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To become a United States Navy SEAL, a man must be physically forged in steel and able to mentally compute life or death situations with laser accuracy and speed. Our country trusts these men with the most sensitive military operations—many so covert that once they are successfully completed, they are never spoken of again.

This series celebrates one particularly fierce band of brothers who valiantly battled terrorists whose crimes against nature and humanity were far too great to chance escape. On a dark night, on foreign soil, SEAL Team Alpha witnessed acts so unspeakably cruel against women, infants and small children that their consciences would not allow anything other than their own brand of justice for the scum terrorist cell. 

A trial would have been too good for these pigs, and so, one-by-one they were taken out, and the women and children they’d used were freed. By dawn, an entire region breathed easier. The men of Alpha found themselves heroes to those whose lives they had saved, but virtual criminals in the eyes of the organization they served. After a lengthy investigation, their elite, covert team was formally disbanded. 

They now spend their lives deep undercover, still serving—no longer their country, but individuals who find themselves in need of not only their own personal warrior, but a particular brand of justice. 

While honorably discharged, these men and their actions will forever be disavowed . . . 
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Three weeks ago. Two nautical miles east of Little Palm Cay, Turks & Caicos.

 

SHARKS. EVERYWHERE. SO much blood…

India Fanning released air from her buoyancy regulator, descending to the North Atlantic’s sandy bottom to a depth of twenty-two feet. With her back against a coral tower, she waved to her cousin, Turtle—nicknamed because he spent more time beneath the turquoise waters surrounding their island home than in their family gift shop where they were both due to start the evening shift in thirty minutes. A cruise ship was in port, which meant hundreds of rushed T-shirt buyers.

From her vantage, gazing up through crystal clear turquoise water, she clearly made out the feeding frenzy’s cause. The crew of a forty-foot fishing trawler had tossed bucket after bucket of chum over the hull. The blood served as a shark dinner bell, calling them in by the dozens. Black and gray-tip reefs, a lemon, even a couple bull. A hammerhead hung back at a cautious distance.  

She considered herself an experienced diver. Not much rattled her. But this . . .

Forcing her breathing to slow she checked her dive computer’s air gauge. Thirteen minutes remained. From her current location, the surface was only a minute swim. Piece of cake—except for navigating through the undulating mass of black-eyed monsters snapping their jaws with enough force for the chilling sound to carry through the water.   

What was wrong with those chumming assholes? The diver down flag bobbing on its blaze-orange buoy was visible a mere ten feet from Turtle’s boat. 

Pulse racing, she waved again at her cousin who seemed oblivious to anything but his new toy. He’d been saving for months for an underwater metal detector and in the week since its arrival, they’d put in more dive time than they had in the last few years combined. The Turks and Caicos were famous for shipwrecks and Turtle was determined to do his part for their family tradition by making his fortune with gold doubloons and tourist dollars. 

The more chum hit the water, the more frenzied the sharks grew. Foul-tempered, competing with much nipping and thrashing at assorted fish heads and tails and bony remains left after filleting. Smaller sharks had begun feeding on the scraps sinking to the sandy bottom.

Heart pounding, when a three-foot gray turned to her, India slammed his nose with the heel of her hand. 

Thankfully, he got the hint and swerved right. 

India followed the coral wall where it joined with another in the shape of a Y. The spot was a family favorite for not only its abundance of colorful coral and fish, but because of the unmistakable shape that made for an easily seen rendezvous point. As children, she and Turtle used to play treasure hunters in the nearly impossible to see coral cavern on the opposite side.  

A particularly nasty barrel-chested bull shark rammed the hull of Turtle’s prized Sea Ray. The thump’s concussive force against the fiberglass hull of his twenty-six-foot baby was at least enough to have gotten her cousin’s attention—but not in a good way. Instead of descending from the threat, the notorious hardhead showed his fury with the shark and chumming bastards by wildly swinging his detector’s wand, clearing a path for him to reach the surface. 

Turtle, no!

India’s chest ached from the effort of rapid-fire inhalations through her regulator. Air bubbles surrounded her, impeding her view. There was so much blood. What was happening? 

A masculine cry of terror spiraled through the water like a bullet, piercing India’s soul. 

She wanted to look away, but couldn’t. 

Time froze. 

Sunbeams sliced through the horror of Turtle’s shredded body parts—his left foot, right arm—sinking only to be snapped between scissoring jaws.

India threw-up into her regulator, then switched to her back-up. 

By the time she’d composed herself enough to force her breathing to slow, her dive computer beeped a low air warning. With her current location a few good kicks from the surface, finding air wasn’t as big of a problem as forcing herself to actually move. Despite balmy water, her limbs felt frozen. Incapable of the slightest shift.  

The beeping grew frantic. 

Overhead, fewer sharks circled, but the fishing vessel remained. Someone aboard turned on music. Reggae celebrated her cousin’s death. Something besides blood was tossed overboard. Plop. Muted laughter sank to her depth along with an empty beer bottle—Kalik. 

The boats name? Pearl. She couldn’t make out the port of origin. Though she didn’t recognize the trawler, if it was from one of the other islands, it shouldn’t be hard to find. 

Surely the men had witnessed Turtle die. Why hadn’t they been on the radio? Calling for help? Realization dawned, but her panicked, grief-stricken mind had grown as sluggish as her body. Could she take this a step further and assume the men knew Turtle? Wanted him to die? Had they followed him from the marina? If so, they knew she was down here. 

They weren’t fishermen, but monsters. What could Turtle have possibly done to deserve such a horrific end? Were they hanging around to ensure she also died? 

Terror constricted her throat, cramping her already leaden limbs. Her heart pounded in tandem with the dive computer’s urgent warning.

If she didn’t act fast, she would die down here.

Her baby’s warm brown eyes and adorable grin flashed before her. Her mom and dad’s gentle strength and unconditional love. Her grandparents. Aunts and uncles. She didn’t want to die. There was still so much left to do. Raise Bridgette, her twelve-month-old daughter. Expand the family shop. Maybe college? Find love. Welcome more children into her beautiful world. Snapshots flipped through her head, faster and faster until the images were no longer recognizable beyond shock’s kaleidoscopic blur. 

What little air remained in her tank tasted thin and stale. 

Move! her mind screamed.

Her eyes could only focus on a scrap of Turtle’s tropical-print swim trunks.

Think of Bridgette! Moooove!

India wanted to. Planned to. Very soon. When the men and sharks left.      

But when her lungs next reached for air . . .

There was none.
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CALM DOWN. FOR Bridgette’s sake, get a grip.

From hold-your-breath contests she and Turtle had played as small children, India knew she couldn’t have more than sixty seconds before her aching lungs rebelled. But if she burst up to the surface, those murderers would turn their attention to her. With her gone, no one would be left to seek justice for her cousin’s death. No matter what, she couldn’t let that happen.  

Now that the chum had cleared, so had most of the bigger sharks. Juveniles still swarmed the sandy bottom, but she eyed Turtle’s air tank and regulator a mere ten yards away. The equipment looked pristine. As if its user had vanished—not literally been eaten away.

Like painfully loud rock concert bass, her pulse thundered in her ears. 

Out of time, she had to go—now. 

After unclipping her buoyancy vest, she shrugged free of her useless gear, then burst from her safe spot against the coral into the frenzied sharks. Her sudden movement startled them, clearing her path to Turtle’s gear. 

Almost there, her lungs burned. Her vision blurred and then blackened. 

She fumbled for the regulator, inching her fingers down the rubber hose before reaching either the primary regulator or octopus. Didn’t matter. She felt for the business-end, then shoved it into her mouth. Muscle memory told her to blow out the water, then breathe. 

The air came choppy at first, with an uncomfortable chugging. But then her breathing slowed and steadied. 

In his death, Turtle had given her life. 

She dragged the gear behind the coral wall, then performed the emotionally crushing task of resizing her cousin’s vest to fit her smaller form. It was still loose, but fit well enough for her to start the two-mile swim to shore. Having spent her entire life diving the area, she knew enough underwater landmarks to put a safe distance between her and the murderers’ boat. 

Once she was far enough away from them to surface without being seen, she flopped onto her back, conserving the air in the tank. The fins made for an easy swim. What wouldn’t be easy? 

Telling her family that Turtle was dead.
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Now… 

 

India chose a corner table at The Tipsy Crab, a local breakfast hotspot on Little Palm Cay. They specialized in rum-flavored everything. Pancakes, waffles, muffins and coffees. At the moment, her stomach was so knotted with grief for Turtle, now laced with apprehension over this unexpected—unwanted, yet much needed—reunion with her former flame, that she couldn’t imagine eating. She didn’t know what to do with her hands. The especially tricky part would be keeping him from her baby—their baby. 

When he’d left nineteen months earlier, he’d made it clear that his security career was his world.

Then non-stop nausea sent her to the island’s clinic, and she’d discovered he’d left a part of himself forever with her. India had tried calling to tell him he would soon be a father, but their conversations typically centered around his latest job, and how psyched he was. The last thing she or her daughter needed was for him to return out of a sense of obligation. 

Her big sister, Meghan, had gone that route. Upon losing her newborn to pneumonia, her husband had asked for a divorce. Meghan had overdosed on Xanax. 

The trauma had nearly destroyed their mother. 

India would rather raise her daughter on her own than risk putting her family through more pain. Meghan’s and now Turtle’s deaths had been tough enough—not that India would ever consider taking her own life. But there could be ugly custody battles. Was she being fair to Briggs? Maybe not? 

On the flip side, he’d flat out said on multiple occasions he had no plans for a wife or children. 

In keeping Bridgette from him, she was doing him a favor.

Right. If you tell yourself that enough, maybe you’ll believe it. The man deserves to know.

“Just you?” Frenchie frowned. “I was hoping to get a squeeze from your adorable baby girl.” Everyone’s favorite waitress and a close family friend, Frenchie weighed at least three hundred pounds and had every man on the island wrapped around her finger. The African American’s bright white smile, bountiful bosom and flirty personality had made her obscenely wealthy from gratuities—not that it mattered as she was Tipsy’s half-owner with her longtime husband, Roger.

“Mom’s showing off Bridgette at her gardening club meeting. I will have three more joining me, though.” India fidgeted with the napkin rolled around the silverware.

“That’s a party. Why so glum? Still thinking about Turtle?”

India nodded. “Hard not to. I see him everywhere I go. How many times did we share the breakfast special at this very table?”

Frenchie knelt for a sideways hug. “We all loved him. Bring me your favorite photo and we’ll hang it over the bar.”

“Thanks.”

Three lost-looking tourists wandered into the open-air space with its palm-thatched roof and tile floor. A pretty, petite blonde danced to the reggae piped in over Roger’s new Bluetooth speakers.

India’s pulse took off on a runaway gallop.  

Frenchie whistled. “You failed to mention one of your guests was him.”

India didn’t try pretending her friend’s disdain was unwarranted. Having grown up in a tourist town, she’d been taught from a very young age that tourists are a fun way to earn a living. Make friends—even lifelong friends. But never, ever trust one with your heart. Then she’d met Briggs—a former Navy SEAL with the body of a god, the mouth of a flirty sailor, and the dizzyingly, mind-altering sexual prowess of a—she gulped to see him heading her way. Why, of all people, had she turned to him for help? 

Because out of all the men I’ve ever known, he’s the only one I instinctively know is capable of getting the job done—of finding Turtle’s killers and seeing that my cousin gets the justice he deserves.

All she had to do was keep him away from Bridgette while he solved the crime. 

“India. Long time, no see.” He occupied the seat beside her, leaning in to kiss her cheek. The old electricity was unfortunately still there. 

Fighting back a shiver, she cursed the distraction.

“Hmph.” Frenchie smacked the back of his head with a laminated menu. “You’re not welcome here.” 

“You’re killing me, Frenchie.” Briggs clutched his chest before wielding his damned dimples in conjunction with his patented sexy-slow grin. “I’m starving. Please don’t deny me your rum-banana pancake perfection.”

“Don’t tempt me. I know where my husband keeps the rat poison.” Turning her smile to the man and woman who’d joined him at the table, she introduced herself, handed them menus, then said. “You two are allowed to order. He is not.” She pointed to Briggs before huffing off.

“Ouch.” Briggs shook his head.

“Don’t take it too personally,” India said. “She does the same with all my exes.”

“You two were an item?” The blonde held out her hand for India to shake. “I’m Delilah Crow. We’re staying on Starfish Cove for our wedding and honeymoon.”

“Congratulations,” India said, squelching the jealousy that cropped up each time she met a newlywed. Would Bridgette ever have a daddy? Would India ever be a wife to a man she adored who felt the same love for her? With Briggs, she’d dared to hope. Boy, had that been an epic fail. Most men her age left the island for better opportunities. She couldn’t blame them. If it hadn’t been for her family’s souvenir shop, she might have also been forced off-island. Her father worked so hard to ensure the entire family never had to worry. “I’m happy for you.”

“I’m Sawyer—her better half.” His bride elbowed him, but smiled. They were adorable. Their love was far too beautiful to begrudge. India took an instant liking to them.

“Welcome,” India said. “Nice meeting you. Sorry I interrupted your fun.”

“No worries,” Briggs said. “The fact that I was only an island away when you called is pretty much fate. Tell us what’s going on.”

