar. This was before Edgar lost his mind and killed those girls, of course.”

      Quinn was officially intrigued. “Did Leon ever hook up with Edgar?”

      “I never asked but I’m doubtful. He just wanted someone to talk to and Edgar fit the bill. I honestly forgot about Leon’s paranormal obsession until he showed up again. I was kind of hoping he’d outgrown it — he would spend hours reading these thick, dusty books in the library that talked about ghosts and other stuff — but one of the first things he asked me when we had drinks that first day was if I’d seen anything odd on the ship.

      “I asked what he meant because I honestly wasn’t sure and he said that he thought cruise ships were notorious for hauntings and psychic phenomenon,” he continued. “I figured he was messing with me and started laughing. It turns out he wasn’t messing with me.”

      Quinn’s stomach settled a bit. It sounded as if Spencer had simply taken advantage of an old connection. Michael — per usual — had no idea what was going on and was trapped in his own little world. There was nothing evil about his friend. He was simply easily manipulated.

      “Well, he sounds like a bit of a loon,” Quinn supplied after a beat. “I thought he was slightly off at dinner.”

      Michael made an incredulous face. “How could you tell given the way your girlfriend was acting?”

      Quinn felt the need to stick up for Rowan. “She wasn’t feeling well. Things got away from her. I think you should give her a break. It’s not as if you haven’t tied one on here or there since we’ve met.”

      “And you forced me back to my quarters when I did it, too.” Michael broke out in a wide grin. “You’re a fabulous Boy Scout. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      “No one who has lived to tell the tale.”

      “Perhaps I’ll be the first.”

      “Perhaps.”

      

      ROWAN FORCED HERSELF TO FOCUS ON taking photos even though her mind insisted on wandering all over the place. She figured the normalcy of the task would be calming. Oddly enough, she turned out to be right. Once she got used to being watched by her father and uncle — from a distance of course — she allowed herself to relax. Her camera was a natural extension of her hands and, before she knew it, she was fully engaged in her task. She’d taken more than a hundred photos when the first blip in her day arrived. It was blonde, and rather obvious when approaching her.

      “I’m surprised you’re up this morning,” Darcy offered. She had a drink in her hand, a pink umbrella sticking out of it, and appeared amused. “I thought you might call in sick and spend the day in bed.”

      “That’s not really my style,” Rowan replied. “I drank a little more than was necessary last night — and I’m sorry if I said anything rude or weird — but I feel much better today.”

      “Your stomach bug passed then?” The question was laden with innuendo.

      “It did,” Rowan confirmed. “I feel much better.”

      “Well, that’s good.” Darcy licked her lips and glanced around. It almost looked as if she was making sure nobody was eavesdropping. “You should probably take it easy with the alcohol. It’s not exactly going to help your particular situation.”

      Rowan’s antenna was up. “What’s my particular situation?”

      “You know ... under the weather.”

      That wasn’t what she was talking about. Rowan was convinced, at least in a roundabout way, the woman was trying to warn her. She’d been unsure the day before, but now she believed Darcy showed her the photo to tip her off. Rowan wouldn’t have thought to take a selfie and check herself without a little prodding. Perhaps Darcy understood that because she was like Rowan.

      The notion was interesting ... and a little chilling.

      “That was an interesting photo you showed me,” Rowan started, opting to go for it. Quinn would probably be unhappy but she had to follow her gut on this one. “Is there a specific reason you were taking photos of my boyfriend and me on the deck that night?”

      Darcy feigned innocence. “I was just testing my camera. I didn’t even realize you guys were in the photo until I was looking at them the next day.”

      She delivered the line with flat indifference, but Rowan was convinced there was something in the depths of her eyes that hinted at despair. For an instant, Rowan wondered if Darcy’s gift was being used against her will. Perhaps that’s why she warned her, so Rowan had a chance to make sure the same thing didn’t happen to her.

      Of course, it could’ve been something else entirely.

      “Tell me about your job,” Rowan insisted, changing course quickly. “What do you do?”

      “I’m an accountant.”

      They both knew that wasn’t true. “You don’t do anything else for the company?”

      “I work with numbers.” Her delivery was flat. “It’s a boring job, but somebody has to do it.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” The more Rowan stared at the woman, the more uncomfortable she got. “Was there something you wanted to specifically talk about?”

      “I was just saying hi. I wanted to make sure you were none the worse for wear after your binge last night.”

      “I feel fine.”

      “That’s good. I would hate for your reflexes to be delayed.”

      A threat or a warning? Rowan couldn’t decide. “My reflexes are fine.” She moved to leave and then stilled. “You don’t seem to like your co-workers all that much. Have you ever considered changing professions?”

      Darcy merely shrugged. “I have obligations to meet right now. That’s not really an option for me.”

      “And in the future?”

      “Who knows what the future will hold.”

      It wasn’t an answer, and yet it was. Rowan was more convinced than ever that Darcy was somehow trapped in her current position. It might’ve made her naive, but Rowan believed the young woman really was trying to warn her. This was the only way she knew to do it.

      “Well, if you want to show me more photos later, just let me know,” Rowan offered. “I’m sure we can carve out time to talk.”

      “I’ll do that.”
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      By the time lunch rolled around, Rowan was feeling much better. Quinn suggested a group lunch with Nick, Paul, and Fred at the tiki bar. He insisted Nick bring a map of the dive site so it looked as if they were working, and then related his conversation with Michael.

      “I honestly don’t believe he knows anything,” he volunteered. “He seemed almost embarrassed on Spencer’s behalf.”

      “It sounds to me as if Spencer has always been obsessed with the paranormal,” Fred noted as he leaned back in his chair, amusement lining his face as he watched Rowan attack the mountain of fried food on her plate. “I’m glad to see you still have an appetite despite everything that’s going on.”

      “I’m fine.” Rowan dunked a battered mushroom in ranch dressing. “I feel a lot better. I have something to add to the conversation, too, but we’ll wait until Quinn is finished.”

      Quinn offered her a crooked grin as he stole a fry from her plate and popped it in his mouth. All this fried food is going to give you heartburn if you’re not careful.”

      “That’s what acid reducer is for. Besides, I already have heartburn from the gin last night.”

      “I take it you’ll be foregoing alcohol for the remainder of the trip.”

      “Yup.”

      “Good girl.” He leaned over and kissed her temple, smoothing her hair as she held up a fried pickle for him.

      “Your favorite,” she offered.

      “You’re my favorite.” He bit into the pickle and then kissed her before he swallowed, causing her to laugh. He loved the sound and was thankful she could still make it despite everything going on.

      “And you guys are back to being disgusting,” Fred lamented. “It’s a sickness. I swear.”

      “We’re fools for love,” Quinn countered. “As for my conversation with Michael, I left feeling better than I did when I entered. I also want to research this Edgar Torrance guy. I figure there might be a lead in there, although I honestly have no idea what it would be.”

      “I know a bit about that case,” Fred offered, taking everybody by surprise. “My mother lived about two blocks over when all this went down. She filled me in on all the gory details when I was overseas.”

      “Really?” Quinn bit into his massive burger. “Tell me about it,” he prodded around a mouthful of food.

      “Oh, how can you resist him with manners like that, Rowan?” Fred teased. “I can see why you fell in love with him.”

      “I fell in love with his muscles,” Rowan countered, not missing a beat. “The eating habits were just a bonus because I eat the same way.”

      “You certainly do,” Quinn agreed, sneaking a fried clam from her plate. He was thrilled her appetite was back. It only helped to cement the fact that the previous night’s meltdown was an aberration. She acted out of sorts because she was confused and afraid. That could’ve happened to anyone.

      “As for Torrance, he was a sick piece of work,” Fred volunteered. “He was always weird, though. He was the guy in the neighborhood who went overboard for Halloween.”

      Rowan made a face. “What’s wrong with that? When I have a place of my own, I’m going totally overboard with Halloween decorations. I have a ton of ideas.”

      Quinn grinned at her. “Let me guess ... are they all based on horror movies?”

      She bobbed her head. “Pretty much.”

      “Somehow I knew that.”

      “Yeah, but you’re cute and sassy and can get away with it,” Fred countered. “Torrance was a single guy in his forties at the time who put some of the goriest tableaus you’ve ever seen on his front lawn and then, when curious kids grouped around, he invited them in his house for private tours.”

      Quinn lifted his head, surprised. “He invited neighborhood kids into his home for private tours?”

      “Yup.”

      “Pedophile?”

      “That I don’t know,” Fred hedged. “If he was, I never heard anything about it. He showed more interest in the girls than the boys, but once I read the stories about what was going down with him, that made sense for a different reason.”

      “And what reason would that be?” Paul queried. “Just for the record, by the way, I can guarantee if some weird guy invited Rowan into his house for a private tour of anything when she was a kid, he’d be dead.”

      “Yeah. I can’t imagine putting up with anything like that with a child of mine either,” Quinn agreed. “Still, we don’t know that he was a pedophile.”

      “We do know he was a killer,” Paul stressed.

      “There is that,” Fred agreed. “Anyway, he was caught through a fluke. One of the neighbors lost a cat and let himself into Torrance’s yard, was down on his hands and knees and happened to look through a basement window. The girls were all sitting in chairs — as if they were posed — and were long dead.”

      Rowan was horrified by the picture he painted. “How were they posed?”

      “Oh, don’t answer that,” Quinn muttered. “I just know it’s going to be gross.”

      “They were tied to the arms of the chair, braces holding up their necks. It looked as if they were having a conversation.”

      “Oh, geez.” Quinn rubbed his forehead. “That is worse than I thought. They weren’t like … nailed to the chairs or anything, were they?”

      “No.” Fred shook his head. “They were tied, not impaled. The autopsy reports indicated they were dead long before they were tied to the chairs, too.”

      “How did they die?” Rowan asked.

      “They were poisoned. Apparently when taken into custody, Torrance didn’t deny anything. He said he picked those particular girls because they were psychic and could control the minds of others. He said he had a demon in his mind and required the girls to remove it if they wanted to go free. They refused, instead poked around in his head even more, so he locked them in to change their minds. They never did, so he killed them.”

      Quinn made a face. “The girls refused to release the demon or couldn’t?”

      “I’m sure it was the latter,” Fred conceded. “The thing is — and this is something I pushed out of my head until I found out about Rowan — there were odd things about the girls. The newspapers did stories about them, and through the years, they’d all participated in one or more wondrous miracles.

      “I can’t remember the exact specifics, but one of them found a missing child,” he continued. “Another saved the family down the street from a horrendous fire that would’ve killed them all, got them out a full twenty minutes early. They were on the front lawn arguing with her when the house exploded. There was a gas leak nobody knew about.”

      Rowan’s mouth dropped open. “Wait ... they really were psychic?”

      “I didn’t really believe in psychic abilities before you so it was a story I disregarded for years. Now I’m not so sure, especially given Spencer’s ties to this guy.”

      “Michael made it sound as if Spencer only joined the fraternity to get information on Torrance,” Quinn volunteered. “He wasn’t in it for the camaraderie or rampant sex and booze.”

      “And that’s the only reason I would join a fraternity,” Fred lamented. “I mean, seriously, what other reason is there?”

      Quinn chuckled as he wiped the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “There’s nothing that could entice me to join a fraternity. They’re not my thing. That being said, I think Torrance is a good lead. He’s still in prison. Maybe we can find a way to get someone over there to talk to him.”

      “To what end?” Paul queried. “What do you think he can tell us?”

      “He might have information on Spencer, including the man’s motivations. If Spencer is loony like Torrance, that’s information we need to know. If Spencer is smarter than Torrance, that’s also something that might be beneficial to know.”

      “Good point.”

      “Thank you.”

      Rowan shoved more mushrooms in her mouth and chewed, thoughtful. When she was finished, she decided it was time to volunteer the information she’d uncovered. “So, I talked to Darcy again.”

      Quinn’s eyes flashed with disbelief as he focused his full attention on her. “You did what?”

      “Don’t worry. I didn’t seek her out. She found me on the deck.”

      “Why?” The worry that had been slowly pushed out of his gut all morning roared back with a vengeance. “What does she want from you?”

      “I don’t know that she wants anything from me,” Rowan countered. “I think ... well ... I think she might be trying to warn me.”

      “Warn you about what?”

      “My imminent death.”

      Quinn’s lips curved down into a rigid frown. “I don’t want you saying things like that. You’re not going to die.”

      “Eventually we’re all going to die.”

      “You’re not dying until you’re a hundred years old. Even then, we’re going together. I’ve given it a lot of thought. We’re going to go like that old couple did in The Notebook. No, don’t bother arguing. That’s the way it’s going to be.”

      Despite the serious tilt of his head, Rowan found his determination amusing. “I think that’s a fabulous idea,” she said. “I don’t want to get Alzheimer’s, though. Can we not do that part?”

      “Absolutely.” He leaned over and kissed her forehead. “Tell me why you think Darcy is trying to warn you.”

      “Because it makes the most sense,” she replied without hesitation. “I mean, think about it, why else would she show me a picture of myself knowing I’m one of the only people on the planet who can identify the symbol?”

      “That’s a fair question,” Quinn conceded. “What if they don’t know what you can do, though?”

      Rowan was understandably confused. “How is that possible?”

      “Your father was part of an experiment at college. My understanding is that those participating displayed a variety of abilities. How could they possibly know which ability you would display?”

      “Because ... I ... um ... .” Rowan didn’t have an answer for him. “But she can do the same thing. Maybe she recognized it in me.”

      “Or maybe she was testing you,” Paul countered. “Maybe she wanted to see your reaction. You said yourself that you didn’t handle things well. Perhaps that was enough for her to realize she was on the right track.”

      Rowan couldn’t argue with the assumption and yet she remained committed to her initial opinion. “I have a feeling,” she stressed. “I know that’s not enough for some of you — okay, it’s probably not enough for all of you — but I feel something when I look at her.”

      “And what’s that?” Quinn queried. “I’m not making fun of you,” he offered hurriedly when she pinned him with a dirty look. “I really want to know. I’ve learned to trust your gut. You have good instincts. I need to understand, though. I can’t blindly trust this woman when your life is on the line.”

      “I don’t expect you to blindly trust her,” Rowan reassured him. “I’m not even sure I truly believe that she’s trying to help. It’s just ... I feel it here.” She tapped her chest for emphasis. “I don’t know how to explain it and I’m not comfortable enough to risk my life. Trust me. There’s just something about her.”

      “Fair enough.” Quinn snagged another mushroom from her plate. “Tell me.”

      “If they want to observe me in my natural environment under the radar, why show me the photo she took of us on the deck?” Rowan asked. “All that served to do was put me on edge.”

      “Maybe that was part of their plan,” Nick suggested. “It’s possible that they wanted to prod a specific reaction out of you. That could be fear ... or anger ... or something else entirely. They might simply have wanted to see for scientific reasons. We might never know their true motivations.”

      “We do know that Darcy is like me,” Rowan argued. “She can do the same thing I can. She showed me because she knew I could recognize the symbol. She also made sure I was alone when she did it. Spencer and Julia were nowhere to be found when she dropped her little bomb.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean what you think,” Quinn argued. “I mean ... maybe she’s sadistic. Maybe she was warned away from engaging with you in private and decided to break the rules because she thought it would be fun.”

      “There’s also the other possibility,” Nick interjected. “Perhaps Spencer wants Rowan to believe Darcy is on her side so she’ll start confiding in her. This all could’ve been a setup from the beginning. If so, it was the smart way to go because Rowan is clearly leaning toward believing Darcy.”

      Rowan made a protesting sound with her mouth. “I didn’t say I believed her. I just said it was possible.”

      “You have a good heart,” Quinn countered. “That’s one of the first things I noticed about you. I’m worried that you’re projecting your feelings on Darcy, though. Because you wouldn’t willingly join the Phoenix Society, you assume she’s the same way even though there’s no proof of that.”

      Rowan stubbornly folded her arms across her chest. “I don’t care what you say. I still think it’s possible.”

      “As long as you treat her like the enemy and don’t share anything important with her, I can live with that,” Quinn said, making a face when his phone dinged. “That’s probably the paperwork I’m waiting for from the medical wing. They’re supposed to get me the final autopsy report on Deborah.” He focused on his phone as Rowan risked a glance at her father.

      “I know you’re upset.” She rested her hand on top of his and smiled when he turned it over to link fingers with her. It was something they did when she was a child and she’d never outgrown it. “It’s going to be okay, though. I’ve given it a lot of thought and decided I’m not going to die.”

      Instead of reacting with relief, Paul arched a challenging eyebrow. “Well, if you’ve decided, that’s all it takes to ensure it, right? That’s why people live forever, because they simply decided it and made it happen through magic.”

      Rowan’s smile never wavered. “Actually, I do think magic has something to do with it. Quinn is magical. What I feel for him is magical. Getting you back was magical. There’s magic in everything we’ve done here, including the fact that I was tipped off about what could happen. The magic won’t fail me now. I have faith.”

      Quinn dragged his eyes from his phone and smiled at her. “I like your attitude.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re still going to have a bodyguard until this is over with whether you like it or not.”

      “I’m fine with that.” She squeezed his knee under the table. “We’re going to get through this. You told me that this morning and I believe it with my whole heart. We’re going to make it because ... there’s no acceptable alternative.”

      “That’s very true.” He leaned forward and kissed the tip of her nose. “I want you to keep your distance from Darcy. I don’t trust her and I’m not gambling with your life. Even if that makes you angry, I’m standing firm.”

      “I have no intention of chasing after her.” That was true. Rowan was convinced Darcy would chase after her, and that was an entirely different thing. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      “Fair enough.” He moved his lips to her mouth and kissed her before pulling back and focusing on the rest of the group. “The autopsy results are in. Deborah was definitely strangled.”

      “That’s what you were expecting, right?” Nick queried.

      “It is. There’s only one thing of note in the report.”

      “What’s that?” Fred asked, his face lighting with interest. “Is it something we can move on?”

      “Not exactly. The doctor found hesitation marks on her neck.”

      “What does that mean?” Paul asked, unsure.

      “It means that whoever killed Deborah might’ve changed his or her mind during the deed,” Fred replied. “Whoever it was started the job, stopped at some point, and then started again. My guess is they stopped when they realized it wasn’t Rowan and then continued because they had no choice. They couldn’t leave a witness.”

