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Prologue
"PASSWORD," the monitor screen demanded.
Jana Jenkins typed in her password, hit the enter key, and looked across her desk at her computer-whiz stepbrother. "Now we wait. This new system takes forever to load."
"That's because of all the security you need nowadays," he said. "I'm sure that one password doesn't get you into everything."
"Everything I have clearance for." Which was most of the accounts in the bank.
When the menu finally came up, she clicked on the icon for the newly installed program that Jeff had promised to help her master in one easy lesson. "It should be up in a minute…." She grinned. "Or maybe two."
"No rush." He stood and came around to her side of the desk. "I am surprised they don't have tighter security here in the bank. A guard or something. Don't you worry about being robbed?"
Jana glanced beyond her desk at the almost empty lobby. The clock said ten minutes to four, and only four customers waited for tellers. Normal for a Thursday afternoon in July. "Fridays are when I get a little nervous. That's when we get the big rush, when we have a lot of cash on hand."
"Ever had any trouble with hackers?"
"Not so far. One suspicious transaction would trigger an alert. I told you about making that large transfer for Senor Alvarez last month, and how security was at my desk in minutes, checking to make sure—"
Her monitor screen went blank.
"What? Oh jeez, darn. I'm sorry." Jeff knelt at her feet, and reached under her desk. "I caught the cord with my foot."
He replugged her computer, and the screen came back to life.
"I thought I had that cord back far enough." Jana waited for her computer to reboot. "So where do I have to take you to dinner to pay for this computer lesson?"
"I feel like Italian. How's Giovanni's Ristorante in Detroit sound?"
"Expensive." She again typed in her password.
"The Assaggi Bistro?"
Jana didn't have a chance to answer. At that moment the front doors banged open, and four men wearing ski masks burst into the bank waving handguns and semiautomatics. A teller screamed, and out of the corner of her eye, Jana saw Craig Morrison, the bank manager, rise from his chair behind the desk in his office.
The four men shouted orders, and Jana sat and watched the people in the front of the bank move in response. It seemed like a movie, her mind not really comprehending what was happening. One of the men strode toward her, only his dark eyes showing, everything else about his face hidden.
"You go down!" he yelled. "Face down. On da floor."
She didn't move. She couldn't move.
"We'd better do as he says," Jeff said. His voice sounded shaky, but his hand on her elbow was steady. He eased her out of her chair and down onto her knees.
Her skirt hiked up, and she tried to pull it lower. "I says down, lady," the hooded robber ordered and kicked at her with the edge of his boot, sending her sprawling to her side.
"You don't have to hurt her!" her stepbrother yelled, rising to his feet to face the man.
She admired Jeff for his courage, but cringed, waiting for the robber's response. From her position on the floor, she watched the robber step forward and her stepbrother move back. "You know everything, man?" the robber asked, glaring at Jeff.
"I know what I need to know," Jeff said boldly.
"Dat's good, man. Very good for you." The robber chuckled. "'Cause now, we gonna take you with us."
"You can't!" Jana started to get up.
From behind her, a boot against her back forced her onto the floor again, and another voice spoke up. "We ready if you are."
Her hair was across her eyes, and she could see only part of what was happening. The dark-eyed robber with the Jamaican-sounding voice was pointing a gun at her stepbrother's back and making him walk toward the door. "Jeff!" she cried out, lifting her head.
Again she was shoved down.
Only when her brother and the robber were out of the bank did the other three men back out, shouting warnings and threats until they disappeared through the doorway.
The clock on the wall showed exactly four o'clock.
Chapter One
The battered radio on the shelf behind the counter crackled with static as the local weather forecaster gave Hurricane Ned's most recent position in the Atlantic. Trevor Fox cursed under his breath. Good old Hurricane Ned had cost him a charter that morning. The couple had backed out, deciding to leave Florida before the hurricane hit. Trevor had told them there was little danger, that most of the hurricanes that formed in the Atlantic dissipated or veered north before reaching Vero Beach, but it hadn't helped. Now he had a plane all fueled up and no charter. One more day without any income and another payment due on the Navajo.
As he brooded over a cup of coffee, he watched a blue Ford Focus pull into the parking lot next to his office. It looked like a rental car. The brunette who got out was slender and short, her dark hair waving softly past her shoulders. She looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties, though the oversized dark glasses covering her eyes and most of the upper half of her face kept him from really telling.