They ordered—well, everyone save for Briggs—then over rum-laced coffees, India relayed the horror of losing her cousin. “I know every boat on the island, and these weren’t locals. The worst part is, I can’t imagine why anyone would have wanted Turtle dead. He was the life of every party. It makes no sense.”

“Sounds to me,” Briggs said, “like he must have seen something he shouldn’t? As lovely as these islands are, I’m sure there’s a healthy drug trade.”

India nodded. “No one talks about it, but it’s there. Many young people have bright futures cut short by running drugs between islands. I suppose Turtle could have been caught up in that, but my gut feeling is that not only was he too smart to make that big of a mistake, but that this is connected to something deeper.”

Sawyer leaned in. “Briggs told me there might be a shipwreck connection? I did a little research on the ride over and some of these treasure hunters are ruthless when it comes to protecting their finds. Is there a chance your cousin discovered a wreck someone else had already claimed?”

“That’s just it, according to my uncle—our family already did. Decades ago, he said my father found a fortune in gold doubloons. He never told anyone where he’d found them, but the stash was big enough to have paid cash for our family store—even back then, land around here wasn’t cheap. That was the first—and the last I’ve heard of it. My parents forbid me to even speak about it. They say it’s connected to a curse, and that’s why my sister and Turtle died.”

“A curse?” Delilah winced, then raised her hands. “Count me out. I’ve been through enough.” She gave the Cliff Notes version of the nightmare her family had suffered.

Sawyer wrapped his arm around his bride, who leaned closer.

India mused that she and Briggs had once been that connected—until they weren’t. 

Briggs asked, “Has anything strange happened since your cousin’s death?”

India forced a deep breath, calming herself from the all-too-recent memory of coming perilously close to driving off a cliff. “I suppose it could have been a coincidence, but the brakes went out on my car. Oh—and two pallets of bottled water fell on me in the shop’s backroom. I’m still bruised from that. One more thing—it could have been a local messing with bottle rockets. Or I could have been shot?” She raised her yellow blouse’s right sleeve to show a nicely healing long, narrow flesh wound. “In your professional opinion, what do you think?”  

Briggs and Sawyer shared a look.

“Sweetie,” Delilah said, “sounds to me as if your curse is in full swing.”
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BRIGGS SQUEEZED HIS fingers into fists. He and India hardly knew each other. 

They’d shared a vacation fling—granted, the hottest he’d ever had, and she was still constantly on his mind—but the fact remained he wasn’t the marrying kind. He’d told her as much. His mom had been out of the picture since giving birth and his dad had been a mean drunk. Briggs himself had nothing to offer beyond what training he’d been given. But this—news that India’s life was in danger? It made him want to kill—usually, a good thing in his line of work. But not in this family restaurant. 

“I’ll help get to the bottom of this,” Briggs said. “Sawyer, you and Delilah return to honeymooning. I can take it from here.”

“You sure, man?” Sawyer cocked his head. “I don’t like the sound of any of that.”

“It’s probably nothing,” India reiterated. 

“Maybe so,” Briggs said, “but if you don’t mind, I’ll stick around a few days. No one needs to know why I’m here aside from a nice visit.”

“Sure. Thanks.” Her pinched expression read borderline pensive. Almost as if she had something to hide. But what? 

They turned their attention to food.

Claiming she wasn’t hungry, India invited Briggs to eat it all. 

He did, beyond thankful she’d gone ahead and ordered his favorite. 

Once they’d all cleaned their plates and Frenchie presented the bill, Briggs paid, leaving her a fifty-percent tip/bribe. He knew she and India were close, so he got why she’d be miffed with him for leaving, but not to this degree. She was downright hostile.

“I don’t feel right about leaving you here,” Sawyer said when they stood outside as a group on the sun-bleached crushed shell entry. “You don’t even have a place to stay.”

“I’ll bunk with India,” he said, slipping on Ray-Ban Aviators. “Makes sense since she’s the one in danger.”

“Um, yeah . . .” She crossed her arms. “That won’t work.”

“Why not? Worked great my last visit.”

Her scowl proved more intense than the tropical sun. 

“Looks like you’ll be renting a room.” Sawyer patted Briggs’ back before shaking India’s hand. “Sorry we didn’t meet under better circumstances. Hope you nail whoever’s responsible for your cousin’s passing.”

“Thanks.” 

“Good luck.” Delilah gave India a friendly hug. “If Briggs is even half as good as my new husband, you’re in great hands.”

With his friends headed for the municipal dock to catch an inter-island passenger ferry, Briggs turned to India. “How about we pay a visit to your aunt and uncle?”

“Sure. If you want. But we should probably find you a place to stay first.”

“Okay—but just to be clear, I’m fine with your couch. I didn’t mean to imply I’m expecting anything more than to run a professional investigation into Turtle’s death.”

“I appreciate that. But—”

“Newsflash—you’re a smart cookie, and I’m guessing you don’t really believe yourself to be a victim of a curse. Am I right?”

She nodded. 

“Which means someone—quite possibly the same killers who nabbed your cousin—is now after you. If I’m around twenty-four/seven, that gives you more protection.”

“You make sense, but—” She moved a few feet to sit on a bench in the shade of a coconut palm. “You can’t be at my house, Briggs. Not anymore. Not ever.”

Gaze narrowed, he asked, “What aren’t you telling me? Do you have a roommate? Are you in a serious relationship?”

“Yes. Lifelong.” 

“Oh . . .” His lungs deflated like leaky balloons. His time with her had been incredibly special. It gutted him that she didn’t feel the same—or, if she had, that she no longer did. But could he blame her? Upon leaving her, in the interest of self-preservation, Briggs made his standard non-committal speech. The whole reason for saying it was to avoid attachment. Why should he then be surprised when it worked? “When did your boyfriend move in?”

“It might be easier to find my cousin’s killer if we focus on him rather than me.”

“Sure. Of course.” She didn’t used to be this cool. But why shouldn’t she be? She’d called him here for a job—not a reunion.

“What about your fee?” she asked. “I probably can’t cover the full amount now, but hopefully, we can make a payment arrangement?”

“India . . .” He removed his sunglasses. “Even though you’ve moved on, you will always be special. I’m not here because you hired me, but because you need help. As someone I care about, I could never charge you a fee.”

Head bowed, hands clasped, she murmured, “Thanks. Ready to go?”

What he was ready for was the full story. Why couldn’t he shake the sense that all was not as it seemed? 
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“Mr. Aycock,” Briggs shook Turtle’s father’s hand on the covered porch of his small home. Like many others on the island, it was constructed of concrete block covered with brightly painted concrete stucco. In this case, mint green walls with pale blue shutters. The blue metal roof was nicer than the neighbors’. The paunchy, middle-aged man wore khakis and a tropical floral shirt. He’d styled thinning dark hair in a combover. Palpable pain shadowed his sad eyes, yet he flashed a welcoming smile. Briggs felt for the guy. It had to be rough—losing his son in such an awful way. “Sorry for your loss. Your son helped me with dive equipment when I was last on your island. Knowledgeable guy. And nice. Real nice.”

“He was good. The best in all of us.” He stood back, gesturing them into a dark living room. All curtains were drawn. The light from a lone weak lamp shone on two beige leather sofas and matching recliners. A big-screen TV played a muted golf tournament. Family photos lined the mint green walls.

“Uncle,” India said, “Briggs is the man I told you about. His specialty is not only finding bad people, but bringing them to justice.”

As if his frame couldn’t bear the weight of his grief, the man all but collapsed into the nearest recliner. 

India sat on the sofa end nearest her uncle, then reached for his hand. “I know this is hard, but Briggs wants to help. He wants to ask a few questions.”

The defeated man said, “I went over everything with police.” 

“Sir . . .” Briggs cleared his throat. “Sometimes it helps to repeat the information. Retelling might trigger new thoughts.” Too antsy to sit, Briggs closed the wooden front door, leaning against it. A window-mounted air-conditioning unit hummed on the far side of the room. “It’s worth a try.”

“My husband told you all he knows.” A woman shuffled down a dark hall and into the living room’s relative light. She wore a threadbare nightgown and slippers. Her short hair was matted—pressed to her skull as if she’d slept in the same position for days.

Briggs shifted his weight from one leg to the other. “Are you Turtle’s mom?” 

“His name is Montgomery Clift—like the actor.”

“Was,” Turtle’s father interjected.

“Shut up, old man.” She took the recliner alongside him.

Briggs caught himself holding his breath. 

A glance toward India showed her posture stiff aside from her tapping left foot. 

“My son is an angel. He will forever live in my heart. He was murdered and you know it.” The look she cast upon her husband might as well have been a gunshot. Did she blame him? If so, why? From everything India relayed, it made no sense. “He’s a good boy. Always brings fresh conch for fritters after church on Sundays.”

“Ma’am . . .” Briggs cleared his throat. “Pardon me for being blunt, but why do you think your son was killed? Did he have any enemies?”

“None.” She practically spat the word. “The whole island loved him. That is all you need to know.”

“But, Auntie, don’t you want—”

“Go!” For such a small, frail woman, her voice carried a surprising command. “We’ve said all we know to the police. This man you bring to our home is a stranger. He’s hurt our family enough.”

What? Just when Briggs believed the visit couldn’t get weirder, it did. Leaving the shadows, he approached the woman. “Ma’am, please tell me what you believe I—”

“Let’s go.” India was up from the sofa, jerking Briggs’ forearm to tug him toward the door. 

Sensing he wouldn’t get additional information from this emotionally adrift couple, Briggs followed India outside.

“What the hell was that?” Briggs’ eyes protested the transition from darkness to blinding sun. “Why does Turtle’s mom claim I’ve hurt your family?”

“Nettie’s an old, grief-stricken woman. Same with Sam. They don’t know what they’re saying. Sorry that turned out to be a dead end. What do you want to do next?”

Briggs slipped on his sunglasses before sighing. “A lot. Talk with police. Visit the dive site where the incident occurred.”

“This wasn’t an incident, but my cousin’s life being purposely taken. Someone has to pay.”

“Don’t you think I get that? What’s with the animosity? You called me, remember?”

She climbed behind the wheel of her red Jeep, taking gold-rimmed sunglasses from the glovebox, then slipping them on. God, she was a looker. The gold looked great with her dark complexion and exotic red hair.

Briggs joined her on the passenger side, remembering his last stay. They’d spent hours in the rag-top, island-hopping, discovering remote beaches. Exploring each other. What had changed? If she was with another guy, he got it. But this felt like more. An underlying tension from not just her, but her aunt and uncle and even the waitress at the place where they’d had their daily breakfasts. 

India started the engine, aiming the car toward town.

“You ever going to tell me what’s really going on?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” She never took her eyes off the crushed shell road. 

“Drop the B.S., India. Explain the hostility toward me—from everyone—or I’m going home.”

“Fine. I was stupid to call. Leave. That is what you do best.”

Growling, Briggs took the wheel, veering it hard to the right. The shock caused India to lift her foot from the gas, killing the engine, which had been his goal. The vehicle rolled to a harmless stop in an overgrown vacant lot. 

“What the hell?” She was breathing heavy. “We could have been killed!” 

“We were going fifteen. It was a calculated risk that paid off.”

“I’d appreciate you not taking any more risks with my life.” 

“Sorry, but we need to talk. What happened? What really happened between us? I thought we were good, but . . .” He arched his head back, staring at the fathomless blue sky. This place was once paradise. Now, it felt like hell.

“Sorry. Turtle’s death has cast a pall over my whole life. I can’t eat or sleep. The sun shines less bright.” Tears shimmered on her cheeks. “I’m not even sure people believe me that Turtle’s death was a murder rather than an accident—or this stupid supposed curse.” She forced a deep breath. “No matter what I say, please don’t go. I-I need you.”

She raised her sunglasses. Her teary gaze prompted him to lean in for a hug. 

Holding her felt good. Right. It always had. She smelled so damned good. Like coconut and limes and a time when anything had seemed possible. The two of them had never been the issue. 

It was his past that had served as an uninvited third person in every room. 

On every date and call. 

Pulling back, she said, “Ready to go to the police?”

He shook his head. “If you’re up for it, I’d rather you show me where Turtle died. Think you can find it?”

“Sure. It happened near a local coral landmark. Only . . .” She worried her lower lip.

“You haven’t been diving since?”

She nodded. “I-I’m not sure I can.”

“You’ll be fine.” I won’t let anything or anyone hurt you. When he held out his hand, he was surprised she took it, gliding her fingers between his. It wasn’t the clasp of a woman involved in a meaningful relationship with another man. It was the same way she’d held his hand when she’d been with him. What did it mean? Was he reading something into nothing?

“My cousin was one of the best divers on the island. If he could die, anyone could.”

“True. But someone had a reason to kill him. Let’s hope the same isn’t true for you.”

“What if it is?” The hitch in her breathing told him she was scared. “At breakfast, I played off the string of accidents like they were no big deal, but I’m starting to think maybe they are. People very dear depend upon me. I can’t leave them. I can’t let them down.”

“Your parents?”

She nodded. 

Your boyfriend? Though he wanted to know more—everything—about her supposed commitment, he couldn’t bring himself to ask the question. She might have been afraid of sharks and diving, but what scared him on a visceral level?

The thought of India being involved with any man other than him.
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INDIA WAS TYPICALLY first in the water, but this time she hung back, well after Briggs. Her heart thumped in her ears. Her mouth was so dry that her tongue stuck to the roof. She couldn’t do this. 