      Rowan dropped the fried pickle in her hand. “Oh, don’t say that. I feel sick to my stomach. That means Deborah’s death dragged on.”

      “Which isn’t your fault,” Quinn reminded her. “You didn’t cause this.”

      “No, but she’s dead because of me. At least it’s likely she’s dead because of me. No matter what you say, that’s not going to change. I can’t ignore the facts.”

      “No, but we’ll make whoever did this pay.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulders. “I promise you that.”

      “What does the hesitation mean from an investigative standpoint?” Nick asked, genuinely curious. “Can it help us narrow down a culprit?”

      “Not yet, but it might down the road when we have more information. I don’t know that it means anything yet. It might turn out to be nothing. It could turn out to be something, though, and that’s what we’re hoping for.”

      “So ... now what?” Rowan asked.

      “Now we go back to our normal routine and pretend nothing is going on. That’s all we can do.”
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      Even though Quinn knew Rowan was safe — those watching her texted regular updates, including photos — he was antsy and decided to work from the tiki bar. He wanted a prime view of his girlfriend. It wasn’t as much that he thought something would happen to her if the others were in charge as much as he was terrified not to be there when the moment of truth arrived.

      It was different from the other side, he internally mused as Rowan snapped photos of the kids playing at the adventure park. She was smiling and encouraging them to go down the slide, which they readily agreed to, as she took a series of action shots. She’d been seeing omens in photos for years, trying to thwart them. He’d been helping for months. In all that time he didn’t think about what it would be like from the other side.

      Knowing you were slated to die was paralyzing. Sure, he wasn’t the one who was seemingly doomed, but it would’ve been easier for him if it was. The fear he felt for her was something he couldn’t describe. At least if he were the one at the center of it, he would feel more in control.

      Rowan, on the other hand, clearly felt out of control. That’s what her binge-drinking extravaganza from the previous evening told him. She felt as if things were completely out of her hands. Even though she knew better, she was operating under the assumption that fate was inevitable. He saw it when she looked at him. She studied every angle of his face, in case it was the last time they would ever be together.

      As for Quinn, he refused to believe that. He would protect her with his dying breath. He would sacrifice himself to save her, although that wasn’t the ideal option for either of them. They wanted a life together, to move forward together. They wanted marriage ... and a house ... and eventually children. In their future he saw long walks on the beach, regular date nights including seafood, and excursions to the beach to build sandcastles.

      He would settle for nothing less.

      Part of her may have been defeated — although he could see the hope lingering in her eyes — but he would never give up. He knew they were destined for a certain type of life and he would make sure they got it. That’s why he couldn’t work anywhere but the deck. He simply couldn’t be away from her.

      Rowan found him there as he finished up, smirking when she realized what he was doing. “Watching me, huh?” she teased as she slid into the seat across from him. “Some people might find that a little weird.”

      Quinn merely shrugged. “I don’t care what other people think. I care what I think ... and I don’t want to be away from you.”

      Rowan bobbed her head in understanding. “I get it. If the roles were reversed, if it were you, I would be with you every second of the day. You can’t blame yourself, though, if it happens. If you try everything and still can’t save me, I need you to know it’s not your fault.”

      She was trying to soothe him, but all Quinn felt was annoyance. “You’re going to be fine.”

      “I know.” She forced a smile for his benefit. “I have faith.”

      “You’re just saying that.” Anger and frustration bubbled up as he closed his laptop and stared into her eyes. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I don’t want you being reckless or anything. I want you to have faith in me, though. I’ll save you.”

      She held his gaze for what felt like a really long time. Finally, a genuine smile curved her lips and she reached across the table to capture his hand. “I believe you. It’s going to be okay. We’re going to have years together.”

      He linked his fingers with hers, never breaking eye contact. “We’re going to have forever,” he corrected. “We’re going to have decades together in this life — I’m talking seven decades here — and then we’re going to have eternity together in the next.”

      Rowan’s grin felt sloppy. “Do you believe there’s something else out there after death?”

      He seemed surprised by the question. “Don’t you?”

      “I don’t know. I’m kind of practical in a lot of ways. Still, there’s real magic out there. It’s hard not to believe we go on.”

      “There’s real magic right here.” He lifted their joined fingers. “You’re the most magical person I know.”

      Rowan’s cheeks burned. “That’s a really sweet thing to say.”

      “It’s the truth. I feel blessed ... and happy ... and excited every day that we’re together. I feel something extra here.” He tapped the spot above his heart with his free hand. “You’re it for me. You always have been. What I feel for you can’t be duplicated. That’s the magic of us.”

      Rowan’s eyes burned with unshed tears. “That could be the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to anyone.”

      From the next table, a misty-eyed blonde interjected herself into the conversation. “Oh, honey, I guarantee that was the most romantic thing anyone has ever said to anyone over the course of history. If you don’t snap that man up, I’m kidnapping him.”

      Rowan laughed, genuinely amused. “I think I’m going to keep him.”

      “Forever,” Quinn agreed. There was no fear in the declaration. He meant it. Not only that, he was looking forward to it. “We should pack up our stuff and stow it in the room. It’s time for dinner and I’ll bet you’re starving.”

      As if on cue, Rowan’s stomach let loose a wild growl, causing him to bark out a laugh.

      “I figured.” He leaned over the table and graced her with a soft kiss. “I’m betting you’re looking forward to eating your weight in crab legs tonight.”

      “I could eat some crab legs,” she hedged. “I kind of want cheesecake, too.”

      “Then crab legs and cheesecake it is.”

      

      ROWAN WORE SIMPLE KHAKIS and a black shirt for dinner. She wasn’t in the mood to dress up. Since Quinn was determined to make an early night of it — the faster he had her locked in their room and away from potential danger, the better — he was keen to hit the main restaurant without delay.

      “Oh, look.” Rowan’s smile was so wide it threatened to engulf her entire face as she lifted her chin and inclined it toward the dessert table. “They have a cheesecake bar with one of those chocolate fountains I love.”

      He slipped his arm around her waist and kissed her cheek as he followed her finger. “It’s like a dessert table designed specifically with you in mind.”

      She slowly tracked her eyes to him, suspicious. “Did you arrange for this?”

      “Why would I arrange for a cheesecake buffet?”

      “Because ... it could be my last one and you know it’s my favorite.”

      His smile evaporated. “I need you to stop saying things like that for a bit,” he ordered once he’d collected himself. “I’m not trying to be bossy or controlling but ... I can’t hear that.”

      Rowan immediately felt guilty. “I didn’t mean ... .”

      He held up his hand to silence her. “I know. You don’t mean to upset me when you say these things. You do, though.” He stepped closer to her so only she could hear what he would say next. “I will never let anything bad happen to you,” he promised. “I’m going to keep you safe. Don’t be afraid that you’re going to die. Don’t live in fear. We are going to get the forever we both want.”

      Rowan felt like an idiot for saying what she did. She knew better than pushing him. He was holding it together remarkably well despite the circumstances. Pushing him past his breaking point was only going to make both of them feel worse. “I’m sorry.” She meant it. “I’ll do better.”

      “Thank you.” His grateful smile was small but heartfelt. “Now, I want some steak and potatoes. I’m assuming you’re loading up on seafood.”

      “You assume right.”

      “I’ll meet you at our usual table in five minutes.” He hesitated, not wanting to ruin the mood, and then barreled forward. “Please don’t wander too far away. That includes to the dessert table. We’ll tackle that together once we’re done with dinner.”

      Rowan didn’t have to ask why. He was struggling. His instinct was to lock her in the room they shared and not let her out until he’d wiped out every member of the Phoenix Society. He knew she wouldn’t gracefully accept being held captive so he was forcing himself to compromise so both of them could survive the next few days. It wasn’t exactly easy.

      “I can wait for the cheesecake,” she promised, snickering as something occurred to her. “Although ... they have a lot of different syrups. Do you think Sally would give us to-go containers of them so we can take the cheesecake back to the room? I bet we could find something to do with the leftover syrup.”

      He slid his arm around her waist and buried his face in her hair. “That is the best idea I’ve ever heard. I guarantee Sally will make it happen. We can take piles of cheesecake back, get naked, and watch old reruns while enjoying dessert and each other. That is exactly what I want to do with my night.”

      “Me, too.”

      He planted his lips firmly on hers before pulling back. “Grab as much food as you can carry. You’re going to need your strength. I have plans for you tonight.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      

      PLANS FOR A ROMANTIC DINNER WENT out the window when Nick and Paul joined their little group. Quinn took the time to search for Fred and found the man sitting with a table full of women — all of them being rowdy and squealing at the stories he told — and shook his head as he grabbed a scallop from Rowan’s plate. Per usual, his girlfriend had grabbed enough seafood to feed ten people. He was simply glad she’d gotten her appetite back.

      “Do you think we should pull Fred away from his group?” Paul asked worriedly. “I think he might be getting distracted.”

      Quinn almost laughed, but managed to control the impulse. “Fred clearly has plans for the rest of the evening. They don’t include us.”

      “But ... he’s supposed to be watching Rowan. We need his help.”

      “Generally, I would agree with that.” Quinn wiped the corners of his mouth with his napkin and then dumped it on his plate. Even though he’d been a barrel of nerves for the better part of the day, his appetite never wavered. He took that as a good sign. “This evening, however, Rowan and I will be returning to her room as soon as we’re finished here. We’re not even eating dessert in the dining room. We’re getting Sally to put together a care package and taking it back with us.”

      Nick arched an eyebrow. “That’s how you’re going to handle this? You’re going to hide her away? How is that different from the running Paul wanted to do with her earlier?”

      Quinn scowled. “I am most definitely not hiding her away. I have no intention of shutting her away from the world. That being said, I’m a little more leery of wandering around the deck after dark. The cameras don’t always work as well as we would like and there are fewer people out there. She’s more exposed.”

      “You think she’s safer in her room,” Nick mused.

      “I know she’s safer in her room,” Quinn countered. “There’s no doubt in my mind that this is what’s best. I had the scanners upgraded outside her part of the employee corridor this afternoon. All the keycards have cameras now. If there’s any question, even a small one, the scanners will deny entry and alert my men. No one is getting near her room if they don’t belong there.”

      Paul let loose a choked snicker and then shook his head. “I should’ve known you would cover all the angles. And here I was feeling nervous because I thought Rowan might be in more danger if she retreated to her sanctuary. You won’t let that happen to her. I don’t know why I thought you would.”

      “I definitely won’t let that happen to her,” Quinn agreed. “I’ll also be with her. No one is getting near her tonight. After dinner, we’re spending the rest of the night in the room. Then, tomorrow is a new day. We’ll tackle each day as it comes.”

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Nick offered. “In fact ... .” He trailed off, his eyes sharpening as they landed on a spot over Quinn’s shoulder.

      When the security chief turned to see what had caught the man’s attention, his stomach gave a small heave. It was Spencer ... and he was heading in their direction. “Why can’t he just leave us alone?” he groused, his temper flaring. “It’s as if he’s purposely trying to bait me into killing him.”

      Rowan quickly shifted her eyes to Quinn, surprise lighting the sea-blue depths. “You wouldn’t do that, would you?”

      “Kill him?” Quinn bobbed his head without hesitation. “There’s nothing I won’t do to protect you. Absolutely nothing. We’re not there yet, though.” He flicked his eyes to Paul and Nick quickly. “Be prepared for him to try and schmooze you. He’s trying to ingratiate himself to all of us.”

      “We’ve got it,” Nick reassured him. “If you feel the need to flee with Rowan at some point, don’t feel guilty. We’ll handle Mr. Spencer.”

      “We definitely will,” Paul agreed.

      Spencer was all smiles when he approached the group. “There you all are.” He beamed a friendly smile at all of them in turn, although there was something fake about the greeting. Nothing he did felt sincere. Of course, Quinn rationalized that could easily be because he was already suspicious of him. It was something to think about later.

      “Here we are,” Quinn agreed, keeping his expression neutral. There was nothing overtly friendly about his demeanor. There was nothing dismissive about it either. “Not for long, though. Once Rowan is finished with dinner, we’re calling it a night and heading back to our quarters to relax.”

      Disappointment caused Spencer’s lips to curve down. “Oh, really? It’s so early. I was hoping we would get to talk as a group.”

      “Why would we talk as a group?” Quinn queried. “I didn’t realize you were familiar with Mr. Green.” He wanted to put Spencer on the spot, see what he would say. It was a test.

      “I’ve yet to have the honor of meeting Mr. Green,” Spencer offered hurriedly. “I’m a big fan, though. As a diving enthusiast, I followed the find on El Demonio with great interest. My understanding is that you’ve already removed a bit of treasure from the wreck.”

      “It’s always hard to know what you have,” Nick countered. “The ship has been at the bottom of the ocean for a very long time. It’s painstaking work to recover what’s down there because most of the woodwork gives way if you touch it. It’s nice to meet another fellow diving enthusiast, though.”

      Quinn was impressed. Nick was smooth as butter when it came to conversing with the man who most likely meant harm to Rowan. Nick was smart above all else. He knew they couldn’t tip off Spencer, so he was calm and professional from start to finish.

      “I would love to be part of the dive team you have going this go-around,” Spencer enthused. “I know that’s probably against the rules, but it’s a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. I would regret it for the rest of my life if I didn’t at least ask.”

      Nick’s expression remained flat. “That’s really not possible. You have to be certified to dive.”

      “I’m certified.”

      “You have to be a divemaster,” Nick pressed. “The area we’re working in has shifting currents. Our people work in teams and can be under for no more than two hours at a time.”

      “I’m a divemaster.”

      Quinn’s eyebrows drew together. “You’re a divemaster? The training for that is quite extensive.”

      For the first time since they’d met, Spencer showed a hint of annoyance. “Are you saying you don’t think I can pass the training?”

      “That’s not what I said,” Quinn countered. “It’s just ... you run a big company. I wouldn’t think you have time for recreational diving.”

      Irritation, faint as a whisper, cascaded over Spencer’s face. It built like a waterfall into a severe storm. “Everybody needs a hobby. Diving is mine. I make an excursion once a week in the waters surrounding Florida. Four times a year, I travel to other locations for difficult dives. Last year I was part of the group that found that former slave ship in Australia.”

      Nick didn’t bother to hide his interest. “Really? That’s an important find.” He shifted on his chair. “I would need proof that you’re a divemaster before I could even consider letting you come with us. I apologize but ... my insurance provider was very clear.”

      Spencer brightened considerably. “No. I get it. You can’t control that.” He dug in his pocket and came back with his wallet. “Here.”

      Quinn watched as he flipped through until he found the item he was looking for. He raised the wallet and flashed it in Nick’s direction so the older man could easily see the card. “It’s good for another two years before I have to re-certify.”

      “It certainly looks good,” Nick offered. “I think we can at least talk about including you. I can’t make any promises until I double check with the home office, though. I have to check every angle.”

      Spencer waved off the statement and returned his wallet to his pocket. “I know about bureaucracy. It’s stupid. I’m sure you’ll figure it out, though.” He gestured toward the empty chair on the other side of Quinn. “Do you care if I join you?”

      Nick remained polite, never hesitating. “Of course not. I would have it no other way.”
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      “There was another name on his divemaster certification,” Quinn announced when he and Rowan escaped the dining room.

      She was taken aback. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean the name listed on his certification was Alexander Fletcher, not Leon Spencer.”

      Rowan had learned a lot about his investigative process since they hooked up. She wasn’t sure what this development meant, though. “So ... what do we do?”

      Quinn handed her the box containing their cheesecake goodness when they reached the corridor that led to the employee quarters and retrieved his keycard. “It means he’s lying about his name.”

      “But ... you researched him. You found a backstory for Leon Spencer.”

      “I did. That doesn’t mean it wasn’t fabricated.”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned. “You think he did the same thing as Nick and Dad. They managed to pay for new identities that withstand scrutiny. If it was a lazy job, you would’ve already figured that out.”

      He bobbed his head. “Exactly. You’re a smart girl.” He playfully tapped the end of her nose. “We just need to figure out how he did it, why he did it, and who Alexander Fletcher is.”

      “Any ideas on how to do that?”

      “A few.”

      “Does one of them included dragging Fred away from his harem?”

      Quinn choked on a laugh. “Actually, I don’t think anything could drag him away this evening. He needs a break anyway. I’m going to start a search. Hopefully, by morning, we’ll have some answers.”

      Rowan couldn’t contain her disappointment. “Do you really think it will take that long? I was hoping we could get something to move on tonight.”

      Quinn understood the need for instant gratification. “Alexander Fletcher has to be a common name,” he reminded her. “I need to build a list of things to weed out as many of them as we can. That means the computer is going to need to work while we ... do other things.”

      Rowan knew exactly what he was referring to when he mentioned “other things” and smiled. “Cheesecake and The Golden Girls?”

      He chuckled, delighted. “No horror movies tonight?”

      “No. Not tonight.”

      He understood. “The Golden Girls it is. I’ll set up the search and then we’ll dig in.”

      To Rowan, that sounded heavenly.

      

      IT TOOK HIM A FULL HOUR TO SET up the search to his liking.

      “So, what exactly did you ask it to search for?” Rowan queried.

      “Men between their fifties and seventies for starters.”

      Rowan frowned. “That’s a big age group. Wouldn’t it make more sense to narrow it down to fifties? That’s how old Michael is, right? They pledged a fraternity together.”

      “I just want to be sure. The ones within two years of Michael — and don’t ever tell him you pegged his age in his fifties because he’ll be crushed — will receive a higher priority rating in the results.”

      It all sounded very complicated to Rowan. “What else?”

      “Florida ties. He went to school with Michael. It’s doubtful he picked that specific school if he wasn’t from the state.”

      “That makes sense. What else?”

      “Money. He has his own business. That wasn’t cheap to set up. The vehicles I found listed for Leon Spencer were of the expensive variety. He had to at least start making money when he was still Alexander Fletcher. Besides, that specific diving certification card is only good for five years. If he got it under the name Alexander Fletcher, that makes me believe he was living under that name at least three years ago. He said he had two years until re-certification.”

      “Oh, smart,” Rowan enthused. “Is there anything you can track with the diving itself?”

      He beamed at her. “See, you’re thinking like an investigator already. Good girl.” He swooped in and gave her a kiss before gesturing for the cheesecake box. “I’m ready for dessert.”