Her nose was small and delicately shaped, and her mouth was slightly pouty, her lips colored a deep rose. The blue blouse she wore had a silky sheen and was unbuttoned nearly to her waist. The open neckline led his gaze to a deep cleavage and the definite curve of her breasts. There was nothing subtle about what she was advertising, though her loose fitting tan slacks didn't show off her figure as well as a pair of jeans or shorts might have.
She also wore open-toed high-heeled sandals and carried a leather handbag half her size. He watched her walk toward his door, the quickening of his heartbeat surprising him. After thirty-two years of being dumped on by women, he considered himself immune to their charms. Evidently he still had a weakness for the opposite sex. At least for dark-haired females with pouty lips.
She smiled as she entered his office, and he knew he was a goner. I'm yours, he thought, and silently laughed at the idea. He could offer himself to her, but considering the poor shape of his bank account and his tarnished reputation, he doubted she'd be a taker. At best he could hope she wanted to charter his plane.
"Mr. Fox? Trevor Fox?" she asked, her soft, sweet voice matching the scent of flowery perfume that greeted him as she neared.
"You got him," he said, straightening behind the counter and pushing his coffee cup to the side. "What can I do for you?"
She slipped off the dark glasses, giving him a good look at her eyes. He'd expected brown and was surprised to find they were a muted green with flecks of gold. "I need you," she said.
And I need you, baby, he thought. Maybe for just a few hours, but he was sure the experience would be one he'd never forget. What he said aloud relayed none of his emotions. "Are you looking for a charter or a flying lesson?"
"A charter," she said, and opened her handbag to pull out a letter-sized envelope about an inch thick. "I'm Jan . . . ah . . . Janice Jones, and I'm with a movie studio. It's . . . ah—ah private studio. My job is to check out suitable locations for filming." She glanced out the window facing the airport. His plane sat on the tarmac, ready for the charter that had canceled.
Looking back at him, she took in a breath and again smiled. "We have a couple scenes for a movie coming up that need to be shot along the Florida coast. Somewhere between here and the Marathon Key. What I would like is for you to fly me down there and back. Today."
"Today?" It was short notice and already nine o'clock.
She glanced back out the window, then up at the sky. Gray clouds blocked the sun, though visibility was still good. "I understand a storm's headed this way. I need to get this done right now. Time is of the essence."
"You just want to fly down the coast and back?"
"Basically." She didn't look at him but opened the envelope, pulling out a wad of bills. "I can pay you well."
He stared at the money. It had been a long time since he'd seen that many hundred dollar bills. Most of the people who came through his door paid with plastic.
"There are some stipulations," she continued.
He lifted his eyebrows, wondering just what those stipulations would be. One thing he didn't need was anything illegal. The Drug Enforcement Agency already had him under surveillance. It seemed one mistake branded a man for life.
"Nothing too difficult, really." She leaned forward a little, the neckline of her blouse gaping open and giving him a good view of creamy white flesh.
"What I need," she said, her tone almost sultry, "Is to take some pictures. Which means you're going to have to fly fairly low. Will that be a problem?"
"No." His Piper Navajo could be navigated under instrument flight rules or visual flight rules. Despite the clouds, visibility was good beyond three miles. He could fly along the coast under the visual flight rules with no problems.
"And you can carry enough fuel to go six to eight hundred miles?"
"Easily."
"Good." Again she smiled. Sweetly. Alluringly. "So what do you say?"
Considering his financial situation, the answer was easy. "Can you be ready in an hour?"
* * * * *
That hour seemed like an eternity to Jana. Away from the airport, she changed from her high-heeled sandals to the sneakers she knew she'd need later, checked the 9-mm semiautomatic pistol she'd been practicing with for the last two weeks, and slung the 35 mm camera she needed to make her story convincing around her neck.
Playing the seductress and walking around with her blouse half unbuttoned had not been easy, but she had to admit, Trevor Fox had spent more time looking at her chest than at her eyes and had agreed to her arrangement a lot more easily than she'd expected. Uncle Nicky knew what he was talking about. She just hoped everything else he'd told her was correct. She also hoped she could go through with this.