“Want to stay in the boat?” Briggs asked. The aqua water was glassy calm. There wasn’t a shark or other boat in sight. Though an afternoon storm grew in the east, there were no sounds save for the gentle lap of water against Turtle’s boat’s fiberglass hull. If his parents knew she’d taken it, they wouldn’t be pleased, but she was beyond caring. She had to find justice for his death, meaning she’d reached the point of acting first, then asking their forgiveness later. For her cousin—for her daughter—India had to solve this mystery before whoever killed Turtle got her. “I won’t be down long. I want to get the lay of the land. See if there’s anything police missed. Chill. I’ll be right back.”

“No.” Don’t leave me. Even more than she was afraid of the water, she was afraid of being alone. “I’m coming.” Though the cardinal rule of diving was not to hold her breath, she pressed her regulator to her mouth, held her breath and jumped. Beneath the water’s surface, she’d hoped her pulse would calm, but it did not. 

Her splash startled a stingray from the sandy bottom, which in turn spooked her. 

She glanced up to find Briggs in front of her. He made a circle with his thumb and forefinger. Okay?

Despite feeling anything but okay, she returned the signal.

He pointed down, then shrugged. Was he wanting her to show him where Turtle was eaten right before her eyes? The horror clung to her soul. 

Get it together. Think of your daughter. 

Breathe. Breathe. In. Out. Nice and slow. 

Once her breathing had regulated, India descended into the shadowy world, swallowing hard to help her ears pop. Because of the approaching storm, the normally clear blue had taken on a spooky green glow. Could Turtle be with her, leading her charge?

Upon joining Briggs, she pointed to the very spot where her cousin had, for all practical purposes, vanished. After she’d reported the event to police, they’d sent divers to the sight, recovering a lone dive fin and the gold, turtle-shaped medallion his father had given him for his twenty-first birthday. 

While his dad insisted on being on the police dive boat, India and her parents had stayed on the dock with Turtle’s mom. India would never forget the hollow look in the woman’s eyes. Before becoming a mom, India couldn’t have understood the pain of losing a child. Now, something happening to Bridgette was her worst fear. 

A nine-foot black tip emerged from deeper water. 

India had done enough diving to realize that the shark was rarely a threat. They were merely curious. Still, that didn’t stop her runaway pulse from spiking. 

Spying the shark, then her, Briggs pointed to the same spot against the coral where she’d remained hidden the day Turtle died. He motioned for her to stay. 

She gratefully did. 

Twenty minutes of air time passed while Briggs meticulously searched the area. 

When he rounded the coral head, leaving her sight, India rationally knew he was fine, but had to check. She found him waist deep in the small coral cavern where she and Turtle had played as children. 

He finally emerged, clasping something in his right hand. Upon seeing her, he gave her a thumbs-up. Time to surface.  

Gladly. 

First back to the boat, she removed her mask, setting it on the custom dive platform. 

Briggs approached behind her, also removing his mask, but then reached around to slap a rectangular packet in front of her. “This explains why someone wanted Turtle dead.” The bedraggled Ziploc bag contained cash. A huge pile of soggy hundreds. “I found it wedged between a sea urchin and the front porch of a cranky eel’s coral house. Was your cousin involved in a drug ring?”

“No. Never.”

“How can you be sure? He had an awfully nice boat.” 

“He worked hard for it. Bought it at a salvage auction after the last hurricane. He was constantly taking odd jobs or dive charters to get extra cash. No way would he be a drug mule.”

“I believe you. But this is pretty solid evidence that he may have stumbled into something bigger than he even knew.”

She nodded. Despite the warm sun, her teeth chattered. The storm had come closer. Clouds built and churned, mirroring her tumultuous mood.

“Let’s get you out of the water.”

India let Briggs help remove her BCD and fins. Ascending the dive ladder, her mind replayed everything. Her near-accidents following Turtle’s death. The hesitancy of the police to take action—could one or more of them be involved? She and Turtle used to hide trinkets in the coral cave. Her father had bought them matching treasure chests filled with plastic gold coins. They’d spent entire afternoons diving for them, pretending to be pirates. Was it possible her beloved cousin had a dark side she’d never seen? She didn’t want to believe it was true, but she wasn’t naïve. The island wasn’t the easiest place to make a living. More and more locals were being squeezed out by new landowners who had more cash than time. 

Turtle had been a rebel. Had this been his way of fighting back?

Sitting on the bench seat, shivering beneath the oversized beach towel Briggs wrapped around her shoulders, she couldn’t get her mind to slow. The money occupied the seat opposite hers, staring, taunting, calling her stupid for not having guessed the connection sooner. 

“What are you thinking?” Briggs asked.

“Everything. Nothing. Mostly, I’m furious. Turtle and I used to call the coral pocket where you found the cash our own private treasure cave. I’m sure a few other locals know about it, but I’ve never seen anyone else there. It’s too far out for tourists. But Turtle being involved in drugs? Knowing my sister killed herself from an intentional overdose? It’s too much. Beyond that—the implications are even worse. Police treated me like I was crazy. Like I may have played a role in Turtle’s death. What if they’ve known his killers all along? And now they want me out of the picture, too?”

“How sure are you that the men in the trawler saw you?”

“Not at all. On the ride out, I stayed in the cabin, making sandwiches. We ate, then hit the water. Turtle was excited to try his new metal detector.”

“When you first went under, no one else was around?”

“No. We were alone.” She told him the abridged version of how she managed her escape using Turtle’s tank.

“After you told your family, what happened then?”

“My father rode with me to tell police—my uncle was too grief-stricken to leave his house.”

“Fair enough. You get to the station. What then?”

“Haven’t we already been over this?” She rose, pacing the cramped deck.

“Sorry. Humor me. You never know which detail might unravel the whole case.”

She sat again, picking her left thumb’s torn cuticle. “My father and the local commissioner go way back—they’ve been friends since grade school. Because of that, we went straight to his office.”

“When you told the commissioner, what was his initial reaction? Close your eyes. Zero in on every detail.”

India did as Briggs asked, centering herself with a few deep breaths. “Honestly? Commissioner Blaylock acted the same as the rest of us. His eyes watered, looking as if it took great effort to hold back tears. He immediately said he would launch a search for the trawler—regardless of motive, they had no business chumming alongside a dive buoy.”

“Did you hear him authorize the search—or just that he said he would?”

“I don’t know? I mean, I guess he started it. The whole thing’s a blur. I remember him telling us after church the next Sunday that the boat hadn’t been seen on any local island. He suspected it may be from Haiti or the Bahamas. There’s no reason not to believe him, right?”

“Yes and no . . .” Briggs winced. “I like to believe cops are the best of us, but some . . .”

“Wait—so if the commissioner is turning a blind eye to drug trafficking, then he may be giving my family lip service? He never ordered a search at all?”

“It’s possible.”

“How do we know for sure?”

“We launch our own search. Granted, we can’t cover the whole island chain today, but we might get lucky and find the Pearl nearby.”

Thunder rolled. Thick clouds covered the sun.

“Now?” She missed Bridgette. Though India’s mom loved watching the baby, India preferred not leaving her for more than a few hours. “We should probably wait till tomorrow. I don’t want to get caught in this storm.”

“We need to find out who’s behind your so-called accidents. The only way to do that may be tracking down that trawler. If we do find it moored nearby, that also tells us your commissioner can’t be trusted. We kill two birds with one stone.”

“Okay . . .” She rose to get her purse from the cabin. “Go ahead and get started to Providenciales. I need to call Mom and tell her I’ll be late.”

“Was she expecting you?”

Yes. I never leave Bridgette this long. But she also knows I’m with you. “We had dinner plans. I’ll change them.”

“Cool. Speaking food—got anything in the galley? I’m famished.”

“When are you not?” She flashed a faint smile, recalling happier times. “There are probably crackers or chips. I’ll look.”

Before she’d reached her phone, angry clouds opened, hurling rain and wind at the small craft. Lightning strobed the dark sky.

India tried placing her call, but had no service. 

It was no big deal. Happened all the time on the islands—especially with power. So why did her entire body feel clenched? As if she couldn’t avoid impending doom? 

She glanced out one of the narrow port side windows to see nothing but a wall of water. 

But then wait—gaze narrowed, she checked again . . .

What was that low, black object heading straight for them? Another boat?
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“HOLD ON!” BRIGGS started the motor. The once calm bay now surged with white caps. The area was known for small uninhabited islands, so he headed for the nearest one—maybe a few miles away, planning to wait out the squall on the lee side. “It’s gonna get rough before it gets better!”

He dodged the coral head where he’d found the cash, but only because he knew it was there, how many others lurked just beneath the surface? 

It would probably be an equal distance to head back to town, but he wanted to at least check Providenciales for the Pearl tonight. The storm would pass soon enough, and hell, it wasn’t as if he hadn’t seen way worse seas than this. 

Lightning cracked. Thunder boomed. 

The little boat rode well, he’d give her that.

“Briggs!”

“Yeah? Got any sandwich fixings? I’d be thrilled for a PB & J!”

She ducked up from the cabin door. “Look to our port side. We’ve got company.”

“Are you shitting me?” A black Picuda raced toward them at an incredible speed. A go-fast boat made entirely of fiberglass, they were a drug-runner favorite. Turtle’s single outboard ran at maybe 50hp. These guys? Triple engines for a total of 600hp. In other words, if their intention was a rendezvous, they’d get their way. 

But then twenty yards out, they stopped. 

And shit got real serious. Real fast. The rain had lessened, making the passenger clearly visible as he lifted a stainless-steel Remington. In his head, Briggs heard the action, then felt the rifle’s assault on the hull. 

Click, click . . . Boom!

“India jump!”

Click, click . . . Boom!

“What?”

“Grab a cushion and jump the hell overboard!”

Click, click . . . Boom!

Click, click . . . Boom!

The powerful twelve-gauge decimated the hull just below the waterline. Turtle’s boat was sinking fast.

“There’s a self-inflating life raft,” India said as the shooters vanished as suddenly as they’d appeared. She ripped the cushion from the bench she’d earlier sat on, tearing open the pouch, then tugging the inflation cord. A six-foot blaze orange raft appeared on the dive deck. 

“Good girl. Climb in.” 

She did. “What about you?”

“I’m checking the galley for supplies. Bottled water. Food. A lighter.” Six-inches of water already flooded the teak decking, pouring into the cabin. But it also flowed up into the cabin from the ruined hull. 

“I’ll help! I know the layout.”

“No,” he barked. But it was too late. She was already beside him, having tied off the raft’s affixed nylon rope to the sinking boat’s aft cleat. 

In tandem, they filled the small craft with a half-case of drinking water, four Gatorades, a few cans of Spam, beans and assorted soups, and five already opened, probably stale bags of chips he’d be damned glad to have had they not been rescued by sundown.

They had bonus time to load shoes, shorts, T-shirts, and dive gear. Each put on fins, masks and snorkels before Turtle’s boat grew too unsafe to be near in case it produced a drag in the deeper water that funneled them down along with it.

The storm had already passed.

Sun glistened on the still rough water. Gotta love the tropics.

Judging by shades of blue, Briggs guessed the ocean’s current depth to be at least a hundred feet. 

With the raft too full for them to ride, they each took hold of the aft end, using their dive fins to propel them toward the island that was now a mile away.

“You all right?” Briggs asked.

“No.” India’s burst of laughter was borderline hysterical. “We just had our boat literally blown out from under us. And if there was any question before as to whether or not someone wants me—and now, you—dead, I think that sent a clear message.”

“It did. But that’s kind of a good thing. Think about it. Whoever is behind this may want you gone. Or maybe the real message they’re trying to send is for you to drop your investigation. Leave Turtle’s death alone.”

“Why?”

“You’re too close.”

“Why not just shoot me? Why didn’t they just shoot him? Why go to all the trouble of setting up these accidents? Even today—waiting until the storm, until we’d reached deeper water. If I drowned? Great. It looked accidental. If not? I looked even crazier, right? Who’s going to believe what just happened?” There she went with her laugh again. “I don’t even believe it.”

“I do.” He paused long enough to skim his hand over her back. “I’m not leaving till we get to the bottom of this and make them pay, all right?”

“I’m starting to wonder if it even matters anymore? What good will it do me to catch Turtle’s killers if I’m gone? There’s so much more at stake than you know . . .”

“What do you mean?” They were a few hundred yards from shore. He kicked harder.

She released a ragged sigh. The sort of a person who had reached the end of their proverbial rope. “I can’t tell you here. Not like this.”

“Okay . . .” 

They finished the swim in silence.

When the water ringing the island was shallow enough for Briggs to stand, he removed his fins, tossed them in the raft, then dragged the craft through light surf to the sandy shore. They were lucky not to have drifted into open water. Or been sucked under by the sinking boat. There was a myriad of ways they might have died that afternoon, but they hadn’t. Why? Why didn’t Turtle’s killer want them dead? Could India be on to something with her theory that the killer wanted the issue once and for all left alone, but didn’t necessarily want her in her grave?

Made sense. Sort of. But why hadn’t it applied to Turtle?

The island was a tight-knit community. Someone knew what happened to India’s cousin. 