      She jutted out her lower lip. “And here I thought I was going to be your dessert.”

      “Oh, trust me, you’re the main event. I still want the chocolate syrup.”

      Even though she was convinced she would never have an appetite again given the amount of food she’d put away over dinner, Rowan found she wholeheartedly agreed. “Good idea. Tell me how the diving plays in.”

      “That dive in Australia was too specific. He made a mistake letting that slip. I can easily track it and Nick has the contacts to talk to the dive leader. I would be surprised if he didn’t place that call tonight. You saw the look on his face, right? He was excited about the things Spencer let drop.”

      “Do you think he noticed the name on the card?”

      “I don’t know. I texted him just in case. I think the diving is going to be Spencer’s undoing.”

      Rowan could read the excitement on Quinn’s face. He was almost bubbling over. That led her to ask the obvious question. “If it’s so easy to track him through the diving activities, why would he tell us about them? Why slip up like that? Maybe it’s a trap of some sort.”

      “I’m not ruling that out,” Quinn conceded. “He was ridiculously chatty. I still think it was simply a mistake on his part. He’s enthusiastic about the diving. He couldn’t stop himself from bragging. It’s the same way you get when someone mentions crab legs.”

      Rowan snorted. “I like to think I’m a bit more restrained than that.”

      “You’re cute. You’re not restrained, though. You forget where you are, get a dreamy look on your face, and completely forget your manners. Luckily, I find it cute when you’re stuffing your face. Others might not be as enamored as me.

      “Spencer obviously forgot his audience,” he continued. “He’s here for a specific purpose. News of the El Demonio team being on the ship is too much for him to ignore, though. He thinks he’s smarter than us. He thinks he can maintain control over us. He has no idea how wrong he is.”

      Rowan grinned at the gleam in Quinn’s eyes. “You’re feeling better. I’m glad. I don’t want you dwelling on this too much.”

      His smile slipped.  “I’m not going to let it happen.”

      “I kind of can’t stop myself from dwelling on it.” She was sheepish. “I mean ... it’s almost as if I can hear a clock ticking in the back of my head. I’m afraid.” Her voice quavered at the admission.

      “I know you are.” He took the cheesecake box from her and rested it on top of the comforter before slipping his arm around her waist and pulling her tight. “I’m afraid, too.”

      “You are? You don’t seem afraid.”

      “You don’t think I’m afraid that I won’t be fast enough, or smart enough, to head off whatever this is? Well, you’re wrong. Do you know what I keep reminding myself, though?”

      “What?” She was genuinely curious. “Maybe, if you tell me, it will help.”

      That’s exactly what he hoped would happen. “I keep thinking about all the other danger you’ve been in. How many times do you think an omen would’ve shown up on your photos in those situations?”

      Rowan worked her jaw. She’d never really thought about it. “A few.”

      “A few?” He cocked a dubious eyebrow. “You’ve found trouble so many times I’ve lost count. We’re talking big trouble, too. We’re talking knives ... and guns ... and megalomaniacs ... and psychopaths ... and sociopaths. You’ve overcome all those things.”

      “And we did it without the warning,” Rowan mused, understanding dawning. “We made it out of all those situations and we didn’t know to be careful. This time we know to be careful.”

      “We do. Although ... I don’t know that we’re better off knowing. I mean, I’m grateful we know. For this particular instance, I’m particularly glad. However, I think it somehow makes things worse. Knowing brings fear. Now, fear is a great motivator. It’s one of those things that can cause people to do the extraordinary. It can also freeze you.”

      Rowan turned sheepish. “That’s what you think it’s doing to me, right? Freezing me.”

      “I think that’s what it did to you that first day,” he clarified. “No one expects you to be Wonder Woman but you — although I wouldn’t mind if we played that game, including outfits, one night — and what you learned yesterday leveled you. It would’ve done the same to me.”

      “Really? How would you have reacted?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve thought about that a great deal. I had a lot of time on my hands since you passed out at eight last night.”

      Rowan pursed her lips. “I’m a lame drunk.”

      “You are ... extraordinary on every level. Drinking might not be your forte, though.”

      “That’s a polite way of saying I was being ridiculous.”

      “You were thrown.” He hated when she disparaged herself. “Anyone would’ve been. We’re stronger when we work as a team, though. I get why you were considering keeping the information to yourself. If you only had limited time left, you wanted it to be a happy time.

      “I refuse to accept that,” he continued. “We’re meant to spend a lifetime together. I believe that here.” He tapped his heart. “I need you to believe it, too. If you believe, we’ll both get what we want.”

      “That seems like a roundabout way of thinking.”

      “Something tells me you’re going to agree once I get out the chocolate sauce. I have ways of making you see things my way.”

      “A sugar buzz?”

      He snorted. “Let’s see, huh?”

      “Okay. Just so you know, though, I’m probably going to wear you out after.”

      “Oh, no, sweetie. I’m going to wear you out.”

      “Let the games begin.”

      

      IN THE END, ROWAN WAS DEFINITELY the one worn out. She conked out before ten, chocolate sauce still smeared on her cheeks. Quinn didn’t bother trying to clean her up. The housekeeping staff was collecting the sheets the next day anyway. It would be fine. Besides, after the previous night, she needed the sleep. It was good for her.

      Because he didn’t need sleep, and he was antsy, he pulled out his computer to check on the searches. Surprisingly, there was already one solid match ... and he was beyond intrigued.

      “And what do we have here?” he murmured, checking himself when he remembered Rowan was passed out beside him. He took a moment to check on her, pulling up the blanket to make sure her bare shoulder was covered. She looked like an angel and he had every intention of repeating cheesecake night at least once a month for the rest of their lives. He didn’t even mind The Golden Girls.

      Once he was assured that Rowan was indeed down for the count, he turned back to his search. He had every intention of digging as deep as possible tonight. He wanted to wake her with answers and a firm plan. Whether that was possible, he didn’t know. He would do his best.

      She needed it and he needed her.

      

      THE NEXT MORNING, ROWAN LAUGHED when she caught sight of her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was standing on end — some of the flavored sauces somehow ending up in the endless waves that cascaded around her shoulders — and there were smears on her cheeks and lips.

      “You must be falling in love with me all over again,” she teased, swiping at her cheek. “Wow. This stuff is really caked on.”

      “Shower.” Quinn pointed her toward the stall. “We don’t have a lot of time. I called a breakfast meeting in the conference room. Food is being delivered. We have to be there in thirty minutes.”

      The news surprised her. “Did you find something?”

      “I found ... several things,” he clarified. “I’ll tell you with everyone else over breakfast.”

      Rowan turned pouty. “I want to know now.”

      “Yes, well, even you can’t get everything you want.” He tickled her ribs, causing her to squeal as he prodded her toward the shower. “Almost everything, but not everything. If I give in to your every whim, you’ll get spoiled.”

      “And what’s so wrong with that?”

      “Nothing ... but I would prefer going over the information only once. We land in port today. That means we’re going to have to deal with more chaos than usual.”

      “Fair enough. I’m going to expect you to spoil me again tonight to make up for it, though.”

      “Consider it done.”

      

      DAVE, NICK, PAUL, AND FRED were prompt for the meeting. Dave insisted he would inform his men of the developments after the fact — apparently they were out late because they didn’t have Rowan duty — and Quinn was too harried to put up a fight.

      “So, Leon Spencer isn’t a real person.” He ran through what he’d discovered the previous evening, leaving nothing out. He was succinct, and when he was finished, everyone had perked up some.

      “Well, isn’t that interesting,” Fred drawled. “When do you think he changed his name?”

      “The dive card is three years old. He said it lapses in two years. That means he was going by Alexander Fletcher as recently as three years ago.”

      “He clearly got excited about the prospect of the dive,” Fred noted. “He made a mistake. That benefits us. Have you tracked anything down about this Australian dive? It must be a big deal if he mentioned it.”

      “Oh, it’s definitely a big deal,” Nick confirmed. “That dive made news all over the world. Even the mainstream media picked up on it. It was a significant find.”

      “Do you know the people involved with that project?” Rowan queried. “Can they give you the lowdown on this guy?”

      “I’ve already placed a call. I’m hoping they will get back to me in a few hours.”

      “It’s a good lead,” Fred supplied. “It’s still a common name. I’m assuming you’ve already started a search.”

      “I have,” Quinn agreed. “There are three possibilities. I’ve weeded out most of the rest. The one I’m leaning toward is Alexander Fletcher of Coral Gables. His parents were rich, to the point where he never needed to work a day in his life. He was independently wealthy from birth. His mother is gone now but his father isn’t … and the father is a millionaire fifty times over.”

      “You must have more than the money tipping you toward him,” Paul prodded.

      “This particular Alexander Fletcher was mentioned in a paranormal investigation blog because he funneled a million dollars into the exploration of a former South Carolina plantation that was supposedly haunted.”

      “A million dollars?” Rowan made a face. “That’s a lot of money to throw away on something like that.”

      “It is,” Quinn agreed. “The reason it was so noteworthy is because two of the crew members filming there died. The money was paid out on wrongful death suits.”

      “Oh.”

      Paul leaned forward. “When did this happen?”

      “Four years ago.” Quinn nodded when a murmur of understanding went through the room. “Yeah. The timing fits, too. He might’ve been forced to change his name because of the lawsuit, not what’s going on with the Phoenix Society. His name is apparently mud in certain circles, and I have a message into the blog author to get more information. No response yet.”

      “What else do you know?” Fred asked.

      “He’s fifty-four, which makes him the same age as Michael. He went to the same school. Those are the biggies. We still have to dig for the rest.”

      “Still, that’s something.” Nick leaned back in his chair. “Do you want me to encourage him on the dive aspect? If he really thinks he can get in the water with us, he’s more likely to let things slip.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. He has the most respect for you because of what you do. I definitely want you to press that issue without tipping our hand.”

      “No problem. I ... .” Nick broke off, furrowing his brow. “Do you hear that?”

      “What?” Quinn glanced around, unsure. “What is it you’re hearing?”

      “A scratching noise, by the door.”

      Quinn frowned and climbed to his feet. Fred and Dave automatically followed, serving as backup. Quinn glanced at each of them in turn before shoving open the door. He wasn’t sure he expected to discover anyone outside. The face he found, though, flabbergasted him.

      “Michael? What are you doing?”

      The captain, who had been trying the door handle, flushed at being caught and let loose a nervous laugh. “Oh, you are in there. I wasn’t sure. I was hoping to talk to you before we hit port.”

      Quinn shifted from one foot to the other, suspicion and unhappiness rolling through him. “Sure. What do you want to talk about?”

      “Oh, well, it can wait until after this meeting.” Michael’s gaze was curious as it hopped from face to face. “What is this meeting about, by the way?”

      “We’re talking about the dive,” Quinn lied smoothly. “I will be participating again.”

      “And Rowan needs to be here for that?”

      Quinn didn’t like his tone. “Rowan wants to be on one of the submersibles so she can take photos. It’s something that will be completed on her downtime. I’m not sure what the problem is.”

      “Oh, there’s no problem,” Michael said hurriedly. “I was just curious. Um ... if you can spare ten minutes, I just want to touch base with you on a few things in my office when you’re done.”

      Quinn was distinctly uncomfortable. “Sure. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

      “Great. I’m looking forward to it.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            14

          

          

        

    

    







            Fourteen

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Michael’s reasoning for calling the meeting only served to make Quinn more suspicious.

      “I thought we could talk about safety procedures around the docks,” he started.

      Quinn frowned. “Which docks? The one our passengers disembark at?”

      “No, I’m talking about the one the dive teams leave from to go to the wreck.”

      Quinn’s stomach did an uneasy somersault. “Why would you want to talk about the safety at those docks?”

      “Because I figure a lot of our guests will want to get up close and personal with history.”

      “Yeah, but ... we have no control over those docks. They’re not our territory. Nick Green handles that security, and I can guarantee he’s not going to encourage any of our guests to descend on that location. He doesn’t want the area being overrun.”

      “Curiosity is a human thing, though,” Michael pointed out. “Are you sure he’ll be able to maintain proper security?”

      “I am. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Oh, well, if you’re sure, that’s good enough for me.”

      Quinn managed to keep his expression flat, but it took a lot of effort. He’d been certain Michael was simply an unknowing dupe in all this. Now, things were different. Michael had to know about Spencer changing his name. He wouldn’t simply forget the man used to be known as Alexander Fletcher. Did he know why? Was he aware of Spencer’s ridiculous theories and ideas? Had he been part of this since the beginning? It seemed like a ridiculous notion and yet he couldn’t shake the nagging doubt weighing him down.

      “It’s not our concern,” Quinn reiterated, slowly getting to his feet. “If that’s all, I have preparations to make for the dive this afternoon.”

      “Of course.” Michael offered up a half-hearted wave. “I didn’t mean to distract you. I hope you and Rowan have fun on your dive.”

      “I’m sure it will be great.” Quinn strode toward the door, forcing himself to remain facing forward rather than back. If he looked over his shoulder, he was afraid of what he would find staring back from the face of a man he thought of as a friend. “Have fun at port.”

      “Oh, you know me. I always have fun.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s why I said it. Never change, Michael.”

      “I don’t intend to. This is who I am. There’s no sense in changing.”

      “Right. Well, I’ll see you later.”

      “Yup. Have a nice day.”

      “That’s the plan.”

      

      ROWAN TOOK UP RESIDENCE ON THE deck as she waited for Quinn. She felt uneasy after Michael’s abrupt interruption. She was plagued with questions.

      What was he doing? She couldn’t ever remember him being in that part of the ship. When he wanted to talk to Quinn, he merely summoned him via text to come to his office. That part of the ship basically belonged to Quinn and Rowan, who had offices in the corridor.

      The obvious assumption was that Spencer sent Michael to gather information. Rowan and Quinn were spending a lot of time in parts of the ship that the Phoenix Society group couldn’t access. That had to be frustrating, especially since they appeared to be on an observational mission. They were basically experimenting, although they were using subterfuge to do it. Rowan would’ve much preferred a straightforward assault.

      She snapped a few photos of departing guests. They were clearly having a good time as they made their way to the island. Rowan recognized the glee and excitement in their voices as they studied the pretty port from afar. This was a new adventure for them. They had no idea she was grappling with old fears in their wake.

      “Hey.”

      Rowan almost jumped out of her skin when she turned and found Darcy standing behind her. The blonde had her own camera gripped in her hands and a sunny smile on her face. The smile seemed out of place given the edge Rowan saw in the woman’s eyes.

      “Hey,” she replied neutrally, forcing herself to remain calm even though her heartbeat had picked up a notch. “I didn’t realize you were out here. I thought perhaps you’d already left for port.”

      “Not yet. I was actually hoping to talk to you before I leave.”

      “Me? Why?”

      “Because I find you interesting.”

      Rowan didn’t believe that for a second. “I don’t think many people can say that with a straight face.”

      “Oh, I disagree.” Darcy’s smile never wavered. “You’re surrounded by people who just can’t get enough of you. They watch your every move, as if you’re about to do something amazing at every turn. It’s ... fascinating.”

      Talking to Darcy was always an excursion into uncomfortable territory. Rowan had no idea how she was supposed to react, but she was fed up with the woman’s mind games. “I think Quinn is the only one who finds me fascinating, and he’s a little biased.”

      “I think he sees you clearly enough. He’s definitely biased, though.”

      “Yeah, well, speaking of Quinn ... um ... I’m supposed to find him so we can hit port together. It was nice to see you. I should probably get going, though.”

      “Wait, don’t leave.” For the first time, Darcy’s cool facade slipped and she looked a little desperate. She cast her eyes around the deck, as if making sure she was alone with Rowan, and then lowered her voice. “I was sort of hoping we could have lunch together on the island. Just the two of us, I mean.”

      “Oh, well, that’s a lovely offer.” Rowan’s stomach constricted as she attempted to maintain her cool. “I appreciate it, but I have other plans.”

      Darcy didn’t give up simply because Rowan shot her down the first time. “For the entire day? You can’t really have the entire day scheduled.”

      “You would be surprised.”

      “Yeah, but ... it’s just lunch.” Darcy pasted a pleading smile on her face. “I mean ... it’s only an hour. You can spare an hour.”

      “I’ll have to talk to Quinn.” Rowan didn’t miss a beat. “I believe he has the entire day planned. If we can fit you in, though, I’m sure we’ll make a legitimate effort.”

      “No. He can’t go.” Darcy fervently shook her head. “It has to be just the two of us.”

      There was no way that was going to happen. Rowan wasn’t a complete and total idiot. “I’m spending the day with Quinn.”

      “What? Are you saying you can’t even spend an hour away from him? That seems a little codependent.”

      “Perhaps,” Rowan conceded. “You probably don’t want to attack my relationship constructs when you’re trying to get me to rearrange my schedule to appease you. That seems like a weird way to get your way. That’s just my opinion, though.”

      Darcy looked almost desperate as she moved closer to Rowan, to the point where she was officially invading her space. “I’m sorry for insulting your boyfriend. That wasn’t my intent.”

      “You insulted me, too.”

      “Yeah, well, you can take it.” Darcy furtively glanced over her shoulder again. “We really do need to talk.”

      Rowan took the bait, even though she was convinced it was a bad idea. “And why is that?”

      “You know why.”

      “I don’t know anything.” The ship photographer adopted an air of innocence she thought Quinn would’ve been proud of. “I might need further explanation if you expect me to understand.”

      Darcy made a face. “Oh, well, very cute.”

      “Thank you.”

      “That was an insult, not a compliment.”

      “Funny, it sounded the exact opposite to me.”

      Exasperation practically rolled off Darcy in waves. “Listen, I’m not trying to be difficult, but there are some things we need to discuss and I’m working on a timetable here. It would be great if you didn’t give me grief.”

      “I’m not leaving this ship with you at any time, including right now,” Rowan countered. “It’s not going to happen. I might be persuaded to have lunch with you, but only if Quinn can come, too. Otherwise, you’re fresh out. I won’t compromise on either of those issues.”

      “But ... you have to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you just do.”

      “That’s not an acceptable answer.” Rowan took a step back from Darcy, increasing the distance between them. “I’m not leaving. If you continue down this avenue, I’ll be forced to call over security. I’m guessing that’s not what you want.”

      Fury lit Darcy’s features. “Why do you have to be such an idiot?” she gritted out. “I mean ... seriously. I’m trying to help you.”