If she'd had a choice, she wouldn't have involved anyone else. But she didn't have a choice. Her stepbrother's life and her own depended on the next few hours. Besides, from what Uncle Nicky had told her, Trevor Fox was no innocent. He was a drug smuggler and deserved anything that might happen to him.
She returned to the office of Fox Charters exactly one hour after she'd left. Trevor looked the same as when she'd left. He was wearing a blue-and-white check oxford shirt, tan chinos, and brown leather boots. He nodded when she entered, picked up a small flight bag and a clipboard, and motioned for her to precede him out the side door to the plane.
"For some reason, I expected more cameras," he said, glancing at the one hanging around her neck, the strap pressed tight against her breasts.
Once again, his gaze stayed on her breasts longer than necessary. She arched her back, sticking out her chest. She could almost hear Uncle Nicky saying, Play up your sex appeal. If he's thinking of ways to get you into the sack, he won't suspect a thing. She didn't need Trevor Fox questioning her story.
"I have what I need," she said, and hoped that was true.
"You been doing this long?" he asked.
"No." Everything in the last two months of her life had been a new experience. She gave him another smile and dropped her voice to what she trusted was a sexy whisper. "I'm really hoping you'll help me with this. I'm going to be relying on you."
She saw his shoulders straighten, his male ego taking over. "I'll do what I can," he said.
He helped her into the plane, then followed her into the cramped space, indicating a seat she might take. She looked back at him. "Do you mind if I sit up front, next to you? I know it's probably not usually done, but I'm fascinated by airplanes, and I actually think I'll get a better view of where we're going and what's below from up there. Also, it will be easier to talk to you. Easier to ask you questions."
"Sure. No problem." He chuckled and slipped into his seat after taking care of his flight bag. "Most of the time I'm asked to pull the curtain." He indicated the draped cloth pushed back behind his seat. "I think seeing all of the dials and gauges up here makes them nervous. That or they don't want me to know what's going on back there."
He started to slip on headphones. Again she stopped him, this time placing a hand on his arm. "If you put those on, I won't be able to hear what the tower tells you, will I?"
He hesitated. "No."
"I'd love to hear what a pilot says to the tower, and what the tower tells a pilot. You see it in movies, but to be here . . ." She laughed, glancing down as if embarrassed. "You probably think I'm silly."
"No." He reached across her, grabbing another headset by her side. "You could use these. Actually, it would make conversation easier."
"I . . ." She paused, giving him the coy smile she'd been practicing. "You really are going to think I'm trying to make things difficult, but I just can't stand to have anything pressed against my head like that. I think it goes back to an accident I had as a child when I had earphones on."
For a moment he seemed undecided, and Jana held her breath, then he shrugged, put the extra headset back in place, and clipped his own headset into its holders. Picking up a hand microphone, he pointed to perforated ovals above her head. "Those are the speakers. You'll be able to hear everything that's said."
She smiled appreciatively and let out a sigh of relief as he checked in and requested a visual departure. Switches were turned on, the engines started, and controls checked. She watched him work, impressed with his ease and self-assurance. Gazing at his profile, she decided he was much better looking than the picture Uncle Nicky had shown her. Then again, Trevor Fox had only been sixteen in that picture, lanky and pimple-faced, his sandy blond hair too long, and his boyish immaturity clear to see.
Life had not been easy for Trevor from what Uncle Nicky had told her. Certainly not as easy as when he'd spent his summers on Conch Island with his father. That was before he joined the marines . . . before he got into trouble.
In the years since that picture had been taken, the pimples had disappeared, the lanky frame had filled out, and his hair was much shorter, a few gray strands now scattered among the blond. She was seated next to a man hard with experience and tainted by scandal. She found it ironic. A few months earlier, she would have avoided someone like him. Now she was seeking him out. Even more ironic, she actually found him appealing.
Only when he was certain all was in order and the tower gave him the okay did he taxi toward the runway. Once again Jana held her breath as the engines roared. Her heart was in her throat, her stomach in knots, but she knew it wasn't simply the idea of flying that had her tense. This was it. The beginning that she hoped would bring an end to the nightmare she'd been living for the last two months. From the day those robbers had burst into her bank, her life had been a living hell.
"Ready?" Trevor asked.
She swallowed hard. "Ready."