They also didn’t want their money flow to dry up. Killing her would only call more attention to themselves. But if she died in an accident? Win-win. She stops looking under stones and no more bad press revolving around alleged killers. Made sense if you thought about it—especially, in an economy dominated by tourist dollars.

With the raft fully out of the water, Briggs dropped backwards onto soft sand. “What a day.”

“No kidding.” She sat beside him, hugging her knees.

“God, you’re beautiful . . .” He fell all the way back, resting his head on clasped hands. 

She glanced his way with a funny half-smile. “That was random. Thanks.”

“I mean it. Nothing blazes a faster trail to a man’s truth than a dance with the devil and the straight-up truth is that since the day I left you, not a day has passed that I didn’t regret it. Every time you call, I—”

“Briggs, there’s something you need to—”

“No. Please, let me get this out. When I told you I never wanted to marry. To have kids. I didn’t tell you why. My mom was non-existent and my dad was a mean drunk. He was such a bastard. Kicking me when I didn’t get up fast enough for school—that is, when he remembered to wake me. Kicking made for a great alarm clock since my bedroom was a mattress in a corner of the living room floor. We lived in a shitty small town in Tennessee. I lost count of how many times I ran away, but do-gooders kept bringing me back. My only meals were free school breakfasts and lunch. Once I got old enough to sack groceries at the Piggly Wiggly, he’d come in on my shift specifically to steal. I always wanted to turn him in, but couldn’t. I figured I must have been as broken—as effed up—as him, right?”

“Honey, no . . .” She leaned in, cupping her hand to his cheek, brushing stupid tears he hadn’t realized he’d been crying with her thumb. 

“I joined the Navy at eight a.m. the morning of my eighteenth birthday. I couldn’t wait to escape. And I did. A few years ago, I heard he died in a house fire. I-I was glad. W-what kind of monster does that make me?” Briggs sat up, legs crossed, hunched over, folding in on himself, mortified for India to see him cry. “I could never be a husband to you. Or a father to any of our children. You—they—would deserve so much more. That’s why I had to go.”

He looked up to find India also in tears. “Stop. You’re an idiot . . .”

“How do I deserve that?”

“For saying you can’t be a father when you already are!”
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INDIA COVERED HER mouth with her hands. She’d never meant for her most closely guarded secret to spill out like that. Upon realizing the kind of danger she faced, she knew she could no longer keep Bridgette a secret when her precious little life might also be at risk. But how could she have just blurted such life-altering news?

“Wait. What?” Briggs’ gaze narrowed. 

“You have a daughter. Her name is Bridgette. She might still be a baby, but I can already tell she has your eyes and nose. That’s why everyone was so rude to you this morning—they don’t know I never told you.”

“Why didn’t you?” As if popping up on a surfboard, he was instantly on his feet. “How could you have kept something like this from me? We’ve talked at least once a month since I’ve been gone. In that time, you were pregnant. In labor. Experienced dozens of milestones that can never be repeated.”

“You said you never wanted to be a dad! Ever! Each time we talked, you sounded so happy—so enthralled with your damned security job. Who was I to interfere?”

“Who were you? You were the woman I—” He stopped himself short of the words she’d always dreamed of him saying. You were the woman I loved. Her heart finished what his mouth would not. “I’m not believing this. Let me get this straight…if Turtle hadn’t died, if you and my daughter weren’t in very real danger, would you have ever told me?”

“I don’t know. Please quit being angry and try understanding my point of view. How many times did you tell me you’d never be a dad, Briggs? Five minutes ago you told me you weren’t fit to be a husband or father. So now you don’t get to play the outraged victim.”

“I’ll be whoever I damn well please.” He stormed down the beach.

She should have chased after him, but couldn’t. 

She needed time to collect her thoughts. Assuming they solved this mess with Turtle’s killer, then what? Where did she and Bridgette and Briggs go from there? Clearly, he didn’t want to get married. Would he want partial custody? Or would he be the kind of dad who only saw his daughter on her birthday and holidays? Maybe not at all?

The thought broke India’s already shattered heart. 

Briggs had known he was a father for all of five minutes and already he was gone.

But could she blame him for being upset? 

If she hadn’t known he would be, she wouldn’t have dreaded telling him for all this time. She owed him an apology. She owed him his daughter. But how did she do that while keeping any semblance of her normal life? 

Kind of a non-issue considering their current situation—stranded on a deserted island.

Miles from the nearest help.

Only enough food and water to last a few days.

When she and Briggs didn’t come home, India’s parents would launch a search, and maybe tie in Turtle’s missing boat, but then what? With the boat sunk in deep water and about a hundred islands to search—only eight of which were inhabited, and that’s assuming they didn’t believe them drowned, who knew how long they would look?

Long enough for them to stay alive?

Hugging herself, India fought back not only tears, but a wave of panic. For the moment, she and Briggs were safe. She would assume Bridgette was, too. 

Consumed with crushing loneliness and fear and regret for having not told Briggs the truth about their daughter from day one of her positive pregnancy test, India ensured the raft was high enough on the beach to not be swept away by the rising tide, then slipped on her sandals. 

It was time to find him.

Most of the shore was comprised of what she’d always called “moon” rock. Treacherous coral remains with razor sharp edges. Briggs had set off barefoot. She was surprised to not see his blood.

Doubling back, she grabbed his leather soled Sperry’s from the raft. 

Judging distance had never been her strong suit, but she guessed the kidney-shaped island to be a half-mile across at its widest. It didn’t take long to discover Briggs atop the highest point, staring out at crashing waves. His strong profile was so handsome it hurt. Even in this horrible situation, her body craved him to an embarrassing degree. Since the day they’d first met, it had always been that way. 

Their connection had been instant. Visceral. 

Did she love him? Maybe. Probably. Did it even matter?

As if he felt her stare, he turned her direction.

With the sun behind him, she might not see his expression, but she felt it in the way his normally strong shoulders sagged. Most men would be overjoyed by the news that they were a father. She understood that he’d had a lousy childhood. Lots of people did. But that didn’t automatically set him up to be a lousy dad. 

“Go away!” he shouted above the surf’s roar. This side of the island was unprotected and wild. The few trees grew stubby and misshapen. 

Ignoring him, she climbed higher up the steep slope, catching herself on ancient coral outcroppings with each near-fall.

“Damnit, India, turn back before you break your neck!”

“I’ve already been shot at today. Might as well try death by falling, too!”

“That’s not funny!”

He pushed himself upright, then winced when his full weight and no doubt destroyed feet had a reunion with the sharp coral.  

“Wait! I’ve got your shoes.” She jogged the rest of the way to him, hunching over at the top to catch her breath.

“Thanks,” he said when she handed them over. “I’m supposed to be rescuing you.”

“You’re not supposed to be doing anything other than living—which is how we ended up in this mess in the first place. Unrealistic expectations.”

“Appreciate the free consult, Dr. Phil.” He slipped on one shoe, then the other.

Hands on her hips, she said, “You know what I mean.”

He said nothing as they walked side-by-side down the hill.

“I’m sorry. I tried telling you. A hundred times I tried telling you. But—”

“No—you made a valid point. I shut you down.” On flat ground, he pulled her into his arms and she held on for dear life. “The really crazy thing is, I’m more afraid of seeing my own baby girl than I am of having another run-in with that shooter.”

“Why?” She drew back, searching his dear, yet so unfamiliar face. How could she share a child with a man, yet at his core know nothing about him? 

“I already told you. It’s complicated. It goes way back. I can’t be a dad. But suddenly I am. And it doesn’t make sense. Nothing makes sense.” He covered his face with his hands. In the frenzy to abandon Turtle’s sinking boat, Briggs hadn’t put on his T-shirt and his broad shoulders and chest looked painfully red from too much sun. In another world, she’d have rubbed ointment on him, teasing him about not knowing better than to stay out too long in the sun. Now, she no longer knew what to say. 

In an odd twist of fate, he was still her world, yet also a stranger. 

And that fact made her want to cry.

They could have had it all. The perfect marriage and baby and idyllic island life. The kind of life most men would kill for. But no—he’d rather occupy his days with the very real possibility of getting himself killed . . .
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BRIGGS STARED INTO the fire long after India had drifted into a fitful sleep. The tropical night had fallen almost as fast as her mood. She’d hardly spoken more than a few words to him since making their sparse camp of a palm frond lean-to. 

Mosquitos’ incessant whine further increased the night’s suck. 

When that wasn’t enough fun to make him thoroughly miserable, Mother Nature whipped up a fresh storm. This time She combined cold rain with an equally cold wind. That afternoon’s tranquil beach resembled a war zone with flotsam projectiles. With the fire drowned, he retreated to the pitiful shelter—not that it did much good. 

The India he remembered had been a sound sleeper, but she stirred beside him. “Briggs?”

“It’s okay.” He wrapped his arm around her, holding her shivering form close. If it got much colder, they’d both be in danger of hypothermia. “This rain has to stop soon.”

But it didn’t.

The night dragged on and on. 

Merciless, inky black that left him with entirely too much time to think. He’d jumped into this scene, envisioning himself India’s hero. Now? Not only had Turtle’s killers played him for a fool, but so had she. How many hints had she dropped? Asking if he had time for a visit. Getting his opinion for a pregnant “friend.” With the benefit of hindsight, the list went on and on. 

Teeth chattering to a frightening degree, she asked, “Are we going to be all right?”

“Of course. Come here.” He hefted her onto his lap, infusing her with as much of his body heat as possible. He checked his watch. It was 3:12 a.m. Shit. There was a whole lot of night left to go before dawn.

“T-tell me a s-story.” He’d never seen anyone shiver so hard—not even during hell week of BUD/S.

“What kind of story?”

“S-something h-happy . . .”

“Okay . . .” He stroked her damp hair, imagining it free of its ponytail and shining in the sun. He used to tease her that it was the color of paprika, and reminded him of the last time he’d been to India. The entire trip had left him hot and bothered—only not in a good way. “Let’s see . . .” The near gale-force wind blew so hard he spoke directly into her ear. “A few years ago, a buddy of mine—Jasper—hooked up with this mega-smarty scientist named, Eden. She was like crazy smart. No clue what she saw in him.” Hoping to soothe India, Briggs rocked while he spoke. “Well, he was pretty sure they were headed for wedded bliss till—boom. Out of nowhere, she called it off.”

“W-what happened?”

“Turns out she had big-time cancer. Her mother died of it. She assumed she would, too. Eden broke things off with Jasper before she got too bad sick.”

“Oh n-no . . .” She wrestled around to face him. “Did she die?”

He framed her dear face with his hands. “Nope. After killing a bunch of bad guys in Antarctica, then finding nearly a billion worth of stolen WWII treasure, she had a successful surgery and treatment. She and Jasper got married and had kids and now live happily ever after.”

“Mmm . . .” Settling sideways on his lap, resting her cheek against his chest, she said, “That was a g-great story. T-thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” The wind and rain had thankfully lessened, as had India’s shivering.

“Y-you might not want to hear this,” she said, “but you know how Eden made a wrong assumption about her cancer?”

“If you’re about to say I’m making the same wrong assumption about me being a bad father, forget it.”

“How do you know?”

He eased her off his lap. “I just know.”

“But how?”

“Because how in the world can anyone be an acceptable parent when they’ve never seen what one looks like? Please, India, drop it. I’d do almost anything in the world to make you happy—just not this. I’ll never be your ideal family man.”
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After drifting into a sleep tortured by nightmares of being trapped beneath dark water, India woke to brilliant sun, calm seas, and the sound of an outboard motor—wait, lots of motors.

She jolted upright, scanning the horizon to see an entire flotilla of local fisherman and friends and family who had to be out searching for them.  

“Briggs! Wake up. We’re—rescued . . .” She glanced around their lean-to and then camp to find him gone. Rising, she waved her arms toward the search party. “Here! Over here!” Then called, “Briggs? Briggs, where are you?”

It was then she noticed the raft was gone.  

Written in charcoal on an old white cooler lid, a note read:

 

Know u r safe. U keep baby safe. I will find bad guys.

 

Seriously? Just like that, he’d left her? Why? How was he going to find Turtle’s killer without her help? More importantly, how was he planning to keep himself safe? The man was infuriating. As much as she appreciated him volunteering to play the martyr, India wasn’t willing to sacrifice Bridgette’s dad. Briggs might not think he was capable of being a great father, but just the fact that he was so concerned for her safety that he’d sacrifice his own showed the degree to which he already cared.

He could deny it all he wanted, but he had a heart of gold. In her book, that was the only qualification necessary for being a husband or dad.

India’s mother, Paris, was first off Cousin Ollie’s fishing boat, smothering her in a well-meaning hug. “I was so worried when you didn’t come home. Where’s Briggs?”

“No clue. When I woke, he was gone.”

“What? Is he okay?”

“I assume so. He left a note saying he’s going to find Turtle’s killer. He wants me to stay with Bridgette.”

“You told him?”

India nodded. “The story fell out. I’d planned it a dozen different ways—all more eloquently. At least now he knows the truth.”

“You were right? He wants nothing to do with Bridgie?”

“Oh, Mom . . .” India didn’t care that she had an audience of nearly everyone she’d ever known. The pain of Briggs’ rejection was inconceivable. She could get over the sting of him rejecting her. But how could he turn away their innocent child? He hadn’t even seen her. Smelled the simple perfection of the baby shampoo in her hair. Maybe he truly was the cold-heart bastard he’d always claimed to be? “Where is she now?”