      “I’m sure you can understand why I’m dubious about that. It doesn’t matter, though. I’m not going anywhere with you. If you want to talk to me, Quinn has to be part of it. That’s my line in the sand.”

      Darcy gripped her hands together, squeezing until her knuckles turned white. “You’re more trouble than you’re worth. I mean ... I’m obviously wasting my time here.”

      “Probably so,” Rowan agreed. “No one is making you stay, though.”

      “I guess not.”

      Rowan licked her lips, momentarily thought about changing her mind and acquiescing because it appeared Darcy was finally ready to share information, and then stiffened her resolve. Her life was on the line, her very future. She wouldn’t risk everything she’d worked so hard for on a whim. She wouldn’t be the stupid heroine in the movie who ran upstairs to check out the strange noise in Jason Voorhees territory. That’s not how she was built.

      “I’m sorry I can’t help you,” Rowan offered. “I have to be smart, though. This isn’t smart.”

      “If you say so.” Darcy’s glare was dark as she peeled away. “You’re going to regret this.”

      Rowan sincerely hoped that wasn’t true.

      

      SHE THOUGHT THE WEIRD CONVERSATION with Darcy would leave her edgy. It didn’t. It left her more perplexed than anything else.

      Dave sat with her, his eyes tracking the people who passed, and waited for Quinn’s arrival. The security guru looked a lot more worked up than his girlfriend when he joined the party.

      “Everything okay?” he asked, dropping a kiss on Rowan’s forehead before she could get up from the lounger she was reclining in.

      Dave nodded. “Nothing to report ... other than the blond Phoenix Society chick approached her about thirty minutes ago. I think some rather heated words were exchanged.”

      Rowan shot him a withering look. She felt as if she was being tattled on for stealing the last chocolate milk. “I was going to tell him.”

      Dave slid her a sidelong look. “I didn’t say you weren’t. I was just making sure he was aware of the details.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. You’re kind of a big squealer.”

      Instead of being offended, he chuckled. “If you were going to tell him, you have nothing to complain about.”

      “Yes, I do. That was my story. You totally took the wind out of my sails.”

      Quinn was amused by the interaction despite the agitation threatening to dampen his spirits only moments before. “What if I promise to put the wind back in your sails with a nice lunch, huh?”

      Dave snorted. “I think that’s my cue to leave. I’m heading down to the docks. We’re supposed to make it look like we’re diving no matter what. Nick didn’t plan this far ahead because he didn’t know about Spencer’s diving fetish. We might actually have to go into the water.”

      Quinn nodded, thoughtful. “I was wondering. Are you guys all certified divers?”

      “We’re former Navy SEALS.”

      When Quinn didn’t respond, Rowan did it for him. “Does that mean you’re certified?”

      Dave’s laugh was loud and from the belly. “Oh, I’m starting to really like you. It’s probably good that you found her first, Davenport. If you two weren’t so enamored with one another, I might try to steal her.”

      “I would squash you like a bug,” Quinn countered, his hand busy as it ordered Rowan’s flyaway hair. The wind had really done a number on it. “I think you’ve got plenty of wind left in you, Ro. How about you tell me about your run-in with Darcy, huh? Then I’ll take you to a romantic lunch before we meet up with the others on the docks and figure out what’s what.”

      She sighed, the sound long and drawn out. “You had me at romantic lunch. Can we go to that place that has the awesome crab bisque?”

      “Absolutely.” He linked his fingers with hers and focused on Dave. “Thank you for keeping her safe ... and tattling. I believe she was going to tell me, but I’m glad you got it out of the way so there wasn’t a delay.”

      Dave saluted and then turned on his heel. “You’re really lucky you met her first,” he called out. “I didn’t think I would like someone so adorable, but she’s got a certain … something.”

      Because he agreed, Quinn let the comment go and focused on her. “What did Darcy want?”

      “Well, it was interesting.” Rowan told him the story, leaving nothing out. A few times she had to backtrack, and when she was done, Quinn was as baffled as she was.

      “I don’t understand what she was after,” he said, shaking his head. “Did she really think you would just skip off with her onto a strange island and participate in some ritual bonding exercise?”

      “I don’t know. I’m starting to wonder if she wanted to confide something in me.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like ... what’s really going on.”

      It took everything Quinn had to hold back the snarky response on the tip of his tongue. Rowan tended to be more trusting than he was often comfortable with. She believed most people were good to their core. He was more cynical. And, because he loved her more than anything, he was resolved to nip this potential situation in the bud.

      “Baby, have you considered that she wants you to think she’s on your side but her real job is to entice you away from the rest of us to make it easier to grab you?” He hoped the question didn’t come off too condescending.

      “I have considered it,” she replied, opting for honesty. “I know that’s what you want me to believe, so I’ll do it if it’s really that important to you.”

      He made a protesting sound halfway between a growl and a sigh of exasperation. “Ro, I don’t want you to believe as I do simply so we won’t have an argument. I’m trying to keep you safe.”

      “I know. That’s why I’ll do it. You’re the best man I know.”

      The simple declaration touched him to the depths of his soul. “God, I love you.” He pulled her to him and buried his face in her hair. “You have no idea how much I love you. The thing I want most in this world is to take care of you, be with you. I don’t want you to put yourself in a box for me and think like I do simply because you believe it’s what I want, though.”

      She patted his back. “I’ve given it a lot of thought,” she started.

      “Ugh. I just know I’m going to hate this.” He squeezed his eyes shut and kept himself wrapped around her. “Tell me.”

      “My gut tells me she’s trying to help. I know you don’t believe that — and I don’t expect you to — but my instincts are telling me to give her a chance. Now, before you start ranting and raving, you should know that I’m not an idiot. I have no intention of wandering off with her. I told her I could only talk if you were with me. I’m going to stand by that. You don’t have to worry.”

      He exhaled heavily, swayed back and forth, and then pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Fair enough. I need a little time to think about this before we act on it.” He pulled back and stared into her remarkable eyes. “Can you deal with that?”

      “We’re having crab bisque for lunch. I’ll be fine.”

      He grinned. “Good. Do you want to lock your camera in the room so we don’t have to worry about it while we’re out? It will probably be easier.”

      “Good idea.” She linked her fingers with his as he dragged her back toward the employee access door that led to her room. They were almost through it when her camera strap snagged and she stopped, her eyes going toward movement on the deck.

      There, two familiar faces strolled past as if they didn’t have a care in the world. Michael and Spencer. They seemed to be having a good time, laughing as if they’d been best friends for thirty years, instead of minor acquaintances. They didn’t as much as look in Rowan and Quinn’s direction.

      “You didn’t tell me about your meeting with Michael,” she said when she felt Quinn move in behind her. He tensed when he realized who she was looking at. “Did anything interesting happen?”

      “Not so much. He asked about security at the dive site. I reminded him I wasn’t in charge of that. He acted nervous ... and made sure to ask if you were really going to be there taking photos.”

      “What did you say?”

      “I said yes. If they want to try to move on us there, it might be for the best. They’re not going to realize that every diver there is part of our team. That dock is set away from the action and we can be as loud as we want during a confrontation.”

      “Do you think that’s the way we should do things?”

      “I honestly don’t know. I’m ready if it happens, though. Come on. Let’s take your camera back and then get some lunch. I’m starving, and I think we have a lot to talk about with the others.”
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      Quinn sent a quick message from his phone before helping Rowan return her camera to the room. Once everything was locked up tight, they joined hands and disembarked. Rowan was going to ask him about the text but kept her mouth shut when he decided to take a side journey through the market before heading toward one of their favorite port restaurants.

      Instead of questioning him, she merely kept close to his side and watched his reaction as he scanned the crowd. Ironically, she was the one who found their target first.

      “They’re over there.” Rowan inclined her head to the east, to where Michael and Spencer were standing next to a kitschy tourist kiosk and laughing while trying on sunglasses. The two men looked to be having a fun time, innocent even. If they were plotting, they were hiding it really well.

      Quinn immediately snapped his eyes in that direction, his cheeks heating when he realized she was aware of his distraction. “I just want to play a hunch,” he hedged.

      Rowan pressed the tip of her tongue against the back of her teeth and remained quiet. This was his show.

      “I still want to spend the afternoon with you,” he stressed. “It’s just ... I’m trying to figure a few things out.”

      His insistence on scrambling to cover his actions made Rowan laugh. “Do you think I’m angry?”

      “I think you’re ... you.” He offered her a sweet smile. “That means you’re not going to give me grief regardless because that’s not what you do. I want to be with you today. I do. It’s just ... what are they doing?” His eyes took on a dark tint as he stared at the man he thought was a friend cavorting with the man he knew was an enemy.

      “You don’t know that they’re doing anything,” Rowan replied after a beat, sliding closer to him so she could share in a bit of his warmth. It was hot and humid on El Demonio and yet a chill was in the air.

      Quinn slid his arm around her waist and anchored her to him, running his hand up and down her spine. “He was spying on us in the basement. I’m sure of it.”

      “He might’ve really been looking for you.”

      Quinn pinned her with a dark look. “You’re adorable. I love that you’re occasionally naive and always loyal. He’s never been down there before, though. Why would he pick today to make the trip?”

      That was a fair question, Rowan internally conceded. It did look suspect. Still, just because things looked one way, that didn’t mean they couldn’t swing another way. “We still don’t know.”

      He exhaled heavily and leaned his forehead against hers. “I want to believe Michael is simply being duped. I also need to keep you safe. If I have to make a choice, it’s always going to be you. So, for right now at least, Michael is the enemy. I’m not going to kill him or anything, but I’m not going to trust him either.”

      It was a practical stance. “Okay. Fair enough. Definitely don’t kill him, though.”

      Quinn cracked a smile. “I hope I can manage to refrain.”

      They stood together in the shadows for what felt like a long time to Rowan. In reality, it was only five minutes. Quinn didn’t comment further and she didn’t press him. Instead they simply stood there, hidden from prying eyes should Michael and Spencer scan their surroundings, and watched.

      That’s where Fred found them.

      “Nice hiding spot,” he teased, sliding in beside them and scowling when he realized Quinn and Rowan were clinging to one another. “Geez. Do you guys ever give it a rest?”

      Quinn smirked and then inclined his chin toward the sunglasses display. “They’re over there.”

      Fred found the two men in question and frowned. “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know,” Quinn admitted. “I want to believe Michael is innocent. I like him. It’s just ... I can’t decide if I want to believe because I think it’s unlikely he would turn on us or I simply don’t want to have been wrong about him. I’m afraid I’m thinking with my ego.”

      “Well, you do have quite the ego,” Fred teased, ignoring the way Rowan admonished him with her eyes. “I don’t think that’s to blame this time, though. If you trusted him, I think it’s probably safe to say that he’s a good guy. Your instincts are rarely wrong.”

      “I agree with Fred,” Rowan added. “I think your instincts are amazing. If they were wrong in this instance, though, it might not have anything to do with you and everything to do with him. I mean ... if he’s been working against us this entire time, he really is a masterful actor. Think of all the women he slept with just to make us think he was a womanizing lunkhead.”

      The comment was so surreal that Quinn barked out a laugh. He couldn’t stop himself. “True. Apparently, if he is evil, he’s very dedicated. He should get a raise from whomever is employing him.”

      The comment caused Rowan to cock her head. “Actually, that’s a good point. How could he have gone through all the training he did to get this job way back then on the assumption that I would end up on this ship? That seems a little far-fetched.”

      “Oh, you misunderstand. I don’t believe it goes back that far. You said someone emailed you the link to the job on The Bounding Storm back when you were getting desperate, right? I think that’s what you said.”

      “Actually, a friend emailed me a link for a different job on the ship. I found the photographer job when I was clicking through things.”

      “Oh.” Quinn made a face. “That’s slightly different. It doesn’t match my theory.”

      “What was your theory?” Fred queried.

      “I thought maybe Michael somehow managed to get the photography link to her friend or something. Never mind. That’s way too diabolical.” He shook his head to dislodge the thought. “There’s no way it could’ve worked that way. If he was spying on us, it started after you took the job.”

      “That means Spencer would’ve had to contact him with an offer,” Fred noted. “I don’t foresee that happening unless Spencer has always been watching Rowan. I mean ... that’s possible. I find it unlikely, though. If Rowan was being watched, she would’ve figured it out. She’s good when it comes to spatial awareness and senses when someone is watching her. I’ve seen her in action.”

      “That’s true.” Quinn absently ran his hand down the back of her head. He’d plied her with little touches all day. It was a way to show affection, and even when he was distracted, his first instinct was to touch her. “It’s more likely that any contact between them was more recent. I wonder if there’s a way to track their communication.”

      “I’ve already started on that,” Fred volunteered, taking them both by surprise. “I figured it couldn’t hurt to look. I pulled Michael’s cell phone records, which wasn’t easy. I had to call in a few favors.”

      “Have you got any information yet?”

      “No. I don’t expect to for a few hours. For now, I think you two should head out. In fact, I think you should cross this shopping plaza in plain view and see if our friends try to follow.”

      Rowan was taken aback. “You want them to follow us? How come?”

      “I don’t necessarily want them to follow you,” he clarified. “If they see you and react, though, I’ll be able to judge their emotions. I’m not saying it will be one way or another. If they nod at each other and start following without saying a word, that would seem to indicate they’re working together. On the other hand, if Spencer manipulates Michael into following, that would seem to indicate something else entirely.”

      Realization dawned on Quinn and he liked the plan. “That’s a fabulous idea,” he enthused. “Sorting out if Michael is friend or foe is one of our top priorities.”

      “I thought I was your top priority,” Rowan teased, poking his ribs.

      Quinn caught her finger and brought it to his lips so he could press a kiss to the tip. “You’re always my top priority. Michael is still up there. We need to figure out exactly whose side he is on.”

      “I don’t suppose you considered just asking him, huh?” Rowan’s smile was rueful. “Of course, that might be too easy.”

      “If I ask him and he’s working with Spencer, our hand will be tipped.”

      “Our hand is probably already tipped.” Rowan opted to be logical. “I freaked out the other day. It’s doubtful they missed it. They saw me get drunk and everything. We’re probably no longer fooling them.”

      Quinn worked his jaw. “I don’t know if I believe that.”

      “I happen to agree with Rowan,” Fred interjected. “I think they’re fully aware that we’re aware of what they’re doing. It might be convoluted, but I think it’s part of the game. There’s a reason the blonde keeps approaching Rowan. She’s trying to get her attention.”

      “Yeah.” Quinn ran his hand over the top of his short-cropped hair and considered their options. “Well, I need to think about it more. I’m sorry. All of this is a lot to absorb and I don’t want to make the wrong move.”

      In truth, Rowan figured that was the fear talking. Now that she had the omen on her photograph, he was terrified of making the wrong move. If they moved right instead of left at the exact wrong time, everything they’d worked so hard to build could be gone in an instant. It would devastate him — and probably forever — if that happened. With that in mind, she leaned closer and whispered so only he could hear. “Follow your instincts.”

      He slid his arm around her and held tight for an extended beat before releasing her. He understood what she was saying. His gut hadn’t let him down so far. “Okay. I’ll follow my instincts.” He turned to Fred. “We’ll set off, make sure they see us in the market but don’t acknowledge them. You follow them and ascertain exactly what they’re up to.”

      “That sounds like a fabulous idea to me. I’m ready to see some action, quite frankly. All this waiting is giving me a sour stomach.”

      “And here we thought that was just your normal personality,” Rowan teased.

      “Even I’m not that much of a downer. Come on. They’re moving. Let’s do this.”

      

      FRED REMAINED ROOTED TO HIS SPOT and watched as Quinn and Rowan made their way to the east. Quinn caught his eye through a few palm fronds and then held Rowan’s hand as they  crossed the open-air market.

      Quinn gave off an air of calm that most people would be unable to muster under the same set of circumstances. He was always calm in the face of deadly fire, though. That was one of the reasons Quinn and Fred bonded in the military. Their personalities weren’t all that similar — in fact, there were times Quinn wanted to strangle Fred to shut him up — but they were both experts in carrying out a task.

      Their friendship was cemented in the aftermath of a roadside attack. Fred was struck in the leg during the initial exchange of gunfire. The rest of their comrades fell by the wayside when the vehicle rolled. Fred remembered watching with grim detachment as Quinn checked every single one of his men. There was something that struck him in the man’s eyes that day. It was pity. Quinn was genuinely moved by the death of his comrades and Fred remembered feeling impressed despite the pain rendering him immobile.

      Fred and Quinn were the only ones alive ... and Fred couldn’t walk under his own strength. He didn’t consider himself the martyr sort. He didn’t want to stay behind. He knew neither of them would make it if Quinn tried to carry him, though. He was a goner no matter how you looked at it.

      So, he sent Quinn on his way. He ordered his superior to leave him and try to escape. Quinn was having none of it. He came up with a different plan. He pretended to leave Fred, let the wounded soldier draw in their enemies, and then together they dispatched those who came to finish the job by squeezing them from both sides.

      They laughed after … and grieved for a long time. Quinn had to throw Fred over his broad shoulders and carry him out. It was miles — five of them, to be exact — before they stumbled across help. Quinn immediately handed Fred over to a team of medics and then led the new group of soldiers to where their fallen comrades remained. Quinn had no intention of leaving without the bodies. That’s simply who he was.

      That’s why Fred had no problem volunteering his services to help Quinn now. Sure, he’d run the occasional search for his buddy in the past. Quinn asked on a semi-regular basis — especially in recent months — but it didn’t feel like enough given what Quinn had done for him. At least what was happening with the Phoenix Society was tangible. It was something Fred could help and feel good about himself. It was clear Quinn loved Rowan to distraction. He’d felt it the first time he saw them together. If something were to happen to the comely photographer, Quinn would become a shell of the man he was. Fred couldn’t allow that. He didn’t consider himself a fairy godmother or anything, but he knew when things mattered ... and Quinn mattered to him.

      He recognized the moment Spencer caught sight of Rowan and Quinn. The couple did a good job of pretending they didn’t see the two men across the aisle. They kept their focus on each other. Quinn held tightly to Rowan’s hand and stared soulfully into her eyes. Every few seconds, however, he looked around to make sure danger wasn’t coming from another direction. He was careful to keep from staring at Spencer, but he checked every other angle to make sure Rowan was safe.