Jana said nothing more until the plane was in the air. The steady drone of the engines soothed some of the tension away, but the noise also made hearing difficult. It would have been easier to use the headsets, but Uncle Nicky had warned her not to. "There's a button on the controls," he'd said. "All the guy would have to do is push it—you probably wouldn't even see him do it—and everyone back at the control tower might hear every word you were saying. They'd have you on the ground before you could count to ten."
She couldn't let that happen.
The voice coming through the speakers confirmed that they were on radar. Looking out the side window, she searched for the landmarks she had to find. Each would signal her next move.
"You just let me know when you want to take a picture," Trevor yelled above the engine noise, and she nodded, too dry-mouthed to answer.
Air turbulence jostled the plane, adding to the queasiness in her stomach. She prayed she didn't really get sick, but was pleased when Trevor reported the turbulence over the radio. It would make the story he was going to tell later more believable. "How far to Witham?" she asked.
He glanced her way, his expression indicating his surprise at the mention of the airport. "About twenty-five nautical miles, I'd say."
"Good." She reached into her handbag, her fingers wrapping around the handle of the 9 mm pistol nestled next to her billfold. The moment was getting close. Timing would be everything.
She waited until he was looking straight ahead before she slipped the gun from her bag. Turning slightly in her seat, she aimed it at him. "I want you to call the tower and tell them there's been a change in your flight plan, that your passenger isn't feeling well, that I'm sick and you're going to have to make an emergency landing at Witham."
"You're what?" He looked at her, frowning his lack of understanding. She moved her hand, and he noticed the gun. "What the--?"
"Don't think I won't use it," she said, surprised by how calm she sounded. "I know enough about flying to put this plane down by myself."
"But—" His gaze switched from the gun to her face. "I don't get it. You said . . . You—"
"There's nothing to get. Just relay the message I gave you."
She kept the pistol aimed toward his middle and prayed he would do as she asked. Whether she could actually pull the trigger was not something she wanted to find out. "Tell them you have a sick passenger and are going to have to land at Witham. Say exactly that and nothing more. Whatever you do, don't try anything funny."
He relayed the message basically as she'd given it. Jana hoped the person on the other end didn't notice the hesitancy in Trevor's voice. Once he'd gotten the okay to descend, she took the mike from his hand.
"Now," she went on, "I want you to go down as if we were going to land at Witham."
"As if—"
She didn't let him finish. "Just do it."
"I don't know what you think you're doing." He glanced at the gun again.
"Do it," she repeated.
She watched the needle on the gauge as they descended. Ahead of them she could see the airport, just as Uncle Nicky had said she would. She handed the mike back to Trevor. "Now tell them you have the airport in sight."
He did as ordered, and got the response she'd hoped for. "Okay, radar canceled," came the message. "Frequency change approved. Squawk VFR."
She watched as Trevor reached toward the transponder. A seven came up, and her stomach tightened. "Don't go through 7500," she warned. "Or 7700. Put in 1200." She knew the first two numbers were the codes for a hijack and an emergency. Either would alert the tower monitoring them that there was trouble.
He glanced her way, frowned, and dialed in 1200. She watched the needle drop to 500 feet and reached forward. With the turn of a knob, she turned off the transponder.
"I take it you do know how to fly one of these," he said, glancing at her again. "Why did you bother with me? Why didn't you just take my plane?"
"I have my reasons." She kept an eye on the needle. The plane continued to descend.
"What's at Witham?"
"Nothing." She gauged the distance and decided they were on target. "Now I want you to take a heading of 120, and descent to 200 feet as soon as we clear land."
"120?" he repeated, not moving his hands from the controls.
"Dial XAY into your GPS." She tapped the face of the instrument.
"XAY?" He frowned. "That's the old abandoned airstrip on Conch Island."
"Exactly." Again she nodded toward the GPS. "And I suggest you get it dialed in unless you want to depend on visual to find that island."
He dialed in the code letters and looked at her. "Are you going to tell me what this is about, or am I just flying blind."
"It's about mistakes and being at the wrong place at the wrong time. It's about people not believing you."
Trevor could understand mistakes in judgment and people not believing the truth. What he didn't understand was what had happened to make a pretty brunette desperate enough to hijack a plane. And why his plane?