“With Nettie and Sam. They didn’t feel up to another search and rescue—especially so soon after losing Turtle.”

“What happened with you and Briggs?” her mother asked. “When it was past dark and you still hadn’t come home, I started making calls. No one had seen you. Ollie mentioned he thought Turtle’s boat wasn’t in its slip. When he doublechecked and found it gone, and then I remembered we’d had that awful storm yesterday afternoon and another last night… What were you two doing? You know better than to go out on the water without checking the forecast. I’m already on edge with this curse. You have to be more careful.”

“I’m sorry. You’re right.” India didn’t want to mention the gunman who’d literally blown the boat’s hull out from under them. Not yet. Odds were, someone in this crowd not only knew Turtle’s killer, but had helped seal his fate. It might have been indirectly, but in India’s mind, they were just as guilty. Maybe more so, considering they were also now targeting her and Briggs. “How did you know where to look? We could have been anywhere?”

“Zeb Hawthorne captained the last ferry from Middle Caicos to West Caicos last night. Said he saw a fire on your island and thought it odd. When he heard you were missing, he led us straight to you.”

Perfectly logical explanation. India had gone to grade school with Zeb. He had a wife and three kids. He wasn’t a drug mule. Or was he? At this point, was there anyone she couldn’t rule out? Pressing the heels of her hands to her forehead, she willed her mind to stop spinning.     

Her mom said, “Let’s get you home . . .”

Her dad stepped up, wrapping her in a blanket, leading her through ankle-deep water to Ollie’s flat-bottomed boat. It didn’t matter that she was surrounded by a hundred smiling people, all wishing her well. Never had she felt more alone. 

The sun shone.

The sea was glassy calm.

The only noise aside from the low murmurs of friends and family exploring the island came from seagulls bickering over a fish carcass.

Why couldn’t she be happy? Why couldn’t she forget this horrible mess with her cousin or ever having met Briggs Denton? 

Oh—that’s right, because she and Briggs shared a child. And her cousin deserved justice.

She never should have asked for Briggs’ help finding Turtle’s killer. She should have somehow handled it on her own. 

And ended up dead? Because that’s certainly where I’d been headed. 

The whole ride home, India’s heart thumped in time with Ollie’s ancient inboard diesel. The exhaust fumes did little to settle her already roiling stomach. 

If there was one thing she knew about Briggs, it was that he wouldn’t have left her unless he had a highly compelling reason. Maybe even a belief that she was safer without him than with. What did he know that she didn’t? How would she find out?
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Providenciales, Turks and Caicos

 

“DUDE, WHEN DO we get to the vacation portion of this trip?”

“Quit bitching and keep looking,” Briggs said to his friend and teammate, Jackson Elliott, around bites of a massive ham sandwich. He hadn’t stopped eating since making it to civilization late that morning. Leaving India had been one of the toughest things he’d ever done. But having seen the flotilla headed to her rescue, he knew it was only a matter of time before she was saved, giving him a narrow window to escape unseen. “I’m convinced the boat Turtle’s killer used is somewhere nearby. We just have to find it.”

“Tell me again how you landed this case?” Jackson scanned the marina with Zeiss 20 x 60 stabilizing binoculars. At eight grand a pair, they were usually reserved for more high-profile clients, but Briggs reasoned his family was more important than any politician or rock star—not that all of their clients weren’t important. Just sayin’. Though Briggs had yet to formally meet his daughter, part of him already knew her through the perfection of her mom. 

“India and I met when I was down here a couple years back on an amateur wreck diving trip.”

“Find anything?”

“Just her.” Sounded corny as hell, but she was a jewel. A true prize. So why didn’t he keep her? Why couldn’t he stop running when being with her felt like his own personal Heaven? What if she was right about him being better than his dad? And that bad parenting and being an all-around shitty human wasn’t hereditary? “I heard pretty mind-blowing news yesterday.”

“You told me.”

“Not about the boat.”

“Worse?”

“I have a kid.”

“Excuse me?” Jackson coughed so hard he dropped the binoculars in the water. Thank God they were waterproof. He dived in after them, retrieving them before they hit bottom. “Damned good thing I saved those,” he said once he was back on their rented Sea-Doo Islandia. The twenty-footer wasn’t fancy, but with a cruising speed of 49.6 mph, at least they got where they needed to go in a hurry. “Harding would have had your ass in a sling.”

“My ass? You dropped them.”

“Yeah, but you’re the one who took them off the company jet without asking, then told me you have a surprise mini-me. How old? Boy or girl? When is the wedding?”

“Twelve-month-old baby girl. No wedding. I’ve never even seen her.”

“You’re kidding, right?”

“Nope. Less chitchat about me and more about finding the Pearl.”

“You were the one who brought it up. How can you live with yourself, man? Knowing you brought a child into the world, only to abandon her?”

“I’ll send money. She’ll never want for anything.”

Jackson snorted. “Except for her dad. I’ve always thought you were a good guy, but I’m not liking this side of you. It’s no secret you had a crap childhood, but that doesn’t give you the right to turn around and dump on your own kid.”

Food for thought . . .

Briggs was glad when they’d finished searching their current harbor, meaning he could head for deep water, punching the engine at full throttle. He needed the wind in his hair. He needed the rush. The reminder that he was alive. Only the funny—make that sick—thing was, without India by his side, no amount of speed in the world made him feel anything other than flat. He wanted to see his baby girl. More than anything, he had a burning curiosity and an undeniable need to hold her, cradle her, sing to her like one of those perfect TV commercial or movie dads. Sure, he’d be poison to her over the course of her life, but what long-term damage could a short visit do?

Searching Providenciales took the rest of the afternoon and offered no results. It was nearing sunset when Briggs returned Jackson to the estate where the honeymooners and the rest of the team were staying at Starfish Cove.

With the women getting massages around the pool, the entire Trident team had the rare luxury of meeting over cigars and bourbon on the seating area at the end of the property’s pier. Briggs couldn’t recall the last time they’d all been together. Usually one or more jobs overlapped. 

“Catch us up to speed, Briggs. Did you and Jackson see any sign of your friends?” Harding leaned back in his sherbet orange Adirondack chair.

“No,” Jackson interjected, “but guess who’s a daddy to a twelve-month-old baby girl?”

“For real?” Harding asked Briggs.

Backslaps and congratulations made the rounds while Jackson spilled the details about Briggs’ no longer-private news. 

Meanwhile, Briggs glared at his so-called friend. 

“When’s the wedding?” Sawyer asked. “Delilah and I thought India seemed like a great gal—although it’s kind of twisted that she kept this from you.”

Briggs shrugged. “I’m not the marrying or fathering type. We’ll probably maintain status quo.”

“The hell you will,” Harding said. He set down his glass with a little too much force on the wide wooden arm of his chair. I didn’t raise you not to accept responsibility for your actions.”

Briggs notched his chin higher. “You’re my boss—not my dad.”

“Kid . . .” Leaning forward in his chair, resting his forearms on his knees, Harding’s voice turned low, “you came to me greener than spring grass, barely old enough to wipe your own ass. I taught you every damned thing you know and made you into the top-notch young man you are today. So yes, I very much consider you my son—just as I do each and every one of you here. Trident isn’t just my company, but my family. You’re right, technically, I can’t tell you what to do. But based upon the morals and values I’ve taught you during the years you’ve served under me, you know better than to abandon your own child.”

“Sir . . .” Briggs clenched his fists. The setting sun’s glare blazed his forehead and cheeks. Or maybe it was the embarrassment of having every man he respected and considered a brother watching on while Harding gave him a verbal beat-down that was making him feel sick from heat? “With all due respect, you don’t understand. There’s a lot—”

“Listen up, everyone.” Harding downed his drink, then stood. “Party’s over. From here on out, we’re putting Briggs’ case on the Trident fast track. Those drug-running fuckers had the gall to go after one of our own, and I’m not having it. Let’s split into pairs to find their boat. Nash and Jasper—you take North, Middle, and East Caicos. Everett, Sawyer and I will search the rest. Whoever finds the boat—let’s get these guys under constant surveillance. We need to know who their contact is on Little Palm Cay—” Harding turned to Briggs. “That is where India and your daughter live, right?”

“Yeah. But how did you know?”

“I make it my business to know.” He rose, crossing to Briggs’ chair. “Whether you believe it or not, I know you’re going to make a great husband and dad. Which is why you’re going to be on personal protection duty for India and your baby girl until this case is solved. After that, if you and India mutually agree you’d rather not marry, I can live with that. But rest assured, you will play a prominent role in your daughter’s life from helping her take her first steps to walking her down the aisle. Do I make myself clear?”

“Yessir.” Out of sheer habit, Briggs snapped to attention and saluted.

Harding returned the show of respect.
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Little Palm Cay, Turks and Caicos

 

INDIA OPENED HER condo’s door only to slam it. Even if it hadn’t been pushing midnight, she was too tired to deal with Briggs. “Go away! I can’t believe you left me!”

“You had my note.” His muffled voice unfortunately passed through the thin door. “I saw the entire fleet of boats and knew you were safe. Trident—the security team I work for is handling Turtle’s case. They’re doing it for me—us. Because I was an idiot for leaving you. Not just this morning, but all those months ago.”

“True . . .” She hugged herself. 

“I’m sorry. Let me in. We need to talk.”

She begrudgingly opened the door. “Take off your shoes.” 

He complied. 

“Can I see her?” Arms crossed, head bowed, he looked defeated. That was the last thing she wanted for her baby girl—for her own father not to be excited by the thought of his first meeting with his daughter.

“No. She’s sleeping.”

“Come on. I need this.” He barged inside, shutting the door behind him.

She refastened the locks. “Why now? What’s changed?”

He shook his head. Laughed. “Nothing. Everything. My boss sent me. He staged a sort of intervention. Some of the stuff he said—it got me thinking. He was in 1920’s-era shotgun wedding mode, demanding I make an honest woman out of you. Is that what you want?”

Her heart lurched. In her secretmost heart? Of course. But not if he didn’t want that. What kind of woman wanted to be with a man who didn’t want her? That kind of life wouldn’t be worth living for her or Bridgette.

“India? Please . . . Tell me the truth. In a perfect world. If my boss said I could open a branch office for the Caribbean here and we could be together, is that what you’d want?”

Hot tears stung her eyes. “Why are you doing this? Why now? After all this time?”

“Because even before you told me about what happened to Turtle, or the baby, I missed you. He stepped forward, cradling her face with his hands, kissing the tears from her cheeks and then lips. “Maybe all this time I’ve been wrong—not just about us, but a lot of things. I’m not saying we should jump into marriage or that I can be the kind of father our child deserves, but I’m willing to try. I want to try. Is that okay?”

“No! You don’t have the right to just barge in here and decide when you get to come back into our lives . . .” I wanted you here the whole time. But you wouldn’t come. You made it so clear you never wanted to be my husband that I was too proud to ask.

“Let me in,” he whispered against her lips, his hot breath stirring old emotions better off left alone. 

“No.” She grew hyperaware of each hitched breath. Of the living room’s cramped space. Of the flimsy robe she’d thrown on from her shower in anticipation of going to bed. A decorating show played softly on TV. Her heart beat so loud, she couldn’t remember which one. Liquid heat pooled between her legs. Her body recalled all too well the kind of pleasure his hands and mouth created. “This is serious.”

“Damn straight, it is . . .” He unfastened her robe, skimming his hands along the curve of her waist. Call it a cliché, but she wanted him like air. Like water. Her nipples hardened, her core pulsed and throbbed. No man had ever made her feel like Briggs did. She hated him for it. For the power he held. It wasn’t fair. 

He nuzzled her neck, dipping his fingers between her legs.

It was shameful how few rubs it took until she came.

“Let me in,” he said in a hot breathy moan in her ear before taking off his T-shirt.

She dragged down his boxers and shorts, found him hard, then pushed him to the sofa.

Refusing to relinquish all control, she climbed on top. Aside from a brief thought that she shouldn’t be making love to him again without a condom, she put aside all reason in favor of pure, raw physical sensation. He was the sun and the moon and everything good in between. She rode and rode until both breathed heavy and sweat coated their skin. When they came together, worlds collided as if they’d never been apart. As if they’d always been meant to be reunited. 

Falling forward, resting her cheek on his chest, India swallowed a twinge of fear. Now that she’d let Briggs in, would he stay?  
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To say that what just happened was surreal would be the understatement of the decade.

Briggs brushed India’s fallen hair back from her eyes. “You have to know I didn’t come here expecting that to happen?”

She nodded.

“It’s probably not good it did. I’m clean—I haven’t been with another woman since you. But what if you become pregnant again?”

“Really?” Sighing, she gave herself a hard push, but he grabbed her wrists, tugging her back down, hugging her close. 

“I’m sorry. Just hear me out. If we’re going to do this, don’t you think we should take it slow?”

“I’m seriously doubting we should do anything at all. You’re right about you having problems, Briggs. Honestly, I think it’s probably best if you leave.” She was up, closing her robe, securely tying the belt.

“Please don’t say that.” He followed her lead in redressing, making quick work of dragging on his boxers, shorts and T-shirt. They both needed a shower, but even more, they still needed to hash out critical issues.