      Fred waited until Rowan and Quinn disappeared from the market to disengage from his hiding spot. He wasn’t surprised when the two men started following. Unfortunately, given the way Spencer and Michael looked at one another, it was difficult for Fred to ascertain if they were agreeing to follow at the same time or if Spencer was playing a game to get Michael to follow without the captain’s knowledge. It was too hard to see their faces.

      “What are you doing?”

      Because he was so distracted, Fred didn’t notice Sally until he was right on top of the woman. He’d been so focused on Michael and Spencer that he didn’t pay attention to any of the people surrounding him until Sally practically threw herself in his path. He knew the woman through Rowan, generally found her entertaining, but now wasn’t the time for fun and games.

      “I’m ... um ... doing something,” Fred muttered, forcing a distracted smile for Sally’s benefit even as he attempted to skirt around her.

      “You look like you’re doing a lot of something weird.”

      “I ... um ... really can’t talk right now.” He shot her an apologetic look. “I’m in the middle of something.”

      “Does this have anything to do with why everyone is closing ranks around Rowan?”

      Fred was surprised. He was under the impression that Rowan intended to tell Sally what was going on. He swore he heard Quinn say that before they even left Florida. “I ... really can’t talk about that. You should ask Rowan what’s going on.”

      “So, that’s a yes.” Sally made a tsking sound as she shook her blond head. “I’m kind of disappointed that no one thought to tell me something was going on. I mean ... am I not her best friend?”

      “You’re definitely her best friend.” Fred couldn’t wait any longer. He knew it was rude, but if he didn’t follow now, he would lose Fred and Spencer. “I swear someone will tell you everything over drinks tonight. I really have to go, though.”

      Sally stared after him for a beat and then started following. “Well, I don’t care what you want,” she said as they hit a dark pathway that led to the other side of the market. It was narrow and dingy. El Demonio wasn’t quite the tourist destination that other islands were at this time. It was a work in progress. “I’m going with you because I’m sick of being kept in the dark. I’m a person, too.”

      “You’re definitely a person,” Fred agreed, keeping a close watch on the path so he didn’t accidentally trip. “You really shouldn’t be a part of this, though. It’s better if you keep a distance. I’m sure Rowan will be thrilled to tell you the story later ... as long as she survives.”

      Sally was horrified by the offhand comment. “Why wouldn’t she survive? That’s a terrible thing to say. You know what? I don’t even like you right now. Yeah, I said it. I think you’re a turd.”

      “I guess that means I stink,” he muttered, stepping around a bush. He wasn’t familiar with the island, but he’d studied a map. There was a small bit of isolation on the other side of the footbridge and then another shopping area. He’d memorized as many routes as possible.

      He let out a small gasp when a strange figure stepped from behind a nearby tree and slid onto the path in front of him. Fred wasn’t expecting the individual. He most definitely wasn’t expecting the knife clutched in this person’s hand.

      He reacted out of instinct and grabbed the attacker’s wrist before the knife could make contact with skin. “Run, Sally,” he ordered as he struggled for the upper hand. “Get out of here right now. Run!”
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      There was only one hospital on El Demonio. When Quinn got the call that Fred was being rushed into surgery, he and Rowan abandoned their lunches and raced to the facility. Fred was already in surgery when they arrived and the intake nurse was grave when they demanded answers.

      “He was lucid when he was brought in,” she replied with a mild accent. Her English was good so it was easy to understand her. “He wanted to remain that way, but his injuries were too serious to allow it. Are you Quinn?”

      He nodded, feeling sick to his stomach. “Yes.”

      “He had a message for you. He demanded I recite it back to him three times before he would let them take him.”

      Cool dread filled the pit of his stomach. “What was the message?”

      “They have Sally,” she replied. “I don’t know what it means.”

      Rowan gripped Quinn’s wrist so hard she caused him to yelp. “Sally? My Sally?”

      “He didn’t say which Sally. I’m sorry. That’s all he could say. He was in a great deal of pain.”

      Quinn rubbed his wrist as he absorbed the news. “Why would they take Sally? I don’t understand. Why was she even there?”

      Rowan’s reaction was cool. “It doesn’t matter, does it? All that matters is we get her back.”

      Quinn recognized the icy tone as dangerous territory. He couldn’t back down, though. “I’m trying to understand exactly what was going down when this occurred. I’m not talking smack about Sally. I wouldn’t do that.”

      Instead of lashing out in anger, Rowan’s voice broke. “We have to find her.”

      “We will.” He tugged her to him, frustration washing off him in waves. He couldn’t understand how this happened. It wasn’t like Fred to take Sally along when tailing dangerous individuals. That meant her arrival was most likely a surprise. “Someone has to have seen something. Where are the police?”

      The nurse pointed toward the rundown lobby. “Detective Gonzalez is waiting there. We weren’t sure who to even call, but Mr. Delmore insisted it be you. The detective has his personal belongings.”

      “Then I guess it’s the detective we need to talk to.” Quinn stroked Rowan’s hair. “What is Fred’s prognosis?” He hated asking the question, but he could hardly leave if he didn’t know.

      “He was gravely injured. If he survives the surgery, he’ll have a good chance.”

      Rowan jerked her head in the direction of the nurse. “If he survives? Does that mean he could die?”

      “He was stabbed, ma’am.” The nurse was matter-of-fact. “The blade slid between his ribs. We won’t know if any major arteries or organs were affected until the doctor gets inside and takes a look around. I’m sorry but ... that’s all the information I have to share with you.”

      “Just ... please keep us updated,” Quinn instructed. “I want to know the minute he’s out of surgery.”

      “I will do my best.”

      

      DETECTIVE RAFAEL GONZALEZ WAS A tall man. He had jet black hair, which was longer on top and shorter underneath, and it looked as if he’d had a busy time of it because his hair was standing on end, as if he’d swiped his hands through it so many times it decided to remain standing.

      “Detective Gonzalez?” Quinn took a tentative step toward him. “I’m Quinn Davenport.”

      “You’re Mr. Delmore’s emergency contact?” Gonzalez barely had an accent. “I was told you were en route. I have some questions for you.”

      “I’m sure you do. I have some questions for you, too.”

      “My questions first. What was the nature of Mr. Delmore’s business on this island?”

      Quinn managed to contain his temper, but just barely. He reminded himself that Gonzalez had a job to do. From the detective’s perspective, Quinn was a potential suspect. At least maybe, depending on whether there were witnesses. He didn’t have to cooperate with Quinn at all. If the security chief went off half-cocked, it could come back to bite him. He had to answer if he expected to get anywhere.

      “He’s working with the Conqueror dive team. It’s run by Nick Green. I haven’t been able to get him on the phone yet.” That was a lie. Quinn hadn’t even tried. He needed time to prepare Nick for questions first. “Fred was working for him.”

      “I didn’t realize.” Gonzalez looked thoughtful. “Could he have had artifacts from the ship on his person at the time of the attack?”

      Quinn vehemently shook his head. “We just arrived this morning. No one has even gotten wet yet. We were meeting this afternoon to discuss that. We were eating lunch first.”

      “Obviously not together.”

      “No. I was eating with Rowan.” He gestured toward his girlfriend, who was silent and still. “It was supposed to be a quiet thing, just her and me.”

      “I guess I don’t understand.” Gonzalez’s gaze momentarily landed on the photographer. “Do you usually bring your girlfriend on work trips?”

      “She’s working, too.”

      Rowan stirred. “He doesn’t understand about The Bounding Storm. You have to explain that part.”

      Of course he did. Quinn felt like an idiot. “We’re here for two reasons. I’m head of security on The Bounding Storm. Rowan is the ship photographer. We’re regular employees. We were part of the initial dive at the Conqueror’s site. At that time, we met Nick Green and became close.

      “When he was looking for other divers, I recommended Fred,” he continued. “We served in the military together, were tight. I knew he was a good worker and he was looking for something new. Nick jumped at the chance. Then, when it was announced we were going back to El Demonio, Nick arranged to catch a ride with us again and it was just a coincidence that I got to spend time with Fred. He’s part of Nick’s crew, but we still got to hang out.”

      “Ah.” Some of the confusion on Gonzalez’s face cleared. “I understand. That makes more sense. Were you going to dive at the Conqueror site?”

      “I was, but it was more of a favor to me. I was going to work with Nick’s crew without pay only because I’m excited about the find. Rowan was going to go down in the submersible and take photos. So, we were part of the team but not an official part, if that makes sense.”

      “It does. Do you know what Mr. Delmore was doing right before the incident?”

      That question was harder to answer. “We saw him at the market,” Quinn replied. “He was just goofing around. He was going to grab lunch before heading over to the docks himself.”

      “Was he alone?”

      “He was when we saw him.”

      “I only ask because we have two witnesses to the event,” Gonzalez volunteered. “Apparently Mr. Delmore was with a woman at the time. She was blond, described as having frizzy hair, and she was reportedly hysterical when being dragged away.”

      “See, that’s the part of the story we haven’t heard yet.” Quinn chose his words carefully. “We believe the woman with him was the head chef on The Bounding Storm. Her name is Sally Jenkins. She’s a good friend of ours.”

      “What is her relationship with Mr. Delmore?”

      “To be honest, I don’t think she has a relationship. I mean ... they know one another. Sally is Rowan’s best friend. Fred is my best friend. They’ve met through us several times. They were friendly but had no relationship outside us.”

      “Is it possible they did and chose not to tell you?”

      “I guess anything is possible, but I think we would’ve noticed if they were both sneaking off to spend time together. Fred’s apartment is in the same city where we dock. We’re with him quite often. Rowan spends time with Sally almost every day. It wouldn’t exactly be the sort of relationship that was easy to hide.”

      “Fair enough.” Gonzalez looked troubled. “The thing is, witnesses said Mr. Delmore was screaming for her to run before he was attacked. She didn’t, for the record. She stayed and tried to help. He was attacked quickly, though. If there’d only been one assailant, he probably would’ve been able to take her.”

      Rowan’s stomach rolled. “Her? He was attacked by a woman?”

      “He was attacked by two individuals,” Gonzalez corrected. “The first assailant was most definitely a woman.”

      “Can you describe her?” Quinn interjected.

      “Her hair was hidden under a scarf. We just know that she was slim, about five-foot-five, and had a knife. She attacked him right away. They didn’t exchange words.”

      Quinn rubbed the back of his neck, considering. The description could’ve been correct for either Julia or Darcy. There was no way to know which woman was involved. “What about the other assailant? Was that a woman, too?”

      “No. That was a man. He’s described as having a medium build, wearing khaki shorts and a blue shirt, with brown hair that showed graying here.” He gestured toward his temples. “That’s it.”

      Spencer. That one was easy. Who did he have with him, though? Were both women present? It was possible one was acting as a lookout for the other two. Quinn mentally kicked himself for not realizing that the women were likely watching him and Rowan while they were watching Spencer.

      “What happened after he was stabbed?” Rowan asked, taking over the conversation when Quinn lapsed into silence. She could see his mind working. He was running a million different scenarios through his head. He needed time to come up with a plan, which meant she had to take over the questioning. “I mean ... how did it work?”

      “Mr. Delmore yelled for his companion to run. Witness accounts say she looked confused but held her ground. He held off the initial attack from the woman and looked to be getting the upper hand, but then the blonde screamed because a man came up behind her. He also had a knife.

      “Mr. Delmore became distracted by the scream,” he continued. “He turned to see what was happening and that’s when the woman pulled out a second knife. It was over before he could do anything.”

      Rowan could easily picture the scene and her frustration was overpowering. She wanted to scream, bitterly complain about the unfairness of it all, but she held it together. “Then what?”

      “Then the two individuals appeared to have a conversation. It was very brief, seconds. The man had already secured the woman thanks to the knife and multiple threats. Then the man and woman dragged your friend Sally from the scene. There was a car waiting around the corner. They got in and sped off.”

      “Did anyone get a license plate?” Quinn queried. “I mean ... did the car belong to a local? Maybe a taxi company or something.”

      “The witnesses didn’t get a license number. They decided to help Mr. Delmore instead.”

      Rowan looked to Quinn, curious about what he was thinking. His expression was unreadable. “Well, thank you for your time.”

      “I’ll be in touch when I know more,” he reassured them. “For now, all we can do is wait for Mr. Delmore to regain consciousness.”

      “If he regains consciousness,” Quinn replied bitterly. “There are no givens in this situation.”

      “Sadly, that’s true.”

      

      ROWAN INSISTED ON RETURNING TO the ship, a move that fired Quinn’s anger on just about every level. She told him to remain at the hospital, but he absolutely refused to be separated from her. He was at the end of his rope and Rowan sensed an explosion was about to occur. The inevitability wasn’t enough to cause her to back down.

      “I need to look at my photos.” She was firm as they entered into the employee corridor. “I need to see something.”

      “What?” Quinn’s agitation was on full display. “What do you need to see?”

      “I just told you.”

      “You didn’t tell me why.”

      She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from lashing out at him, reminding herself that he was only being surly because he blamed himself for what happened to Fred. If they’d remained with him, odds were likely the gregarious private investigator never would’ve been attacked. Sally certainly wouldn’t have been taken. Even if the confrontation went down in the same manner, Fred would’ve had backup in the form of Quinn. They would’ve been able to fight off a group attack rather than fall victim to it.

      He didn’t mean to be obnoxious, after all. His emotions were simply too much for him to contain.

      “I have photos of Sally,” Rowan reminded him. “Old photos. Sometimes ... sometimes the omen shows up in previous photos I’ve taken. I’ve never been able to make it happen all the time — it seems hit or miss depending on the circumstances — but I need to look.”

      Quinn watched her fumble in her pocket for her keycard. “They’re not going to kill Sally. They need her to barter for you.”

      Rowan had already come to the same conclusion. “I still need to see. Also ... I want to take another photo of myself.” What she didn’t say out loud was that she wanted a photo of Quinn, too. She was officially worried about what he would do. If Fred were to die ... well ... he would go on a rampage. That couldn’t possibly end well.

      “Fine.” Quinn made a growling sound deep in his throat. “Look at your photos. In fact ... I think that’s a good idea.” He perked up considerably as he rolled his neck. “I want you to stay in this room and look at your photos. I need to check on something else.”

      Rowan balked. That wasn’t what she had in mind. “Where are you going?”

      “To Fred’s room so I can look at his computer. He was running searches on Alexander Fletcher. He has access to a better search engine than me. I want to see if anything has come in.”

      It made sense on the surface. Still, Rowan couldn’t photograph him if he slipped away. “I don’t want you to go.” The words escaped before she thought better of them. “Can’t you just look at the photos with me and then we’ll go together to Fred’s room? That makes more sense.”

      “Why?” Quinn’s frustration came out to play. He was short on temper. He knew he was being unkind, acting out of sorts, but he needed a few moments to decompress. He couldn’t do that if he was worried about trampling Rowan’s feelings. “You’ll be safe here. You’ll lock the door and wait for me to come back. I’ll be safe out there. They’re not going to attack me. Besides, the odds of them being on this ship are slim. I want to check the cameras by their rooms just to be on the safe side, though. You never know. We could luck out and find they brought Sally back here.”

      Oh, well, now he was just saying nonsense to make an escape, Rowan surmised. “You don’t think your men would’ve noticed if they brought Sally onboard via knifepoint? I’m not an expert, but I’m pretty sure they would’ve done something about that.”

      She was right, of course. Quinn still needed air. He hated hurting her, barking at her for no good reason. He needed a few minutes to regroup. “I won’t be gone long,” he promised. “I’m going to run to Fred’s room and my office. We’re talking thirty minutes here at the most. As long as you remain in this room, you’ll be perfectly safe.”

      “But ... .”

      “Please.” His eyes filled with an emotion that Rowan couldn’t easily read. “I need to do this. It’s important. We’re just waiting around for news on Fred right now. I can’t stand the waiting. I need to be proactive.”

      And there it was. He needed something she didn’t want to give but physically could. So, she would do it. “Fine. Don’t leave me here and run off to be a hero, though. We’re supposed to do this together. You’re the one always hammering that into my head. If you leave me behind, I’m going to be royally ticked.”

      “Fair enough.” He leaned over and pressed a soft kiss to the corner of her mouth. “I just need a bit of time. I don’t mean to snap at you.”

      Rowan had no doubt that was true. She wasn’t upset by his agitation. Oh, she was worried, but her feelings weren’t hurt. “I’ll be here when you get back. If I find something, I’ll text you.”

      “Great. I’ll do the same.” On impulse, he pulled her in for a hug. “We’re not going to lose either of them. I won’t let it happen. Fred is a tough guy. He’s been through way worse than this.”

      Rowan couldn’t decide if he was saying it for her benefit or his, but she agreed wholeheartedly. “They’re family,” she offered. “They’re going to be fine. We’ll figure it out. We always do.”

      “We always do,” he agreed. “I’ll be back.” One more kiss, this one directly in the center of her forehead. “If we’re lucky, his search will have turned up something we can use. That’s really what we need right now, a break.”

      “We’ll get one.” Rowan squeezed his hand. “Hurry back.”

      “Count on it.”
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      The first order of business was to find an old photo of Sally. Rowan had one in a frame on her nightstand — it was a gift from Sally, a gesture Rowan had been genuinely touched by because she’d never had a friend quite like the charismatic cook — but the omen never showed up out of the blue on prints. She needed a digital photo.

      She had a file on her desktop. Unfortunately, not all of the photos were taken by her. Some were snapped by Quinn, still others by Demarcus. She couldn’t remember which ones she’d taken. That meant she had to go through them all. It took her longer than she thought it would. When she was finished, she let out a shaky breath. The omen wasn’t present.

      That didn’t necessarily mean anything, of course. She had no proof the omen always showed up in old photos when new danger arrived. She’d noticed the phenomenon once or twice, but she’d never had the opportunity to test it. For now, she would simply have to be happy with what she had.

      On a whim, she opened another photo. This one contained snapshots of a lazy afternoon spent at Nick’s beach house. Fred was there, as was her father and uncle. Quinn was there, too. She’d taken a decent number of the photos, so she was reasonably sure everything would be okay for those she loved by the time she got to the end. Nick, Paul, and Quinn appeared to be free of the omen. Fred was only in four photos, but he was clear, too. She was hopeful that meant he would survive the surgery and be back to his skirt-chasing ways without much delay.

      That only left one thing to do.

      She gripped the camera and turned it upon herself. She didn’t smile. This wasn’t a happy moment to mark in her memory. She snapped three photos in quick succession, and then shifted the device so she could study the images on the back. Before she could even focus on the first one, though, there was a knock at the door.

      She was so surprised she almost dropped the camera as she cast a look over her shoulder. She nearly called out “come in” before she realized how ridiculous that sounded. The door was locked, the security bar Quinn insisted she use firmly in place. Nobody could get into the room — including Quinn — unless she allowed it.

      Carefully, Rowan lowered the camera to the bed and climbed to her feet. She was leery as she made her way to the door, padding on bare feet, her heart thudding so loudly she was afraid the individual on the other side could hear it.

      She ran her tongue over her teeth, uncertain, and then moved to the peephole so she could look out. There was no one there.

      She shifted from one foot to the other, antsy and agitated. On a whim, she looked again. The corridor was empty. Well, at least as far as she could see. Her angle wasn’t great. She could only see a few feet in either direction. There was definitely no one waiting for her on the other side of the door, though.

      It would be stupid to throw it open and stick her head out. If the representatives from the Phoenix Society were trying to grab her, they might think this was their only shot. Of course, how they’d managed to get down the hallway in the first place was a mystery. Quinn made sure updated card readers were installed at every access point. Absolutely nobody who wasn’t employed by The Bounding Storm’s parent company should’ve been able to cross the threshold.

      Then something occurred to her. Michael. He was the captain. He had a keycard that could gain him access anywhere. He could’ve easily fobbed one of the Phoenix Society peeps through the door. Right now, one of them — or perhaps all of them — could be waiting just out of her line of sight. If she opened the door to look, they would grab her. That wouldn’t go over well with Quinn, and she could hardly blame him. That was the stupid thing to do.

      She took a step away from the door. Her phone was resting on the bed. What would a smart person do? A smart person would text their overprotective boyfriend and wait for him and the cavalry to arrive.

      Something caught her attention on the floor before she could follow through. It was a folded piece of paper.

      Her anxiety returned full force as she bent over to grab it. Even before she opened the note — for that’s what it was — she knew what it would say. She wasn’t disappointed, or surprised by the hastily scrawled message. Honestly, it was the only move they had left. They were obviously going to play that card, even though it seemed like a weak attempt.

      If you want to see Sally alive, you’ll come to the abandoned building at the corner of Jesuit and Priest. Come alone. If you bring anyone with you, she’ll die.

      That was it. That’s all the note said. There was finally an option in front of them. Unfortunately for Rowan, it was the only one she didn’t want to face alone ... and she didn’t see where she had much choice.

      

      QUINN TOOK FRED’S COMPUTER TO HIS office so he could multitask. In truth, the second he separated from Rowan, the bitterness he’d been hoarding like gold started to dissipate. She wasn’t the one who deserved his ire. He understood that, accepted it. She was simply the only one who was handy and he needed to vent his rage.

      He blamed himself. Who else should he blame? Fred was only involved in this case because Quinn asked him for a favor. He should’ve thought about what was best for his friend rather than what he needed from him. It was too late to change that, though. Hopefully he would have a chance to apologize.

      As for Sally, her inclusion in this conundrum was more troublesome. Rowan said she was going to explain what was going on to her friend as soon as she got the chance. That opening never came, though. Before she could even get comfortable with what was happening, she found out she was living under a death omen. There was no way Rowan could volunteer that information to Sally. The overbearing chef would lash herself to Rowan to make sure she was never alone and take over even though she had good intentions. It would’ve been a nightmare.

      So, now they had an even bigger problem. Sally was in the middle of this and she had no idea what was going on. She would push her captors to the breaking point. Quinn could only hope they proposed a trade before that happened. That would obviously have to be their move. They were fresh out of other options given what happened to Fred.

      “Here you are.” Paul appeared in the open doorway, giving Quinn a jolt. “Where have you been? Oh, and why have you stopped answering your texts? We’ve been looking all over for you.”

      Quinn was taken aback by the intrusion. “I ... what are you doing here?”

      “Looking for you.” Paul’s expression was dark. “Actually, I’m looking for my daughter. I don’t much care what’s going on with you right now.”

      The declaration cut to the quick. However, Quinn didn’t miss a beat with his recovery. It wasn’t hard to put himself in Paul’s shoes. If the older man had disappeared with Rowan and ignored text messages at a time like this, Quinn would’ve been livid.

      “I’m sorry.” He held up his hands in capitulation. “I wasn’t thinking. I should’ve called you before we came back to the ship. It’s just ... there’s a lot going on.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like Fred has been stabbed and Sally is missing. She’s been kidnapped. The witness description seems to indicate that Spencer and one of the women — I’m honestly not sure which one, but it probably doesn’t matter — attacked Fred and took Sally. My guess is they want to use her as leverage.”

      Paul was flabbergasted. “W-what?” He staggered to one of the chairs across from Quinn’s desk and sank in. “How can that possibly be true?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve been wondering that myself. It’s definitely true, though. Sally has been taken and Fred is in surgery. I wanted to stay at the hospital, but I couldn’t swing that. We have to find Sally.”

      Paul licked his lips and ran the new information through his head. “They’re moving now. How come?”

      Quinn hadn’t given much thought to that question. “I don’t know. It does seem like a weird choice. Maybe they always planned on this move, though. Maybe they have an entire escape plan already in place. They had a car waiting when they took Sally. That seems to indicate pre-planning to me.”

      “I would say so.” Paul stroked his chin. “Where is Rowan? She has to be freaking out.”

      “She’s handling it better than me.” Quinn turned rueful. “I kind of melted down for a little bit. As for Ro, she’s locked in her room. She’s insisting on looking at photographs of Sally to see if the omen is present.”

      “But ... how did she get new photographs of Sally?”

      “Not new photos. Old ones. Sometimes the omen will pop up in old ones and that’s what she’s looking for.”

      “Really? I didn’t know that was a thing.”

      “It probably started happening after you left.”

      Paul scowled. “I love how you always bring that up.”

      Quinn shrugged, his lips curving in an unbidden smile. “It honestly wasn’t on purpose this time. I didn’t mean it as a dig. I’m not sure how reliable the phenomenon is. We can’t do anything until they contact us for the trade so I figure it can’t hurt to let her do her thing and take a bit of time for herself.”

      “Fair enough. What about you? How are you feeling?”

      “Not good. Fred’s not guaranteed to survive the surgery. I should be there with him ... and yet I can’t. I need to find Sally.”

      “Because Rowan will have a broken heart forever if something happens to her.”

      “That’s only part of it. I’m chief of security. Sally is my responsibility.”

      Paul waited a beat, silent.

      “But mostly because it will kill Rowan,” Quinn conceded, causing Paul to shake his head and laugh. “I love Sally, too. She’s been a good friend to both Rowan and me. She doesn’t deserve to be in this situation. She doesn’t even know what’s going on. We got distracted and didn’t tell her. She’s at a total disadvantage.”

      “They have to know that killing her will get them nothing. They think we’ll trade Rowan for her and that’s what they’re holding out for. Of course, we can’t trade Rowan. What are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to descend on whatever location they pick for the trade and take Sally back. That’s all we can do. I just don’t know why they’re doing things the way they are. It doesn’t make any sense.”

      “It doesn’t,” Paul agreed, climbing to his feet. “What are you doing here?” He gestured toward the computer. “Do you expect to find answers?”

      “Fred was running some long-term searches on Alexander Fletcher. I’m trying to figure out if he stumbled across anything that will be useful to us.”

      “Have you found anything?”

      “I just started looking.” Quinn clicked on the active searches the computer was running and rubbed his forehead as he stared at the screen. “I need to search through these and then get back to Rowan. I promised her I wouldn’t be gone long.”

      “I’ll be going with you to check on her. I won’t be able to settle if I don’t see her with my own eyes.”

      “Fair enough.” Quinn furrowed his brow as he sorted through the first information stream. “Huh. This is interesting. It says that Alexander Fletcher is the son of Henry Gibson Fletcher. Do you know who that is?”

      When Paul didn’t immediately answer, Quinn slanted his gaze to him ... and found the man was as white as a sheet. “What’s wrong?” he asked, fighting a sudden wave of panic. “What is it?”

      “Are you sure that he’s the son of Henry Gibson Fletcher?”

      “Yeah. Why is that important?”

      “Because ... well ... because ... oh, geez.” Paul slapped his hand to his forehead and started vigorously rubbing. “I can’t believe this is happening. Worse, I can’t believe I didn’t see it before. It makes sense now.”

      “What makes sense?” Quinn was at the end of his rope. “What’s going on?”

      Paul sucked in a steadying breath. “Henry Gibson Fletcher was my father-in-law.”

      Whatever he was expecting, that wasn’t it. Quinn’s breath came out in a whoosh. “What? No. I ran Rowan’s mother back when I was looking for you. Her name was Caroline Gentry. She was from Michigan.”

      Paul fixed him with a hard look. “According to records, my name is PJ Landis and I’m a famous author.”

      “You are a famous author.”

      “That’s not my real name, though. No one can tie Paul Gray to PJ Landis. I hired a very talented man to hide my identity. The thing is, I knew he could do it because he’d done it before.”

      And here it was, the missing piece of the puzzle. “You hired someone to change your wife’s identity.” Quinn felt like an idiot when he said it out loud. “Of course you did. You were in hiding from the Phoenix Society.”

      “Only kind of,” Paul hedged. “We were in hiding after the experiments. I told you how we met at college, how she was part of the experiments. The thing is — and I didn’t find this out until after the fact — her family insisted she be involved in the experiments.”

      Quinn practically exploded. “Why didn’t you tell me that? This could’ve changed everything.”

      “Because I had no idea that Henry Gibson Fletcher had anything to do with the Phoenix Society. I always thought he wanted Caroline to participate because of the money. Although, to be fair, she never mentioned that he was the one who pressured her. She just said it was a family member. Maybe it was someone else … like a brother.”

      “The father is loaded, right?”

      “Yeah, but he didn’t believe in subsidizing his children’s living arrangements once they were adults. He was a self-made man and he expected his children to take care of themselves. Caroline was struggling for money at the time and either him or the brother are the ones who told her she could find the money if she looked hard enough ... and then pointed her toward the experiment.”

      Quinn needed to expend some building energy so he got up and started pacing. “So ... Henry Gibson Fletcher — one of the richest men in the country — is the father of Alexander Fletcher and the grandfather of Rowan.”

      “He’s never met Rowan,” Paul countered. “He cut Caroline out of his life when he found out we were getting married. He didn’t think I was good enough for her. We didn’t want Rowan to have that sort of negativity in her life. We were afraid she would spend all her time trying to please him and there was no pleasing that man.”

      Quinn nodded as he paced, things coming together. “Caroline participated in an experiment being run by her brother. She didn’t know he was in charge. Then Caroline fell ill and died when Rowan was a child. Now her brother — I’m guessing she didn’t see him regularly just like her father — is trying to take Rowan. This all ties back to family, not the experiment. Although I’m sure that plays into it. How come you didn’t tell me he was your brother-in-law?”

      “Because I didn’t know. Caroline never talked about her brother. The few times she mentioned him, she never brought up a name. She had no love for him. She said he was a horrible person. She even called him a sociopath once or twice. She called him ‘Bucky.’ I guess it was some sort of family nickname. I never even knew his name was Alexander.”

      “You still should’ve recognized the name Fletcher.”

      “You said it yourself. Fletcher is a common name. It didn’t even occur to me. Once Caroline changed her name, I never thought of her as anything other than Caroline Gray. We built a life together. I loved her more than anything. It just didn’t occur to me that her father could possibly be involved. I mean ... why would he? He cut us off. Why would he care?”

      That was a good question. Quinn had another one. “Is he still alive?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “Then we need to get him on the phone.” Quinn strode toward the door. “We need to talk to him and I need to get the truth out of Michael. This is all starting to make sense ... except Michael’s part in all of it. I want to know if he’s working with them.”

      “And if he is?”

      “I’ll kill him for touching Sally.”

      “And if he isn’t?”

      “He’s our best shot of having a number — or at least a contact — who can get us through to Henry Fletcher. That’s the guy we need on our side right now.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I have a feeling he’s the only one who can control his son.”

      “And what if he’s an enemy, too?”

      “Then we’ll deal with it another way. I don’t know what else to do.”

      Paul nodded without reservation. “We should check on Rowan first. I just want to see her.”

      “That makes two of us. We’ll take the roundabout way to Michael’s office. She’ll want to be part of this.”
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      Rowan was their first stop by mutual agreement. Neither one of them wanted to be separated from her for too long. It turned out to be a good decision.

      “Baby, I’ve got big news.”

      Quinn felt more hopeful than he had in weeks when he strolled into Rowan’s room, Paul following in his wake. He pulled up short when he realized the room was empty.

      “Not much room here, huh?” Paul muttered, glancing around. “How do you guys manage this?”

      “Technically this is her room. We just spend our nights here. I have my own room, but I’m virtually never in it. My contract is due to be renewed soon and I’m negotiating a suite for us in the package,” Quinn answered automatically. “Where is she?”

      Paul slid his eyes to Quinn, noticing for the first time that Rowan wasn’t present. “Maybe she ran out to get something.”

      “I told her to stay right here.” The fury that had been threatening to overflow earlier returned with a vengeance as Quinn eyed the camera on the bed. “I don’t know why she would leave.” He was frustrated when he scooped up the camera and looked at the digital window on the back. Rowan had taken another photo of herself and the omen was still there.

      Paul looked over his shoulder and frowned. “I don’t like this,” he muttered. “Why is the omen there?”

      Quinn forgot that Paul could identify the symbol. He was the first one, other than Rowan of course, who had ever seen it. “It’s been there for days. We told you.”

      “Yeah, but I thought it would’ve disappeared by now.” Paul was beside himself. “She’s still in danger.”

      “Yeah.” Quinn turned his attention to the laptop and the photos she’d pulled up. “She was checking us, wanted to make sure we would be okay. I don’t understand ... .” He trailed off when he saw the sheet of paper on the table. A sense of dread threatened to overwhelm him as he snagged it, his heart skipping three beats when he read the message. “Son of a ... .”

      Paul grabbed the note from Quinn before he could shred it, all the color draining from his face. “What do we do?”

      “She obviously left the note behind so we would find it and follow.” Quinn stared at the wall for a long beat before moving to the safe in the closet. He kept a gun there just in case. “We’re going after her.”

      “Well, of course we’re going after her. That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. How are we going to do it?”

      “You’re going to call Nick and tell him what’s going on. Get Dave and his men over there. You and I are making a stop before we head out.”

      “Where are we stopping?”

      “I already told you. We have to talk to Michael.”

      Paul was incredulous. “You want to scream at your buddy for betraying you before we find my daughter? What are you thinking?”

      “That Michael might have inside information,” Quinn replied simply, tucking his weapon in the waistband of his pants and pulling his shirt out to cover it. He was unnaturally calm, something that only served to make Paul more nervous. “At the very least, he can tell me what Spencer is thinking.”

      “What does that matter?” Paul challenged. “You’re going to kill him anyway.”

      Instead of being upset about the statement, Quinn accepted it with a mixture of grace and grim determination. “I am going to kill him.” He was matter-of-fact. “If he’s touched one hair on her head, I’m going to rip his throat out and serve it to him on a platter. I’m going to make it hurt, too.”

      Paul’s look was appraising. “I think you’re going to be an awesome son-in-law.”

      “Oh, I am.” Quinn couldn’t muster a smile. He didn’t have it in him. He would smile for the rest of his life once he had Rowan with him. Until then, he was in attack mode. “We have to go. We need to track down Michael and then get to her. We have to hurry, too. I don’t think we’re going to have a lot of time.”

      “Then let’s go. I’ll call Nick on the way. He’ll probably be there ahead of us.”

      That’s exactly what Quinn was counting on.

      

      IT WAS IDIOTIC TO LEAVE THE SHIP without backup. Rowan understood that. On any other day, she wouldn’t have considered it. Since Sally’s life was on the line, she had no choice.

      She left the note behind because she figured Quinn would find it sooner rather than later and follow. She wouldn’t be completely alone. She rationalized that it was better for her to arrive on her own because they would be less likely to hurt Sally if they thought she could follow instructions. Of course, that could all be bunk. They could kill both of them the minute she walked through the door.

      Still, she had to take the risk. Sally was her best friend. There were some things that mattered, and Sally was one of them.

      The neighborhood the note directed her toward was grim and sad. The buildings were rundown, abandoned warehouses on every corner, and the poor people littering the street because they had nowhere else to go were a vicious rip to the heart. On an intellectual level, Rowan understood the island authorities kept the homeless off the docks so as not to dishearten the tourists. There’s nothing more that dissuades shopping and commerce than stepping over the poor to do it. Well, at least normal people. That didn’t make it easier to accept in her heart.

      It took Rowan two trips around the block to realize she was in the correct place. The numbers above the door were faded. A quick glance in either direction told her the street was littered with people, and none of them were watching her. This was the sort of neighborhood where people minded their own business. That was probably for the best.

      She didn’t knock. What was the point? Instead she merely twisted the handle and pushed. It took multiple tries because it was metal and heavy. Finally it gave way.

      The inside of the building was as depressing as the outside. There were lights, though. Oddly enough, that made her feel better. At least she would see the danger swooping in. It wouldn’t happen in the gloomy darkness.

      She cocked her head to the side, listening to the telltale noises that would direct her which way to go. At first, she heard nothing. Then, after a few seconds, she made out the low murmur of chatter and turned west.

      The room she found herself in was long and rectangular. It was largely devoid of furniture, other than a chair placed at the center of the room under a stark, naked lightbulb. Sally was in the chair, her arms tied behind her. She didn’t look afraid, though. Her expression was defiant ... and her voice was razor sharp.

      “You guys are idiots,” she sputtered. “I mean ... complete and total idiots. Do you really think this is going to work? Rowan isn’t going to leave the ship and wander to some random abandoned ghetto on an island she doesn’t know. She’s not an idiot.”

      Rowan hated to disappoint her but ... well ... apparently she was. She cleared her throat to draw attention away from her friend. Spencer and Julia, who were sitting on wooden chairs on the other side of the room, jerked their heads in her direction. They seemed surprised at the interruption.