“What are you talking about? You’re the one who made this whole big hairy deal about the fact that you had such a rough childhood that you couldn’t possibly adult. Well, newsflash, adulting is challenging for all of us, Briggs. You don’t get a special immunity pass. I’m sorry you had a tough time of it as a little kid—really, I am. But that makes the fact that you want to bail on your own innocent child even more tragic.”

“You just told me to leave!”

“Because you’re certifiable!”

“We’re talking in circles.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I get that I have issues. I’ll find a counselor. Talk them out. I want to make this right. But it takes two to tango, India. I can’t be a family by myself. Where is she? I need to see her.” He charged through the space, opening doors.

A broom closet. 

“Briggs, stop. Don’t wake her.”

A/C storage. 

“Don’t be bullish like this.”

A bathroom.

“You have to be gentle.” She opened the last door on the right of a short hall. “Shh . . .” Waving him forward, she stepped back to allow him first entry into a shell pink room illuminated by a unicorn nightlight that somehow beamed iridescent stars onto the ceiling. Already he was in awe. Yes. This was the sort of room a baby should have. How could any infant not have sweet dreams in such an enchanted space? 

He approached Bridgette’s crib cautiously, with reverence and respect. It was strange to have vowed his entire adult life to never be a father, yet in one instant, here he was, on the verge of meeting his own rewritten destiny. 

Heart pounding, mouth dry, Briggs took each careful step extra slow so as not to wake his baby girl. Somehow—in a magical instant, he knew he would always be with her. With India. Somehow, they’d make this work.

At the ornately carved mahogany crib, he curved his fingers over the side, peering past a rocket-ship and star mobile to the blanket-wrapped bundle. Hands trembling, he reached down to touch this precious part of himself, only to get a shock to find nothing there. He jerked at the fuzzy blanket to discover it had been wrapped around a stuffed pig. 

“What are you doing?”

“Babe, she’s not here. The crib’s empty.” Briggs searched the crib’s every corner, but sure enough, the infant was gone.
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INDIA HEARD a low wail, but only when Briggs drew her into his arms did she realize the sound was coming from her. Why? What did she ever do to these monsters to deserve their wrath? What kind of animals were they to want to harm an innocent child?

“I’ll find her,” he said, already leaving the room. “Call your mom to come stay with you until one of my teammates can get here.”

“Where will you even start?” In her peripheral vision, she caught the curtain flutter, and then noticed a slip of paper had been pinned to the bottom right corner. “Briggs, look . . .”

He turned her way.

She read aloud, “Whether Bridgette lives or dies is in your hands. Tipsy Crab—now. Oh God . . .” India ran to the diaper pail alongside the changing table and retched. “Frenchie? Roger? They’re my friends. They took my baby. They took my baby.” 

She couldn’t breathe. Think. Panic swelled and surged in undulating waves she found it hard to stand through.

“Let’s get you dressed,” Briggs said, helping her remain upright. “Do you have a gun?”

“No-I-don’t-have-a-gun.” Her words came out in a tumbled, crying screech. “This is paradise. No one needs a gun in paradise.”

“Right.” He withdrew a lethal-looking pistol from his shorts pocket. “After all you’ve been through—you should have been first in line this morning at the permit office.” Next, he fished out a cell phone.

“Who are you calling?”

“Friends. I’ll have them meet me at the restaurant.”

“What do you mean, just you? I’m going.”

“The hell you are. I don’t want you in anymore danger.”

“These people—my so-called friends? Somehow waltzed into my condo and took our baby without us knowing. They’ve shot our boat out from under us. Messed with my brakes. Killed my cousin. At this point, I’m pretty sure there’s nowhere whoever is doing this can’t find me, so call your team, but I’m going. End of story.”

India stormed to her bedroom, made quick work of pulling on a utilitarian bra and panties followed by khakis and a floral blouse. When had those people broken into her home? Had it been while she and Briggs had been fighting? Even worse, while they’d been having sex? If something happened to Bridgette, she’d never forgive herself. What kind of mother was she? Would this nightmare surrounding Turtle’s death ever end?

While she’d gotten ready, Briggs had been in the living room on his phone. 

He ended his call as she entered. “Are they coming?”

“Yeah, but unfortunately, as with everything around here, logistically it’s going to take time. In other news, my friends Nash and Jasper found the Pearl on East Caicos. No one’s currently aboard, but they’ll stick with it until someone shows up. Did you get a good enough view of the guy chumming the water to testify?”

“Probably not. I never even thought of that.”

“No worries.” He kissed the crown of her head. “Where are your keys? I hitched a ride from the marina. If these guys are as bad as most drug thugs we encounter, they’ll rack up enough international trafficking charges to send them away for a very long time. Hopefully, a sympathetic judge will tack on Turtle’s murder.”

She took her Jeep keys from a kitchen rack, handing them to Briggs. “I’m too antsy to drive. Do you think Bridgette’s okay?”

“I know she’s fine. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have invited us for a chat. For whatever sick reason, they’re using her for a bargaining chip. Twisted, but effective. One thing’s for sure, it’s awakened the shit out of my paternal instinct.” He took the keys. “On my watch, no one’s ever harming so much as a hair on our baby girl again.”

The ten-mile drive to the restaurant seemed endless. 

The only lights were in tourist zones, meaning the narrow, winding road was dark. Caicos pines formed macabre shadows. 

“She’s going to be perfect,” Briggs took India’s hand, giving her a firm squeeze.

India swallowed hard and nodded. “I can’t believe this is happening. Frenchie and Roger? They’re pillars of the community. Everyone loves them. Nothing about this makes sense.”

“Agreed. Just further proof about the universe having a sick sense of humor.”

They made the rest of the trip in heavy silence, India clasping Briggs’ hand the whole way and trying not to cry.

He finally pulled into The Tipsy Crab’s empty lot. The restaurant was dark. Not even the usual security light shone on the side of the building. Thin moonlight and a stiff breeze danced with the bushes’ shadows.

“Where are they?” India asked, panic lacing her tone. Her heart beat hard enough to hear in her ears. She pressed her hand to her aching chest. “What do we do now?”

“Wait. They know we’re here.”

He was right. 

Seconds after he killed the engine, Frenchie emerged from the kitchen’s side door. Its unholy screech filled the quiet night. 

India’s pulse revved even higher when her so-called friend charged the passenger-side door. She tried opening it with enough force to shake the entire vehicle, roaring upon finding it locked. “I’m so fucking sick of dealing with you.” Hammering the heel of her hand against the window, she shouted, “Get your ass out of the car!”

“Game on . . .” Briggs said under his breath. 

“Still have your gun?” India asked.

“Locked and loaded. Safety off.”

“Don’t shoot her until we have Bridgette.”

“Granted.”

“Are you deaf?” India jumped when Frenchie banged again. “I said get your scrawny ass out of the car!” 

“Where’s Bridgette?” India shouted.

“You’ll find out inside!”

“Play along.” Briggs opened his door. “Follow me.”

“How about picking on someone your own size,” Briggs said to Frenchie once he stood outside of the Jeep.

“Screw you. Get inside.”

India unlocked her door, gingerly exiting the vehicle on legs threatening to buckle. She no longer knew the woman standing before her. Kind, funny Frenchie had been a lifelong friend. A second mom. This lady with flared nostrils and bulging eyes carried herself with a frightening intensity. This woman looked capable of anything.

“Frenchie,” India begged, hating the weakness in her tone, “please don’t hurt Bridgette. No matter what you think I’ve done, she’s innocent. Please let her go.”

“Quit whining and get inside. You’re ruining everything.”

Frenchie kicked her. Kicked her!

Briggs charged the waitress, but Frenchie proved shockingly fast at pulling a shotgun out from behind a bush. “Don’t even think about it, soldier boy. My gun’s bigger than yours.” She stepped back, waving the barrel at him. “Both of you quit wasting my time and get the hell inside. Give me your piece, Baby Daddy.”

Briggs begrudgingly complied.

India entered first, finding Frenchie’s husband, Roger, seated at the restaurant’s normally cozy kitchen table. He also held a mean-looking rifle. How many times had she been there under much happier circumstances? None of this made sense. “Roger, why are you doing this?”

He shrugged.

“Shut up.” Frenchie slammed the back door behind her. “Sit down. You, too, Baby Daddy.”

“Bitch!” India said under her breath. “I considered you one of my closest friends.”

“I still am. Which is why you’re here—with him.” She nodded toward Briggs. “Instead of at the bottom of Caicos Bank with poor, dumb Turtle and his boat.”

“Wait—” Bile rose in India’s throat. “You’re behind what happened to my cousin?”

“Nope. But I know who is.”

“Where’s Bridgette? Is she okay?”

“Patience. She’s the cherry on top of this little tale. Sit back and listen. At the end, you’ll have an informed decision to make, so you’ll want to pay real close attention.” With the gun leaned against her chair, Frenchie lurched forward, resting her elbows on the table. “India, my pet, do you have any idea what an average condo sells for on our lovely island chain?”

“No? And what does that have to do with my daughter?”

“Everything. Just so you’ll be informed, according to a 2016 Sotheby’s estimate, we’re looking at right around $939k. Meanwhile, minimum wage sits at $6.25 per hour. I don’t know about you, but I find that criminal.”

“Where. Is. My. Daughter?”

“You should be ashamed,” Frenchie said, “that your entire life you’ve been a proud business owner, yet not fully aware of the full scope of your holdings. They’re really quite outstanding.”

Briggs slapped the table hard enough to make all present flinch. “Quit the song and dance routine and cut to the chase, Frenchie. What the hell do you want in exchange for our daughter?”

“See?” She winced. “That’s where things get dicey. The Little Palm Subsidy Organization voted and it wasn’t unanimous. India could have kept her mouth shut about what she saw happen to Turtle, but like her cousin, she had to keep blabbing and blabbing about things that don’t concern her—well, actually, they very much do. But she’s too stupid to realize that without the financial backing of our company, she’d be living in a hut on the beach.

“Get to the point,” Briggs repeated. “Where’s our daughter?”

“She’s fine.”

“That’s not what he asked,” India said. 

“Such a shame, because that’s all I’m telling you. Like I said, we took a vote. Because we all like you, Bridgette gets to live—just not with you.”

India’s gaze narrowed. Her stomach cramped. “I don’t understand.”

“Sure you do. But just in case you really are confused, I’ll dumb it down for you. In exchange for your life—and maintained silence—Bridgette has been sold to a lovely European family. Rest assured, she will be spoiled rotten and have the finest of everything. But if you so much as breathe a word of this conversation to a stingray, I’ll have her killed, do you understand? Forget what happened to your cousin. Forget you ever had a daughter. If you agree to these terms, the head of our organization invites you and Baby Daddy to walk out of here alive.”

A low tremble took hold of India’s body. A kind of fear she’d never known.

This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t be happening. 

My poor baby girl. She must be so afraid. 

“I won’t just have her killed,” Frenchie said, “but gutted. She is, after all, going to be living in a real live castle. It has a torture chamber, so it might as well be put to appropriate use. Can you imagine? Her teeny, tiny body on a rack? Or maybe you’ll go blab to mainland police when she’s a toddler? Or maybe sweet sixteen? Oh—and Baby Daddy, don’t think I can’t see your crafty wheels turning. If something happens to me, there are plenty of others in our organization who will make good on this promise.”

“I won’t just kill you,” Briggs said, “but every, last one of you. I will burn you all to the ground.”

Frenchie laughed. “You can try . . .”
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BRIGGS STOOD, FLIPPING the table before shouting to India, “Get her gun!” 

Meanwhile, he used the element of surprise to his advantage to take Roger’s AK47, butting him square in the nose hard enough to break it and knock him out. Following the satisfying crack of bone was a lovely blood fountain spewing across his face. Bastard. 

India wasn’t having as much luck. 

He found the two women wrestling between two fallen chairs. 

Grabbing a third chair, he slammed it atop Frenchie’s head. She slumped over India. 

“Get her off me!” 

Briggs grabbed the bitch by the back of her shirt, lifting her from India. “I want to kill her now. God I want to kill her now.”

“You can’t. We need her to find Bridgette.”

“I know. Any idea where I might get rope?”

“No need,” Harding said from behind him. “We brought our own.”

Everett and Sawyer followed.

Briggs dropped Frenchie, then sank to his knees. Never had he been more glad to see his friend. Correction—in that moment, Harding was way more than that. He was his CO. His boss. The only true father he’d ever known. “We need your help. Harding, they took our baby girl. These bastards took our baby girl. I’ve never even seen her and they took . . .” He broke down, hunched over, uncontrollably sobbing. He was supposed to be consoling India, but here she was, wrapping her arms around him. The adrenalin of taking down Frenchie and Roger had worn off. Now nothing remained but sheer terror. 

They had to find Bridgette. But how? Where did they even start?

“Calm down,” Harding said. “Don’t you ever for one second doubt we’ve got your back. Jasper and Nash already tracked the crew from the Pearl back to a private island just south of Salt Cay. Turns out it belongs to a drug cartel the DEA has been tracking for a mighty long time. They’ve had a whole lot of dots, but the cargo and records on the Pearl provided the line that connected them all together.”

“That’s great,” India said, “but that doesn’t get us any closer to our baby.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Sawyer said with a gentle smile. “We have intel that says an infant was seen on a recent satellite image taken at the cartel’s compound. There’s a good chance the baby is yours. We’ve got a chopper standing by if you’d like to see.”