      “What are you doing here?” Spencer climbed to shaky feet. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      That wasn’t the greeting Rowan was expecting. “Really? You didn’t send me a note to draw me out? Oh, well, my bad. I’ll just be going.” She turned on her heel to leave. It was all for show. She expected him to call out and stop her. She wasn’t disappointed.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” He sounded frustrated more than anything else. “You can’t just leave.”

      “No?” She arched an eyebrow and turned again. This time she focused on Sally, who didn’t look remotely happy to see her friend. “Are you okay?” She managed to keep her voice even, but just barely.

      “Am I okay?” Sally’s voice was shrill. “Of course I’m not okay. Why did you come here? Are you a complete and total idiot? Why didn’t you call the police and let them handle things?”

      That was a fair question, Rowan silently conceded. “Because the police can’t handle this situation. This is above their scope. Besides, I’m guessing Spencer picked this neighborhood because he knows the cops are less likely to respond to calls here. Am I right?”

      “Pretty much.” Now that he’d adjusted to the fact that Rowan had invaded his space, Spencer was ready to get to business. “We expect you to come with us. If you put up a fight, we will kill your friend.”

      To Rowan, that was an absolutely absurd statement. “You expect me just to leave with you, huh? Why would I do that?”

      “Because I have some things to discuss with you, some tests I want to run. You will acquiesce to all of them.”

      Rowan couldn’t help being confused by the set-up. She took a moment to search the room and then shook her head. “Wait ... is it just the two of you?”

      “Of course not,” Julia scoffed. “We have men surrounding the building. Trust me, you don’t have a play here.”

      She sounded sure of herself ... and yet Rowan was naturally suspicious. “If you have men surrounding the building, how come they didn’t alert you to the fact that I was walking through the door?” Rowan’s mind was going a mile a minute. “I mean ... shouldn’t they have been waiting at the door to make sure I was really alone? Shouldn’t you guys have been prepared to run in case I brought an army with me?”

      Spencer snorted. “What army could you possibly muster?”

      He might be surprised, Rowan internally mused. Still, if he was operating in the dark, things could still work out. This clearly wasn’t the scenario he had planned. So ... what went wrong? “Where is Darcy?”

      Julia rolled her eyes at the question. “Will you listen to her? I knew that would work. People assume Darcy is sweet and innocent because of all that blond hair. This idiot certainly fell for it.” She turned to Rowan and graced her with a condescending smile. “You don’t have to worry about Darcy. She’s perfectly fine. She’s the one who drew you here. Granted, it was three hours early, but she followed through.”

      Ah, well, that explained it. Rowan ran her tongue over her teeth, working things out as she tried to fit the pieces of a complicated puzzle into place. “So, Darcy is the one who slipped the note under my door ... and she did it early.” That couldn’t have been a mistake, Rowan surmised. For some reason, Darcy jumped the gun. There was only one explanation. However, it wasn’t something she could give voice to in mixed company. “Your men aren’t here yet,” she surmised, a sense of glee settling over her. “You hired thugs — or whatever you call them here — and they’re not here yet because this wasn’t supposed to go down for three hours. Oh, well, that’s just priceless.”

      Julia turned haughty. “They’re called mercenaries and don’t you worry. They’ll be along shortly.”

      Even though she remained terrified, Rowan’s mind was working fast enough to do the math. It was two against two. Quinn wouldn’t be far behind. He would call Nick and get his men to the warehouse in record time. It was an interesting turn of events.

      Of course, Rowan did her best to keep from thinking about the fact that if she’d simply called Quinn from the start and had him go with her rather than follow, they’d probably already have freed Sally and have the answers they needed. She didn’t want to dwell on that. It made her feel stupid.

      Still, as long as she remained calm, she had a feeling things would work out. She had hope, which meant she had everything. She forced a smile for Sally’s benefit — hoping the woman would relax while she pressed for information — and then focused on Spencer. “I think we should talk.”

      He appeared tickled at the suggestion. “Oh, really? What is it you think we should talk about? Oh, wait. I know what I want to talk about. Let’s talk about your abilities. Don’t bother denying you have them. I thought you were a dud — and I was devastated by that for a long time — but the realization that your father only faked his death was the catalyst for a new investigation. This one was much more ... fruitful.”

      Rowan hated the way the man talked. Everything that came out of his mouth was manipulative. “I have no intention of denying it. There’s really no reason. I’m sick of the games.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “So ... what is it that you want to know? I mean, why are you so obsessed with me and my family?”

      “Because you’re my family, too.”

      Rowan wasn’t expecting that answer and she was flabbergasted. “What?”

      “Oh, you didn’t know that?” Spencer’s eyes twinkled with evil intent. “Well, it’s true. You’re my niece. You should sit down.” He gestured toward a chair about ten feet from Sally. “We have numerous things to discuss. Since you’re early, it seems we have plenty of time to discuss them.”

      Rowan felt as if all the oxygen had been stolen from her body. How was this even possible?

      

      QUINN WAS TAKING NO PRISONERS WHEN he kicked in Michael’s office door and strode into the room. For his part, the normally unflappable captain was absolutely flabbergasted.

      “What are you thinking?” He hopped to his feet, his eyes wide as saucers when he saw the ruined door. “Do you have any idea how difficult that’s going to be to explain on an expense report? Geez. You’re going to get in trouble unless we think of an acceptable lie.”

      Even though he was being fueled by fury, Quinn took a moment to consider the statement. Michael was acting as if it was a normal day, as if Fred hadn’t been stabbed and Rowan wasn’t missing. If Michael was in the know, wouldn’t he at least pretend to have a different reaction?

      “Where is Rowan?” Paul barked out the question as Quinn mulled his options.

      Michael made a face. “Is that supposed to be a trick question? How am I supposed to know where Rowan is? She’s usually attached to Quinn’s hip. Maybe you should ask him.” Something occurred to him. “Wait ... who are you again?”

      Quinn was done playing games. “He’s Rowan’s father. Don’t worry about what he’s doing here. We’re the ones asking the questions from here on out. I only care about two right now. The first is about Rowan. Where is she? Are they planning on keeping her at that warehouse or immediately moving her? If they’re smart, they’ll go with the latter. I want to know how smart they are.”

      Instead of immediately answering, Michael wrinkled his nose. “What are you going on about? You’re not making any sense. I mean ... you come in here, kick my door in, and then start asking ludicrous questions. I want to help you, but I can’t until you explain yourself.”

      Quinn studied his friend’s face for an extended beat. There was no lie hidden behind his eyes. He was either the world’s best actor or he really didn’t know what was going on.

      “Your friend Leon Spencer took Sally,” Quinn started, opting to lay all of his cards on the table. “He took her and stabbed my friend. This was after he sent you to the basement to spy on us this morning.”

      Michael’s eyes filled with disbelief. “Why would he possibly do that? Not the spy part. That’s ludicrous. I was in the basement looking for you because I needed to talk. The other stuff, though. Why would he do that?”

      “Because he wanted to lure Rowan to him. He’s obsessed with her.”

      “But ... why? I don’t understand. You’re not making a lot of sense.”

      Quinn had to fill him in, at least on a cursory level. He couldn’t tell him everything — some of the secrets weren’t his to tell — but he had to tell him enough to convince Michael that the man he thought he trusted was a fraud. “Why did Alexander Fletcher change his name to Leon Spencer?”

      Michael’s eyebrows practically hopped off his forehead. “How can you possibly know that? It’s supposed to be a secret.”

      “I know a lot more than I often let on. It’s important. He must’ve given you a reason.”

      “He did. He said his father has developed early onset Alzheimer’s and is running wild. Because he’s a man of means, no one can arrange a lockdown in a hospital. He’s turned mean, lost his mind. He’s going after his own son.”

      Quinn was officially intrigued and grabbed the phone from Michael’s desk. “Call him.”

      “Who?”

      “Henry Gibson Fletcher. I want to talk to him.”

      “What makes you think I can get him on the phone?”

      “You’re our best shot to make it happen. We need his help.”

      “But ... why?”

      “Because your buddy is a big, fat liar,” Paul replied without hesitation. “He changed his name to distance himself from a bad reputation and hide from certain people. He used you to get access to Rowan.”

      “I’m not disputing he’s a little nutty,” Michael conceded. “He’s always been slightly off-center. But why would he care about Rowan? What is she to him?”

      “His niece,” Quinn replied. “She’s his niece and he wants to control her.”

      “But ... why? There’s no motive as far as I can see.”

      Quinn played a hunch. “He believes she’s psychic.”

      Realization dawned on Michael’s face. “Oh, geez. He’s always been off his rocker about that stuff. He can’t see the truth when it’s right in front of him when it comes to paranormal stuff. He’s obsessed.”

      “Well, that obsessed man stabbed my friend and stole my girlfriend. I need to find him right now, and I’m going to need access to his father to do it. Can you arrange that?”

      “I don’t see why not. Give me five minutes.”

      That was all the time Quinn could give him. One way or another, he had to get to Rowan. She needed him, and he refused to risk living a life without her.

      It was time to free her from fear.
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      Rowan felt as if her insides had been hollowed out. She didn’t know how to react to Spencer’s bombshell. Surely it had to be a mistake.

      What if it wasn’t, though?

      “You’re my uncle?” She slid her gaze to Sally to gauge her friend’s reaction and found the blonde listening with rapt attention. She’d given up fighting against her restraints.

      “I am.” Spencer perfunctorily bobbed his head. “Your mother was my sister.”

      “My mother’s maiden name was Gentry,” Rowan argued. “Your name is Alexander Fletcher. Why am I supposed to believe we’re related?”

      Spencer couldn’t contain his surprise at mention of his real name. “I see you’ve been busy.”

      “Just a little,” Rowan confirmed. “We’ve been researching the Phoenix Society for weeks. You really shouldn’t be surprised.”

      “Oh, I’m not surprised. Why do you think we decided to move on you so fast?”

      “Because you’re an idiot. Oh, wait, that’s not the answer you wanted to hear?” Rowan was feeling bolder. “Are you the one who arranged for the studies years ago?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’ve always been infatuated with the paranormal,” he replied simply. “Haven’t you ever felt you were meant for bigger things? I certainly have. I watched a movie when I was a child and it made me yearn to be more. I thought perhaps there was a possibility psychic abilities could be created, so I decided to run a few experiments.”

      Rowan really wanted to ask which movie it was, but she was terrified the answer would be Carrie or Firestarter. “You thought you could figure out a way to create psychic abilities out of thin air. That’s just so ... ridiculous.”

      “Actually, it’s not.” Spencer’s eyes fired at the insult, but he remained calm. “I’ve done extensive research on this. My father fought my efforts for learning exploration when I was younger, but ultimately he gave me money every year to run my experiments ... as long as I didn’t mention it to his friends and stopped pestering him.”

      “Your father sounds practical.”

      “He’s a limited man. He can’t see beyond this plane of existence.”

      “I think that’s true for most people.”

      “Not you. You can see more than the rest of the world combined. You can see the answers to life and death.”

      “No, I can see the precursor to death,” Rowan corrected. “I can’t see anything beyond that. My gift isn’t some great thing. It’s simply something I’ve learned to live with.”

      “You can’t see the truth of your potential. There’s so much more you can do, be.”

      “I’m happy with who I am.”

      “Which is why you’re disappointing as a niece.” He delivered the line with cruel joy. Since Rowan didn’t exactly want to please him, she was fine with the dig. “I had hoped you would develop further on your own. To be fair, I wasn’t even sure you were gifted for a long time. Your parents protected you, tried to hide you from me.”

      “Or perhaps my mother simply wanted to stay away from you,” Rowan countered. “Have you ever considered that?”

      “Not really. I was a good brother. She needed money and I arranged for one of the experiments to be conducted in Michigan, which is where she opted to go to college. I never understood why — it’s an abysmal state — but I went out of my way for her and she didn’t as much as thank me.”

      There was truth in his words, at least from his perspective, she mused. There was also information he probably didn’t mean to expose.

      “You wanted to experiment on my mother because she was a blood relative,” Rowan volunteered, putting things together completely for the first time. “You thought her results could be extrapolated for yourself. If she developed psychic abilities, you could, too.”

      “She did develop psychic abilities. She tried to hide it from me, but I found out the truth.”

      “Which is why my parents decided to hide from you. They figured you would want to take her, use her, and experiment on her as if she was nothing more than a lab rat.”

      “As far as I was concerned, that’s exactly what she was.” Spencer’s tone was airy. “My parents didn’t need her in the first place. They had me. I was the heir. She was the spare.”

      Rowan felt sick to her stomach. “I’m betting your parents didn’t feel that way.”

      “Of course not. They doted on her, spoiled her. She was allowed to do whatever she wanted while I was kept under the watchful eye of a nanny for the bulk of my life. Even as an adult, I was forced to have a companion.”

      “Because you’re nuts,” Sally chimed in, speaking for the first time in a long while. “Your parents realized you were unbalanced and had the money to pay someone to act as your babysitter. You needed it because your interior lightbulb doesn’t completely charge.”

      Spencer scowled. “I don’t believe you’re part of this conversation.”

      “She’s my friend,” Rowan corrected. “She can say whatever she wants. You did kidnap her, after all. If she wants to participate in the conversation, I believe she’s earned the right.”

      “She’s an unimportant person in a very small, very unimportant world,” Spencer corrected. “She doesn’t have the right to say anything to me.”

      “Because you’re so important?”

      Spencer’s answer was simple. “Yes.” He steepled his fingers and rested them on his knee. “I’m trying to make you understand that you don’t belong with these people you’ve surrounded yourself with, Rowan. Thanks to my experiments, my sister developed a gift. So did the man she chose to procreate with. Because of what I did for them, they had you ... and you’re something special.”

      Rowan couldn’t refrain from rolling her eyes. “You are a disgusting piece of work,” she complained. “I mean ... absolutely disgusting. You’re a sociopath. You have no conscience. You terrorized my parents for years — don’t bother denying it — and forced my father’s hand so he had no choice but to leave.”

      “Yes, that was a smart move,” Spencer mused. “I didn’t think he had it in him. He was unbelievably attached to you, which I found ridiculous. I only asked him and Caroline for access to you on the weekends so I could start testing you. They were upset and refused. Can you believe that?”

      “Imagine that,” Sally drawled, rolling her eyes.

      “I know.” Spencer clearly didn’t grasp sarcasm. “I set up the experiment in Michigan for her specifically, made sure she would find the notice. She was looking for money because she refused to take extra from our father. She told people, including her husband, that he cut her off, but she was too proud to take a handout. She said her education would mean more if she worked for it herself.”

      “She sounds like a smart woman,” Sally offered, causing Rowan to smile in thanks. “You sound like the world’s biggest turd.”

      Spencer ignored the insult. “She didn’t know I was the one who set up the experiments, of course. Even after — we’re talking years after — I didn’t tell her I was the one collecting the data. It was more fun keeping her in the dark.”

      “No, you thought you could work it to your advantage,” Rowan corrected. “You knew she didn’t trust you. If you approached her, admitted what you’d done, she was likely to call the police ... or maybe even your father. She would’ve made sure to cut you off at the knees. I was young when she died, but I recognize that about her. She wouldn’t have put up with you for very long.”

      “My sister was unenlightened,” Spencer snapped. “She couldn’t see the greatness I aspired to. Her puny brain couldn’t grasp that there was more out there than a husband and family. She was actually happy with that idiot she married, with you. It made me sick.”

      “How sad for you,” Rowan clucked, shaking her head. “She legally changed her name at some point, right? She wanted to stay off your radar. That’s why I never knew her real last name. She was trying to protect me.”

      “Your father helped her with that. He did a good job. I have to say, I searched for years to find you and came up empty. That all changed when you got your driver’s license. You were fingerprinted for it. Do you remember that?”

      “Vaguely.”

      “I had a copy of your fingerprints from when you were a toddler. Your parents didn’t know I took them. In fact, your father never met me. My sister didn’t allow it. She said she was speaking for both of them, but I knew she was only speaking for herself. I had a feeling it might be necessary to find you one day. Your mother was being less than cooperative and you were too young to test. I had to take a step back and bide my time.”

      “So you lost us until I was a teenager and my fingerprints were loaded into the system,” Rowan mused. “Once that happened, you had a general location.”

      “I assumed they fled Michigan,” he supplied. “I figured they would move far away from the state. I gave up even searching there.”

      “Which is probably why they stayed.”

      “Perhaps.” Spencer’s lips curved into a ridiculous sneer. “It took me about two weeks to find you after that. I didn’t approach your father right away. By then, your mother was gone. I was surprised. I thought I would find her, too, and have to steal you away. It was actually a relief to know that she was gone. I didn’t even have to mourn her because it happened so long before.”

      Rowan hated every stupid expression the man made. “How great for you. Fake mourning is the absolute worst, isn’t it?”

      “Totally. Your father was still around, though. I knew better than to approach him straight up. He would balk and run again if he realized who I was. Instead, I decided to hire people to watch him. I created a corporation — the Phoenix Society — and painted them as a secretive think tank.

      “By this time, I was having trouble with my own father,” he continued. “He was trying to yank my funding. He insisted I get a real job and stop wasting my time. That’s what he called it. A waste. He couldn’t see what I had to offer and he actually threatened me.

      “I was beyond him, though, at that point.” He grimaced at the memory. “I’d been funneling money away for years, wisely investing the allowance he gave me ... and the one he thought he was sending to my sister. He believed I didn’t know about the secret transfers. That was ludicrous, though. I did. I’m the one who contacted him on behalf of Caroline. That allowed me to get twice the money with minimal effort.”

      Rowan’s fury quadrupled. “You pretended to be my mother so you could get money? That is ... despicable.”

      “My father is an unreasonable man.”

      “Your father recognized what you were and wanted to help my mother hide from you,” Rowan corrected. “He knew you were dangerous to her, to me. He probably wanted to meet me, or at least talk to Mom occasionally. He couldn’t without risking you finding her, though.

      “He did the right thing,” she continued. “He kept his distance for her sake. He probably doesn’t even realize that she’s dead.”

      “He’s still depositing money in the secret account,” Spencer volunteered. “If he thought it was going to me, he wouldn’t bother. He’s been searching for me for years, you see. He’s been trying to find me so he can lock me up.”

      “In a straightjacket?” Sally asked hopefully.

      “A special hospital.” Spencer uttered the words with such disdain he almost spit as he said them. “He said I needed help, that I was delusional. Do you know why he said that?”

      “I’m guessing it’s because you’re delusional,” Rowan offered.

      “It’s because he’s always been jealous of me. He’s always wanted to chase important dreams like me but never had the balls. He wants to be me. That’s why he insists on taking my freedom from me.”

      “Yeah, that sounds totally believable,” Sally deadpanned, her eyes shifting to Rowan. “It’s good this guy got all the crazy in your family because that means there’s nothing left for the rest of you. You’re lucky. They spread the crazy around in my family.”

      Rowan choked on a strangled laugh. “Yeah. You have a point.”

      “She has nothing of the sort,” Spencer shot back. “I know exactly what I’m doing. I’ve set this all up from the beginning. I’ve been chasing you for years, Rowan. Do you want to know why?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “I’ll tell you why. I’m looking for a perfect specimen.

      “At first I thought it was your mother,” he continued. “She wasn’t strong enough, though. Then I found Darcy. She was the offspring of one of my other experiments. She’s strong like you, has a lot of the same talents, but her gift is hit or miss. I figured out why, though. Only one of her parents was part of my experiment. Both your parents were. That means you’re my prime specimen.”

      Rowan was done with this ludicrous conversation. “We’re leaving.” She made up her mind on the spot and pointed herself toward Sally. “You can’t keep us here and we’re leaving.”

      “No, you’re not.” Spencer’s eyes filled with fire as he got to his feet. “If you think I’m going to just let you leave after all the work I’ve done to get you here, you’re crazy. I’ve put too much time and effort into your creation. You belong to me now.”

      “You’re a sick crackhead,” Rowan snapped. “I mean ... I’m not going anywhere with you. You can’t make me. You don’t have the strength to keep me here. It’s two against two. Now, I know you’re crazy and that usually means you would have the edge, but I’m fed up. I’m pretty sure I can take you.”

      “Me, too,” Sally enthused, wriggling her wrists as Rowan attacked the ropes. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Spencer roared. “You’re coming with me and that’s the end of it.” He must’ve realized he sounded crazy because he adjusted his tone. “You just have to see the bigger picture, Rowan.” He sounded perfectly reasonable, but Rowan knew better.

      “I do see the bigger picture. You’re not part of it.”

      “I will not allow you to leave.” He stomped his foot, as if that would somehow seal the deal. “This is my dream and you’re not going to ruin it.”

      Rowan opened her mouth to tell him exactly where he could stuff it, but the sound of scuffling feet on the floor caught her attention. She swiveled quickly, expecting to find Quinn and the rest of her backup making their way inside. Instead, she was absolutely flabbergasted when Darcy strolled through the door. She wasn’t alone, though. She had a man with her ... and his face was one she recognized.

      “You?” Rowan furrowed her brow in confusion as she met the steady gaze of the man from the deck, the one she felt as if she should recognize even though she was certain she’d never seen him before. Bill Hill. That was the name she internally laughed over. “What are you doing here?”

      “Ah, Bill,” Spencer enthused, clapping his hands. “You’re right on time. I’ve been expecting you. Although, our cargo arrived extremely early.” He cast a chiding look in Darcy’s direction. “You were early delivering the note, my dear. I told you it had to be done at a specific time. Obviously you jumped the gun.”

      Instead of apologizing, Darcy made a face. “No, I did things exactly as I meant to do them. I used the keycard I took from Sally, put the note under the door … and then this happened. This … idiot … came alone.” She jerked her thumb in Rowan’s direction. “What were you thinking? I delivered the note early so there would be no one to tip him off that you had the cavalry with you.”

      Rowan felt vindicated. “I knew you were working with us. Quinn didn’t believe me, but I knew it.”

      “Yeah, well, I don’t know that I would say I was working with you,” Darcy countered. “I was most definitely working against him, though. I always wanted to run but didn’t have the strength until he killed that poor woman on the deck the other night. That was what sealed it for me.”

      Rowan’s heart gave a little jolt even though she knew it to be true. “Why kill her if he thought she was me?”

      “He confronted her,” Darcy replied. “She denied being you, of course, and he lost his temper. By the time he realized the truth it was too late. He’s not exactly a good guy. He strangled her … and fast. I didn’t even realize it was happening until I showed up after the fact. She was already gone. I tried to help but … she was already gone.”

      The news was sobering, and it would be some time before Rowan could move completely past it. She kept reminding herself he was to blame.

      “What about your friend?” The man from the deck was the wildcard, Rowan realized. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

      “He’s in charge of transportation,” Spencer volunteered. “He’ll be getting us off this island in due haste. I don’t want to delay, Bill. You made a promise to me and I expect you to deliver.” He extended his finger in Rowan’s direction. “Tie her up and let’s get moving.”

      “You want me to kidnap her?” Bill challenged, his voice shifting from the folksy tone Rowan remembered from their initial interaction. Now she was definitely convinced she knew him ... but still couldn’t peg from where.

      “I want you to kidnap her,” Spencer confirmed. “Good grief. We’ve been over this a million times. I need her. She has something I want.”

      “I just needed you to repeat it.” The man reached into his back pocket and came back with a pair of restraints. They looked official, which caused Rowan’s blood to turn to ice as she took a deliberate step away from him.

      “Don’t even think about it,” she warned. “I’ll hurt you if you try to put your hands on me.”

      “I have no intention of putting my hands on you,” he replied. “I’m well aware of what your boyfriend would do to me if I tried. I mean ... I still think I might be a better match — we have horror movies in common, after all — but I’ve resigned myself to the fact that you two belong together. These are for him.” He gestured toward Spencer, whose expression was turning dark.

      That’s when things slipped into place for Rowan. “Brimstone?”

      He chuckled at her bewildered expression. “That’s not my name and you know it.”

      “Alex Masters.” Now she understood exactly what was going on. “You’ve been undercover on the ship this entire time.”

      “I don’t understand.” Sally jerked her head from side to side. “What’s happening? Who is he?”

      “He’s an FBI agent,” Rowan replied. “He was on the horror cruise.”

      “Oh.” Realization dawned on Sally’s face. “I remember you ... although you were much hotter with the long hair.”

      Alex shrugged in amusement. “I have to follow the whims of the job.” His eyes briefly locked with Rowan’s. “We have some things to discuss. It will have to be after I take this idiot into custody, though.”

      Rowan nodded dumbly. “Okay.”

      “Oh, and by the way, your boyfriend is on his way inside. I had to cuff him to a light post to keep him from ruining my sting operation. He’s going to be spitting mad.”

      “At both of us,” Rowan noted. “He’s going to ground me to my quarters for weeks for taking off without him.”

      “And rightfully so.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” Rowan turned at the sound of raised voices, her heart leaping when she caught sight of Quinn. He was the first one through the door. He wasn’t alone, though. He had an army with him ... and they were all armed.

      He exhaled heavily when he saw her, slowing his pace. His chest heaved as their hearts and gazes connected. “You have no idea how much trouble you’re in,” he complained as he started moving. “I mean ... you’re going to be buried under a mountain of it.”

      Rowan was so happy to see him all she could do was let out a strangled sob.

      “So much trouble,” Quinn muttered as he caught her in his arms and wrapped himself around her, burying his face in her hair. “I mean ... so much.” He burst into tears as he stroked her hair. “As soon as I’m done petting you, we’re going to have a really long talk about what’s appropriate in a situation like this. It’s going to take hours.”

      “I think you’re going to have to get in line. It seems everyone wants to talk to me.”

      “I can wait.” He pressed his lips to hers, sinking into a kiss that felt as if it had been years in the making rather than months.

      They were alive.

      They were together.

      They were finally free.
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      Cleanup was easy.

      Alex had five men with him, and they took Spencer and Julia into custody. Darcy was another story. Apparently she contacted the FBI before setting sail on the cruise, informed them Spencer planned to kidnap his niece, and they opted for a sting operation. Spencer was wanted for more than one crime. A murder charge would be additional icing on the cake. When Alex found out that Rowan was the niece in question, he volunteered for the job.

      “You could’ve told me who you were,” Rowan complained, her tone accusatory, as Quinn rubbed her back in front of the warehouse. The police activity had garnered a lot of attention, enough that most of the people on the street fled when the lights started flashing. Now only law enforcement and Nick’s merry band of mercenaries remained.

      Alex merely shrugged as he pulled off his fake nose. Rowan took it from him, curious, and made a face when she felt the modeling clay give.

      “That’s gross.” She handed it back, her expression remaining dark. “Seriously, though, why didn’t you tell me? I would’ve felt better knowing you were watching the situation.”

      Alex tilted his head to the side, considering. “That’s why I didn’t tell you,” he said finally, rubbing his hand over a towel and pressing the towel to his face so he could remove the rest of his disguise. “You were acting squirrelly, nervous. I needed you to keep acting that way so it wouldn’t tip off Spencer. He knew you were aware of his identity. He was getting off on messing with you. You’re not a very good actress. You would’ve given it away.”

      “What about me?” Quinn challenged, his hand steady on Rowan’s back as he attacked the kinks in her shoulders. He felt the need to touch her, constantly, and the massage would be less frowned upon than carrying her around like a baby. “You could’ve told me.”

      “You would’ve told her.”

      “I ... no ... not necessarily.”

      Alex snorted. “Whatever. You can’t lie to her. You can barely pretend you can lie to her to save face with me. You would’ve told her to make her feel better. I needed things to play out exactly as they did ... other than the boneheaded move she made to go to the warehouse to save Sally on her own. What was up with that?”

      “Yeah, what was up with that?” Sally echoed, sitting on the back of an ambulance as a paramedic worked on her. “I wanted to kill you myself for that.”

      Rowan was sheepish. “I was trying to save my friend.”

      “And you put yourself in danger in the process,” Alex countered, making a tsking sound with his tongue. “I don’t know what you were thinking, but that was an absolutely asinine thing to do. I thought for sure you would show up with Captain Crabbypants here.” He jerked his thumb at Quinn. “I didn’t think for a second you would go alone.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” Rowan pursed her lips as she looked at Quinn. “Don’t worry. I think I’m going to be hearing about it for a very long time.”

      “Most definitely,” Quinn agreed without hesitation. “You’re going to be hearing about it for the rest of our lives.”

      Rowan wasn’t surprised by the threat. She also knew he would only hold strong on the promise for a few days. Then he would let it go. She could deal with it until then. “I guess that’s it then, huh? You’re going to lock him up, right?”

      “I am,” Alex confirmed, bobbing his head. “His father is on the way. We’ve been in contact with him. He was aware of the operation and wants to arrange for a high-security hospital. I believe he’s worried about an escape attempt and I don’t blame him. We’ll figure it out, though.”

      Rowan frowned. “You don’t think he’ll go to prison?”

      “Do you? You talked to him. Is that a sane man? I mean ... he thinks you’re psychic.”

      Rowan wasn’t sure how to respond. She risked a glance at Darcy, who had been largely silent since the takedown of her boss, and the woman slowly shook her head. Rowan understood the warning. Darcy helped her and she wanted Rowan to return the favor. The ship photographer had no problem with that. From where she was standing, Darcy deserved the right to disappear.

      “I know. Totally weird,” Rowan agreed, holding Alex’s gaze for an extended period of time. Something passed between them. He understood about her ability. He didn’t want to talk about it, though. Whether it was for her or Darcy, she couldn’t say. Perhaps it was for both of them.

      “Am I going to have to testify?” Rowan asked after a beat, something occurring to her. “I mean ... is this going in front of a judge?”

      Alex shrugged. “Actually, I don’t know the answer to that. Spencer will spend months getting evaluated by doctors. If there is a trial, it will be far down the line. I’ll keep you informed when I know more.”

      “Yeah, well ... .” She blew out a sigh and rested her head on Quinn’s chest as he slid his arms around her back and held her tight. “I can’t believe it’s over. What happens to the Phoenix Society now?”

      “I believe the IRS will take care of dismantling the company. It was basically a front to hide what Spencer was doing. His father is owed a bunch of money, so he could liquidate the assets. I’m guessing he’ll go that route.”

      His father. Her grandfather. Rowan ran the notion through her head. Her father’s parents had died long ago. She hadn’t had a grandparent in a long time. Now she had this one ... and she had no idea what to do about it.

      As if reading her mind, Quinn stirred. “I talked to him on the phone before we made it down here. It was a very brief conversation. He let me know about Alex being on the case, which I had no idea about until then. He did mention he would like a chance to meet you. He didn’t know about your mother being dead. I told him I would broach the subject, but you needed a few days to think about it and decompress. He was open to waiting.”

      “Yeah?” Rowan cocked her head. “I really do need to think about it. I’m not sure how I feel.”

      “That’s fine.” Quinn pressed his lips to Rowan’s head. “I don’t want to leave you, but I need to head to the hospital and check on Fred. Do you think you’ll be okay getting back to the ship on your own? I mean ... you’re not in danger any longer so it should be fine.” He knew that beyond a shadow of a doubt because he made her take a selfie with her phone and show it to him. The omen was gone.

      “She won’t be alone,” Paul called out, catching Quinn’s eye. “She’ll be with us.”

      “Fair enough.” Quinn gave her another kiss and stood. “I won’t be gone long. I need to check on him, though.”

      Rowan nodded in understanding. “It’s okay.”

      “I’ve already placed a call,” Alex offered. “He’s out of surgery and breathing on his own. They tentatively think he’ll make a full recovery.”

      “That’s a load off,” Quinn noted. “I still need to see him for myself.”

      “I’ll be waiting for you on the ship,” Rowan supplied. “I suppose my punishment will begin then, huh?”

      Quinn looked more amused than angry, although he adopted a stern expression. “You have no idea what I’m going to do to you.”

      “And yet it sounds hot when he says it,” Sally teased.

      “I can’t take this,” Paul complained. “I seriously can’t take this.”

      “I want to talk to you on the way back to the mainland, too,” Alex called out to the griping man. “I’m dying to know how a dead man is walking around.”

      Paul sighed, the sound long and drawn out. “Yeah, yeah, yeah. You know where to find me.”

      “I certainly do.”

      

      QUINN WAS GONE FOR HOURS. He texted Rowan that Fred was awake and asking questions, promising he would return in time for dinner. He asked that she not eat without him, even though she was starving, and she figured she owed him after what she pulled.

      She spent the afternoon listening to Michael profusely apologize for frightening her. It turned out he’d been in the basement because one of the female passengers was being overly aggressive – sexually – and she was too old for him. Those were his words, not Rowan’s, and he thought Quinn could help him gracefully point her toward someone else. The realization that he was still Michael – goofy and ridiculous Michael – made Rowan feel markedly better.

      She was, however, still worried about Quinn. He’d yet to yell, but it was coming.

      Shortly before seven, he texted and asked her to meet him on deck so they could head straight to dinner. She was relieved because he wouldn’t yell in front of people. Even though she knew she was only delaying the inevitable, she was willing to put off the “very serious” conversation he’d promised for as long as possible.

      She dressed in a simple floral frock, her shoulders on display thanks to the thin spaghetti straps. She wore comfortable sandals and her hair was freshly washed and flowing around her shoulders.

      The sun was setting, creating a beautiful and fiery vista when she emerged from inside. That was the first thing she noticed. The second was Quinn. He was on one knee in the middle of the deck, everyone they loved surrounding him. Paul, Sally, Demarcus, Nick, Michael, and a bevy of other workers stood at the sidelines as Quinn opened a jewelry box and held it in front of her.

      She lost her breath at the sight of the diamond, her mind going in a million different directions all at once ... the same as the shimmering light fractures shining from the ring. “What is this?” Her voice was barely a whisper.

      Quinn wore a suit, his hair washed, his smile wide. “What do you think it is?”

      “It looks like a—” She couldn’t finish the sentence. What if she was wrong? Of course, there was no rational explanation for what was happening if she was wrong.

      “Proposal?” Quinn’s grin widened. “Well, that’s what it is.” He sucked in a breath as she made a strangled sound deep in her throat. “I’ve wanted to be with you since the moment I saw you. Oh, I fought it ... and I won that battle for all of five minutes.

      “I never believed in love at first sight, or destiny, until I met you,” he continued, his voice becoming thick. “I never thought I was meant to be with one person. Now I know the reason I felt that way is because I hadn’t yet met you. Now that I have, I know you’re it for me. You’re the one.”

      He exhaled heavily to collect his nerves. “I don’t ever want to be without you. I don’t ever want you to be without me. I want us to be together forever. So, Rowan Gray, will you marry me?”

      Rowan’s eyes burned with tears and she felt as if she had too much oxygen in her lungs. Briefly, she pressed her eyes shut. And then she nodded. Finding her voice was difficult, but her answer came out on a squeak. “Yes.”

      Absolute pandemonium broke out over the deck as those assembled burst into spontaneous applause. Rowan couldn’t stop the tears as she dropped to her knees next to him and watched as he slipped the ring on her finger. His arms were around her in a matter of seconds.

      “I love you more than anything. That’s never going to change.”

      “I love you, too,” she choked out, her eyes landing on her father. He, too, was crying. He looked obscenely happy for her. “How long have you been planning this?”

      “Since the moment we met.”

      “How long really?”

      “It feels like forever.” He cupped her face and stared into her eyes. “We were always meant to get here. I’ve known that for a very long time. The rest is just ... details.”

      “Yeah.” She leaned forward and kissed him, long and deep. When they parted, they were both a little breathless. “Does this mean I’m not in trouble?”

      He chuckled. “Oh, you’re still in trouble. I’m just going to fill you full of crab legs before that discussion.”

      “As long as there’s crab legs, I’m good.”

      “For the rest of our lives.”

      “I can live with that.”

      “We both can live with that.”
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      I’m a romantic at heart. A true romantic. I love the idea of a happy ending, so much so I have trouble writing a sad one. The world is sad enough. I like escaping in fiction. That’s just me. I like sarcasm and snark – but I’m not sure a sad ending is in me. If you’re looking for an edge like that, you’re probably looking in the wrong place. Just FYI.

      If you’re interested in upcoming releases, follow me on Facebook and Twitter. I do not spam. I don’t believe it and, as a reader, I find it annoying. Only new release information and special sales promotions will be posted.

      This book is available for lending. Please do so.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the author, except for the inclusion of brief quotations in a review.
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