Crying, nodding, she said, “Yes, please.”

Briggs stood, tackling Harding in a hug. “How can I ever thank you, man?”

“No need. This is exactly the sort of thing family is for.”

After Briggs retrieved his gun, India had a hug from Harding and also expressed her thanks. Then they were off.

Harding and Everett would babysit Frenchie and Roger until DEA agents arrived to deal with them and assess their level within the overall organization. 

It took ten endless minutes to reach the island’s helipad. 

Count on Harding to have thought of everything. The pilot already had the chopper fully fueled and running, ready for them to board. 

After fitting them with headsets, they were soon off the ground. 

Sawyer buckled in alongside the captain behind the controls. 

Briggs in the aft section, keeping a tight hold on India’s small hand. Five minutes over dark water, he couldn’t tell if her wide-eyed expression had to do with the choppy ride or worry for their daughter. 

“You okay?” he asked.

She nodded, but then shook her head. In the dim lights from the cockpit controls, he saw tears pool and shine in her eyes. His heart ached for her. For the fact that there wasn’t more he could do to make her feel better. But how could he when he faced the same doubts? They had no real proof the infant in those photos was Bridgette. 

If she wasn’t? 

Well . . . they’d cross that bridge when—if they came to it. For now, he’d prefer to look at their proverbial glass as half-full.

Their flight path took them over mostly inky black. There were a few brightly lit yachts. South Caicos. And then more nothing. More time to wonder whether he’d ever see his baby girl. He’d been such a fool. How close he’d come to throwing it all away. Now, he’d give anything for the chance to have India and his daughter in his life. What would it be like to finally hold her? Bury his face in her soft curls? Did she even have curls? He assumed she did. 

He asked India, “Tell me about Bridgette. What does she look like? Does she have your crazy paprika colored hair?” 

“My hair is red. And yes.” She faintly smiled. 

“Is it long or short? Curly or straight?”

“She’s only a baby, but on the long side and curly.”

He closed his eyes and smiled. “I can’t wait to see her. Hold her. I’m sure she’s a beauty like her momma.”

Squeezing his hand tighter, she asked, “You really think it’s her?” 

He nodded. Not because he had special insight one way or the other, but because he wanted to. He had to. Because believing any other way was inconceivable.

“You two with me back there?” Sawyer asked over the headsets.

“Roger that,” Briggs replied.

“When we land, the pilot’s going to stay on board. India, because you’re the only one able to give me a positive ID on the child, I’m gonna need you to stick close. This place will be crawling with DEA. It’ll be easy to get lost in the shuffle. If you stay with me and Briggs. You’ll be fine.”

India nodded. “Will do. Thanks. When—where—will we see Bridgette?”

“I’m not sure. I tried radioing ahead to our teammates, Jasper and Nash, but got no answer. I’ll try again before landing on a different frequency. Shouldn’t be long now. Maybe five minutes.”

“Thanks, man.”

Briggs used the backs of his fingers to wipe glistening tears from India’s cheeks. “She’s going to be there. She’s going to be healthy and beautiful, with all of her gorgeous, crazy, paprika curls bouncing all over the place.”

India laughed and sniffed. “Stop. How can you poke fun at her when you’ve never even seen her?”

“I’m paying her the highest compliment. If she looks anything like you, she’s a stunning beauty.”

“Stop.”

“I mean it . . .” He tried leaning in to kiss her, but his seatbelt wouldn’t allow it. Throwing caution to the wind, he unbuckled it long enough to press his lips to hers, reassuring her that no matter what, this time around, he was staying. 

Despite Sawyer’s warning, upon landing they emerged from the chopper to find themselves in an eerie calm. DEA processing stations had been established, complete with orderly lines comprised of men and women who resembled high-end tourists and staff, not his idea of members of a high-powered cartel. 

The sweet smell of night-blooming jasmine and the sea accompanied piped-in calypso music and an almost party atmosphere. What the hell?   

“Something’s voodoo,” Briggs said midway across an elaborately paved terra cotta pool deck. Discreet lighting made the grounds glow from the pool to the swaying palms to the shallow reef surrounding the cigar-shaped island. “This place is too perfect. What are we missing?” 

The limestone and glass structure was enormous, yet narrow—like a fixed thirty-foot wide luxury train—save for an at least five-story tower on the north end. 

“My thoughts exactly.” Hands on his hips, Sawyer turned in a slow circle. 

“There!” India pointed to a light flashing on the tower’s turreted roof. “It’s a signal. And look—” She pointed out to sea where the vague shadow of a craft could be seen reflected in the moonlight. 

“Holy shit,” Briggs whistled. “Someone’s up there, planning how to make a run for it.”

“What if they have Bridgette?” India asked.

“Let’s not take any chances.” Briggs took her hand. “I say we go directly to the tower.”

“Mind if I tag along?” Sawyer had already drawn his gun.

“Speaking for both of us,” Briggs said, “we’d welcome the company. Any idea where Nash and Jasper are hiding?”

“No clue. Never got them on the radio.” Sawyer opened a gate leading to a private patio and plunge pool. The only break in a wall of windows was a ten-foot-tall glass door. He tried it and found it open. “I would say ladies first, but let me check it out.”

“Be my guest.” India stepped back. 

Briggs said, “I hope nothing’s happened to Nash and Jasper. They do have a knack for finding trouble.”

“No kidding.” Sawyer swept the moonlit ultra-modern bed and bath combo. “All clear.” He opened the interior door on an endless hall that overlooked the dark sea, ringed by a perfectly illuminated band of aqua green. 

Somewhere out there waited a drug lord’s escape. It was up to them to find him, before he found his ride.

The three of them jogged past a half-dozen closed doors, cozy communal areas and an elegant dining hall. Briggs figured they’d reached the tower, but instead came a mirror image of more of the same. The place truly was enormous.

The lights flickered.

Emergency lights, flashed on, but then settled into an eerie strobing pattern. 

“I don’t like that,” India noted.

“Me, neither,” Sawyer said. “Feels like we’re stuck in a Stephen King novel.”

“Let’s keep going.” Briggs took the lead to the eventual end of the hall, but when they reached the logical spot where the tower should be, there was nothing. “This makes no sense. Where could it be?” He felt the wall, testing the surface for a change in the texture. Lots of paranoid billionaires had secret rooms. Wouldn’t surprise him if mega-rich drug lords did, too. “Help me. There has to be something we’re not seeing.” 

The strobing lights were starting to take a toll. His eyes were playing tricks on him, at first trivial things. Walls being blue instead of green. But then he saw a figure in the shadows. Lightning in a starry sky. He forced his erratic breathing to slow. Work the problem, man.

“Got it,” Briggs said. “If this pans out, I’ll feel like an idiot.” 

Retreating down the hall to the nearest door, Briggs tried it and found it locked. 

He reared back to kick it in, holding his Glock 19 at the ready in the strobe-lit gloom. 

From what little he could make out, it was an open concept suite with different areas raised to take advantage of the views. A massive canopy bed with gauzy curtains was on the highest platform with five shallow steps leading up to it.

What once must have been a swanky living area had been tossed to hell. A table and chairs had been upended. Broken glass, water and fresh flowers littered the highly lacquered wood floor.

Something bad had gone down. 

“India . . .” Briggs hovered on the room’s threshold. “Hang back for a sec till we call an all-clear. Sawyer, cover me while I—”

Bam! Bam! Bam!

India screamed.

“Back up! Back up!” Briggs retreated, flattening himself against the outside wall flanking the door. 

Sawyer stood on the opposite side. 

India had ducked beneath an artsy-looking table. 

“You’re gonna be okay,” he told her. “We’re all good.”

“No, no, no . . .” She was crying. 

The damned lights were still strobing. 

His every instinct screamed to go to her, but he didn’t have that luxury. This situation just transitioned from search and rescue to active combat. He had to remain alert.

Bam!

“I don’t like this,” Sawyer said. “Especially with Nash and Jasper M-I-A.”

“Affirmative.” Briggs dodged out from the doorway and over to Sawyer’s side, whispering, “I’m crawling in. You shoot high—try and flush this fucker out. As soon as I get a visual, I’ll take him.”

“Roger.”

Dropping to his knees, then flattening—ignoring the urgent pounding of his heart reminding him this mission wasn’t just for his country or teammates or a client or refugees, but his child—Briggs propelled himself forward using his forearms.

Pop. Pop. Pop. Oddly enough, the familiar rounds of Sawyer’s Glock came as a comfort.

Bam! Briggs winced. What he guessed to be a .450 Marlin? Not so much. His ears rang from the blast’s proximity. A good thing. It meant he was within range of his target. 

Bam!

Bam!

Pop! Pop! Pop!

Bam! 

A hulking African-American emerged from the shadows beyond a wing wall. He towered over Briggs, outweighing him by at least fifty pounds. Lucky for Briggs it made no difference when he waited until the man took his next step, lunging for his ankle at the exact moment he raised his left foot. The man’s weight worked against him. He crashed like a marble slab, crying out on his way down.

Before the guy realized what happened, Briggs was behind him, pinning him with his knee in between his shoulder blades while snapping his neck. The death was quick and silent. 

Briggs took the Marlin from the floor and checked the ammo. 

Three shots remaining. 

The dead guy wore a fully-loaded combo ammo/holster belt. Unsure what else they’d encounter, Briggs helped himself, unfastening the brass buckle, then giving it a few hard tugs. With his Glock at the ready, he checked the suite for more company before calling, “All clear!”

“Are you all right?” India asked, rushing toward him for a hug. “Any sign of Bridgette?”

“Yes to me, but no on our girl.”

Sawyer asked, “How about the tower entrance?”

Briggs smacked his forehead. “I was so consumed with keeping our asses alive, I forgot to check. Let’s repeat the drill with feeling the wall. The tower door has to be here.” 

They performed as a team in the obnoxious strobing light, systematically working along the wall until India discovered a push-spring lock mechanism. “Got it.”

“You’re a genius.” Briggs framed her face for a kiss before peering up dark stairs.

“This area must be on a different power grid.” Sawyer stepped around India and Briggs. The only faint light filtered through the window walls lining the tower’s crown. “At least we don’t have to deal with the strobe.”

“Agreed. But there could be anyone hiding between us and the top.”

“Only one way to find out.” Briggs set the pace, taking the stairs two at a time. If his daughter was on top of this tower, he had to reach her. He climbed and climbed until his calves and thighs and lungs burned. 

Nearly at the top, he paused upon hearing muffled voices. 

“Hold back!” he called in a stage whisper to Sawyer and India below.

Proceeding with caution, he entered a posh, glass-walled seating area with a view to the world. And on a man. Who was in the act of mounting a zipline—all while carrying a baby in a backpack. A freakin’ backpack.

Bridgette? A hot rush of nausea swept through him.

“Stop!” Briggs ran out the door onto a limestone patio that they must have earlier thought was the roof. He waved his arms, but when a second man on the ground popped off a shot, he ducked. 

The startled baby’s cry ripped through the night, deep into Briggs’ soul.

His chest squeezed in pain. She was so close, yet so far.

By the time he raised back up, the guy on the zipline had reached the ground and released the tension on the pulley, leaving the cable useless and slack, meaning to give chase, Briggs would have to go the long way down. Where the hell were Jasper and Nash?

Sawyer and India ran out onto the patio.

“Bridgette!” India didn’t try holding back tears. “She’s right down there. She’s screaming! Do something! We have to get down. Look! Right there!” She tried climbing over the wall, but Briggs dragged her back.

“We’ll get her,” he assured. “She can’t get far. No matter what, we’ll track her.”

“Y-you heard Frenchie. They’ll kill her. They don’t care. These people are merciless. Why have they even kept her—or us—alive this long? Nothing makes sense.”

“It doesn’t, angel, but who cares? As long as we get her back safe, that’s all that matters.” He held her tight, wrapping one arm around her waist and the other awkwardly over her head. He had to hold her as close, as secure as possible for only this moment. 

He needed to catch his breath in order to catch the man who had their child.
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INDIA FOLLOWED AS close as she could to Briggs while charging down the tower stairs. The only good thing about being in the confined space was that she couldn’t hear Bridgette’s screams.

Back in the suite, she searched for an exterior door, but found none. 

The place was a maze.

Briggs picked up a toppled chair. “Stand back!” 

He hurled it at the nearest towering window. As soon as it shattered, he plowed forward. “Come on.”

Outside, part of her was relieved to know she breathed the same air as her daughter. Another part of her would never breathe again until holding Bridgette in her arms. The sound of Bridgette’s cries barely rose above the surf. 

They crashed through flower-filled beds to a steep lawn and then more rugged natural terrain of Caicos pine and fan palms barely clinging to sandy soil on a base of coral. 

“Hurry!” India cried. “They’re getting away!”

“Hey!” Briggs fired a warning shot in the air. Because of Bridgette, she assumed he didn’t dare fire anywhere near the men. He was probably a great shot, but not good enough to risk his daughter’s life on the whim of wind direction or a sudden movement.

The man without their baby turned to fire. 

The bullet pinged off the trunk of a coconut palm.  

“Even if they do get away,” Briggs called behind him to India, “there’s nowhere for them to go. If need be, we’ll climb back in the chopper. Follow their boat with a spotlight.”

India wiped her tears. This was no time to break down. She had to be strong.

They’d almost reached the dock, but then so had the two men. 

A low-slung powerboat approached at a rapid speed. No doubt their ride.

She tripped on loose rubble and twisted her ankle. The pain was instantaneous and fiery.

Briggs must have sensed she was no longer behind him and turned around. 

“Keep going!” She waved him forward. “Save our baby girl!”

He looked from her, to the men.

“Go!”

He did.

But then there was a commotion, and by the time she’d limped to the dock, and the dim lights from the boat’s dash allowed her to focus on the entirety of the scene, she still didn’t truly believe it. “Daddy?”

Her father held Bridgette.

A man she didn’t know held a gun trained on his head.

Briggs, Sawyer and two men in wetsuits she assumed to be the teammates they’d been looking for held even more guns. In the middle of it all was her innocent baby girl. 

India forced deep breaths not to faint. “Daddy, why are you here? Did Frenchie take you and Mom, too? Thank you so much for being here for Bridgie. Stay strong. These men are my friends. They’re here to help.”

“Aw, hon . . .” Even in the pale moonlight, she saw tears shine in his eyes. “I never wanted it to be this way. I fought so hard to protect you.”

“What do mean? Bridgette is safe now, right?”

He squeezed the baby tighter. 

Bridgette cried louder. The sound carried over the water.

The man holding the gun on her father’s temple sighed. “I’ve indulged you on this matter for far too long, Thomas. You told me as long as her baby lived, your daughter wouldn’t give us more trouble, yet it seems I’ve made a grave misjudgment. I never should have allowed you to use our friendship as financial leverage to keep her alive. Because you and I have been trusted business associates for so long, I gave you the benefit of the doubt, but look where we stand. Nothing but trouble. My ride is on the way, meaning I’m afraid this is the end—for all of you.”

“Daddy? What’s he talking about? How do you know this man?”

“I’m bored with all of this . . .” Pop! This stranger who had apparently known her without the reciprocal benefit of her knowing him simultaneously shot her father’s temple while shoving him off the dock—with Bridgette sill in his arms! 

India screamed, leaping into action, but Briggs shoved her out of the way. 

There was more gunfire, but in the dark, there was no way to tell from which gun the shots were fired. All she knew was that her cheek was planted on the dock’s dewy-wet wood and her baby girl was at this very moment most likely drowning . . .

Terror—dark and clawing settled over her like an inescapable black cloak, drawing with an ever-tightening cord around her neck. This couldn’t be happening. But it was. 

Someone knelt beside her, grasping her shoulders, helping her onto her knees, but she fought them off. She didn’t want to move. All she wanted to do was cry. Scream. How could this be happening? 

Suddenly, there was a great burst of water, and then Briggs set the lifeless form of their baby on the dock’s end only to push himself up beside her, administering CPR.

It must be high tide, or he never would’ve reached. Once again, angels were on their side.

But for how much longer?

India choked back a sob, summoning superhuman strength to go to Bridgette’s side. “Fight, baby. Mommy’s here. Daddy’s here, too. Come back to us, baby. Please, come back. Please, God, let her come back.”

Briggs kept up the CPR for what felt like hours, but what India rationally knew could only have been seconds. Eventually, the baby sputtered, and then coughed, and finally released a healthy wail. 

Only then did India feel it was safe to clutch her child against her, rocking back and forth, crying, thanking God, most of all, thanking Briggs.

He pulled her and Bridgette into his arms. “I’m never letting either of you go. You good with that—never mind. Not up for debate.”

“Just like that?” she teased, more than a little punch drunk on their happy ending. She compartmentalized the events that had happened with her father to process later. Her grief over losing him was mixed with anger over the realization that it had been him to blame for Turtle’s murder. For the threats on her life. He must have even ordered Frenchie to take her child. What kind of monster did that to his own daughter? For now, she wanted only to focus on what was good. She deserved that. So did Bridgette and Briggs.

“Yeah.” He planted a kiss to the top of her head, and then their baby girl’s. “Exactly like that. And where the hell have you two been?” he asked of his teammates in wetsuits whom she assumed were the formerly missing Nash and Jasper. 

The taller of the two said, “Once we caught this scumbag—” He kicked the dead guy who had killed her father, “—signaling his offshore friends, we volunteered to the DEA to disable their ride. Tied a nice bowline around their prop. Should hold them up till we send a welcoming party.”

“Nice.”

A shiver rocked India. 

“You okay?” Briggs asked.

“Honestly? I’m not sure.”

“You’ve been through a lot,” Sawyer said. “How about we all find dry clothes and a hot meal?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Briggs said. “I’m starving.”

“When are you not?” India asked with a half-smile. 

“Ha ha. If you’re done poking fun at your fiancé, there’s something kind of important I need to do.”

“First,” she said, “that was a lousy marriage proposal. Second, what else could you possibly need to do that we haven’t already done?”

He held out his arms and smiled. “Properly introduce myself to our daughter . . .”


Epilogue
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IT TOOK THREE months to sort out the mess India’s father had made of the entire family’s lives, but even then, he couldn’t entirely be blamed. All of them had more than willingly bought in to the tale of the never-ending treasure cave filled with gold-doubloons. They’d all wanted to believe, and so they did. It was easier than accepting the truth—that Thomas Fanning, patriarch of the Fanning clan and unofficial leader of Little Palm Cay had run the largest money laundering business the Caribbean had ever seen. 

According to Harding, it could take decades to sort out the legalities. 

No more rum pancakes at The Tipsy Crab or T-shirts at India’s family shop. In fact, most of the island was a ghost town since the majority of private property had been seized—including India’s condo. She was only here now for a few hours as a court-allowed favor she suspected Harding had had a hand in arranging. 

“We got the rest of the boxes,” Briggs said, fumbling through the door. He made a show of having Bridgette carry the unassembled cardboard crates.

As she toddled over the threshold, her giggly grin was contagious.

“Look at you, big girl!” India clapped for her amazing child. “You’re going to run marathons!” 

“Nah.” Briggs followed close behind, supporting her every move. “I think she’ll be the first female Navy SEAL. Mark my words, this little sea monkey’s destined for greatness.” 

“Cookie!” Bridgette said with a happy squeal. 

“There you go,” Briggs scooped her up, raising her heart-patterned T-shirt to blow raspberries on her chubby tummy. “Pure genius. Already vocalizing exactly what she wants.”

“She says cookie eight-hundred times a day—right along with da-da. Just like you taught her.”

Briggs shrugged. “I can’t help it if the kid has taste.”

“Whatever.” India reached for the tape she’d stashed on the coffee table. Packing the condo was bittersweet. Even more so upon realizing everything she’d believed she’d worked so hard for had been an illusion. Her father had held a tight rein on the books, never letting anyone see. All she’d ever known was that the gift shop consistently made record-breaking profits. In hindsight, she’d been embarrassingly naïve. But that’s why they called hindsight 20/20. “When do you want to talk wedding plans? I was chatting with Delilah and she said whatever we do, we should keep our day a secret from the rest of the group or else our honeymoon will get hijacked? Like it’s a Trident curse?”

He winced. “It kind of is. We’ll be the sixth couple on the team to marry, so let’s not make that the sixth couple to have their dream vacation ruined by—” Briggs’ cell rang. He glanced at the caller ID. “It’s Harding. Holy dog doo. It’s like the man has ESP.”

“Doo doo!” Since Briggs had cut back on cursing for Bridgette’s benefit, she’d unfortunately picked up on his substitute terms.

India shot him a glare.

There he went again with one of his shrugs. He kissed the tip of Bridgette’s nose before setting her on the living room floor, then dashing out the front door to answer his call. “Be right back.”

Funny how he’d been terrified of being a dad, yet she’d never seen any man more naturally suited toward caring for a child. He helped with every aspect of Bridgette’s care from feeding her, to diapering, to bathing and washing her clothes. Cooking organic baby food, and reading up on the latest educational trends. He played with her and cuddled her and read books and sang. Their love had blossomed into the most incredible father-daughter bond that shone between them each time they gazed into each other’s eyes. 

India loved them both so much it hurt—but in a wonderful way. She couldn’t wait to be an official family. Briggs’ wife.

She wagged her left-hand ring finger, loving how the sunlight sparkled on her square-cut engagement ring.

Briggs wanted a Thanksgiving wedding. Since India was accustomed to celebrating the Turks and Caicos National Day of Thanksgiving, that was fine for her. 

India’s mom had moved in with Nettie and Sam, who’d all three had nothing to do with her father’s scheme. It was a tragedy that Turtle had paid the ultimate price by finding the laundered cash drop, reporting it to the local commissioner, then being murdered for being a concerned citizen.

When India then launched her own crusade to find justice for her cousin’s death, she’d had no idea of the unrest she’d stirred within the entire illegal organization.

Most wanted her dead. Her dad fought to keep her alive. He’d also used his infant granddaughter’s life as a bargaining chip.

Sick.

She wasn’t sure she’d ever make peace with the loving father she’d adored as a little girl and this new incarnation she’d discovered him to be.

Hating her mood’s melancholy turn, India made quick work of packing her few remaining photo albums and childhood mementos. 

Fifteen minutes later, Bridgette had fallen asleep in a patch of sun.

Just as India finished, Briggs came back inside. 

“Want good news or bad?” he asked.

India groaned. “I’m not sure I can take more bad.”

“Perfect. That’s why I respectfully asked Harding to let Jackson take the lead on our next case.”

“You did?” India raised hopeful brows.

He nodded, slipping his hands low on her hips. 

“I told him you would soon be a newlywed. There’s no way you’d let me out of the house for a case like this.”

“Like what?” 

“Arson.” 

“You’re right.” Her knees turned rubbery just thinking about him getting anywhere near a potentially deadly fire. 

“In deep southern, Louisiana.”

“Even worse. Like where there’s snakes and swamps?” She shivered. “I’m so glad you won’t be there.”

“Don’t speak too soon—we’re still going. That’s the bad news. Harding hijacked our wedding. Surprise! You’re going to be a bayou bride.”

“That’s not funny . . .” She growled.

He dared lean in for a quick kiss and wink. “Do you see me smiling?” 
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Brutal Bayou, Louisiana

 

SOME PEOPLE SAY fire kills, but they’d be wrong. 

He believed fire was life. It was the ultimate beauty. The way it undulated and danced. So sensual. So free. It could be your best friend. Your lover.

That’s why he’d fallen so hard for Miranda, because she’d done battle with flames and emerged the victor. That made her even better. Who else could say that? Essentially, that made her a goddess, and because of that, he had to have her. 

Have her in every conceivable sense of the word. She’d share his bed. His life. 

Ultimately . . . his coffin. 

But it was far too soon for that. First, he wanted to have some fun.

Parking his truck in front of Miranda’s bar, Blackie’s—renamed in honor of the smudges left on the tin roof by that summer’s close call to the elevated square, wooden structure, he hitched up his jeans and smiled. It was going to be a great night. 

He’d been lucky to grab one of the last few good parking spots.

Honkytonk blared through the muggy night air. 

Couples streamed arm-in-arm into the establishment. The grand re-opening was turning out to be quite a draw. 

See? You were all weepy about the fire, but looks like I did you quite the favor.

“Moody, back off! I said, no!” 

Miranda? He charged across the lot to check on the commotion. Sure enough, out on the quiet side of the party deck, Miranda fended off that rich kid who had no business even being down here. Prick. 

“You told me you wanted to give us a try.” Moody apparently never had learned his manners.

“The lady said she’d take a pass.” A man he’d never seen before had stepped out of the bar and onto the deck.  

He squinted, repositioning around a random truck bed while trying to get a better view.

“Who the hell are you?” Moody asked.

“Leave him alone,” Miranda said. “This is the former Navy SEAL I told you about? The one with ties to the mayor. You know? Here about the arsons?”

What? This was news to him.

“Jackson Elliott.” The hotshot SEAL held out his hand for Moody to shake.

Once the two men and Miranda finished their conversation and entered the bar, he slowly backed away, all the while picking a slow-healing scab from a burn to the palm of his hand. He liked the pain—needed it.  

Interesting how life had a way of working things out.

He’d planned on redecorating the hardware store next, but Miranda’s disgusting show of taking their community’s newcomer by his arm while leading him into her establishment, forced him into a new direction. Yes, his next move had instantly become all too clear. “Jackson Elliott . . . You’re next to burn.”


Dear Reader—

 

Thank you for spending time with Briggs and India and Baby Bridgette. That last scene with poor Bridgie in the water left me a little dizzy! 

 

While doing the research for this story (summer 2017), I stumbled across an uncomfortable number of articles involving families having been robbed at gunpoint while vacationing in the Turks and Caicos. As this location has been high on my vacation dream list for quite a while, this made me sad and a little squirmy.

 

Realistically, these were highly isolated incidents. Odds are, I face an equal statistical threat of violent crime in our own Oklahoma home. Yet, seeing a fear in print makes it somehow more real. 

 

At times I find myself feeling like India, as if every little thing is a sign of pending doom—although lucky for me, my family isn’t involved in a notorious drug ring? I hope? Mom? Dad? LOL! 

 

Anyway, back to what I was saying, sometimes I let fear of what “could” happen prevent me from trying fun new things that could be amazing. I turn fifty this year, and I’m determined to take fear out of my own personal equation. 

 

What are some of your personal growth goals? Let me know at balipalm@aol.com   

 

[image: ] xoxo
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