"You're not going to get away with this," he said.
She shrugged.
"Have you ever been to Conch Island?"
"No."
Her voice sounded shaky, and he noticed the barrel of the gun wasn't steady. Under other circumstances, he could probably disarm her quite easily, but in a plane flying over water, the idea would be foolish, if not deadly. His best bet was to wait and see where this led.
"I used to spend my summers on Conch Island," he said. "It's fifteen square miles of nothing but boggy marshes, trees, and rocks. Other than the village near the airstrip, the place is uninhabitable. It doesn't even have a really good beach."
"Your father lived there."
He was surprised that she knew that. "My father was a crazy recluse."
"From the people I talked to, he was a pretty good artist."
Trevor shrugged. "Some people liked his work."
"I saw the painting in your office. I liked it. I also know another man who has one of your father's paintings. He thought a lot of your father."
"Oh, yeah? And what's this man's name?"
"Nicholas Scarlotti."
Trevor looked at her, surprised that the name could still send a chill down his spine. Nick the Terminator wasn't a man many admitted knowing. Trevor's acquaintance with him was limited to one summer, the year he'd turned sixteen. He'd never understood his father's friendship with a known Mafia hit man, and wouldn't have expected the woman seated next to him to know Nicholas Scarlotti. Then again, he hadn't expected a lot of things from her. Once more, he'd been duped by a pretty face. "This is about drugs, isn't it?"
"No, though I'm sure you're accustomed to flying drug dealers around."
"I've never flown—" The lift of her eyebrows stopped him. "Well, except that once, and believe me, I didn't know."
"Ah yes, you guys are always innocent, aren't you? Uncle Nicky said if I showed you that wad of bills, you'd go along with anything I said. And boy, was he right. You took one look at that money and everything was set."
Trevor grumbled, not liking her description of his nature or what he'd heard. "Nicholas Scarlotti is your uncle?"
"No. We're not related."
"But you called him uncle?"
"You know how it is when you're little. Older people become Aunt This and Uncle That. I hadn't seen Nicholas Scarlotti for over seventeen years, but I've always thought of him as 'Uncle Nicky.'"
"Seventeen years." Trevor took a guess. "You were what? Nine, ten years old then?"
"Eleven."
That made her twenty-eight, beautiful, and obviously dangerous. "So, if it's not drugs, why are you hijacking my plane?"
She hesitated a moment, then answered. "Actually I'm surprised you didn't recognize me. My picture's been in the paper quite a bit lately. My name isn't Jones, it's Jenkins. Jana Jenkins."
The name meant nothing to him. "So?"
"So . . . Two months ago the bank where I worked was robbed and my stepbrother was taken hostage. It was headline news in the Detroit area, especially when the police accused me of being in on the robbery."
"I vaguely remember something about a bank robbery in Detroit." He tried to recall what he'd read. "I'm afraid I didn't pay much attention to it, though." He'd had other things on his mind. Like bills that needed paying.
She glanced at his control panel, then back at him. "Are we nearing the Air Defense Intercept Zone?"
"Yeah."
"I think you'd better drop to one hundred feet so you're under radar."
She knew the steps necessary to pull off this hijacking, including the fact that there was a section of air space over the water where an aircraft needed to identify itself for the sake of national security and that the only way to avoid detection in this zone was to fly below radar. He had to admit, it would be difficult explaining why he was flying toward the Bahamas without an international flight plan. No one would believe he'd been hijacked by this pint-sized beauty. He still couldn't believe it himself.
He took the Piper down to one hundred feet.
The water was choppy beneath them, a sign that they were flying toward the turbulence of Hurricane Ned. It seemed he was flying with danger, and flying into it. "What does Conch Island have to do with a robbery in Detroit?"
"Uncle Nicky heard my stepbrother's there."
"So you're going to join him? Hide out on the island?" It wouldn't be the first time thieves had used Conch as a hideaway. Scarlotti was a prime example.
"Join the robbers? No. I'm going to rescue my stepbrother."
"Yeah, sure."
"I am. Don't you understand? My stepbrother's being held hostage."
"By how many men?"
"I'm not sure. There were four in the robbery."
He laughed. "So you're going to fly in there, do battle with four robbers, and rescue your stepbrother. Who do you think you are, John Wayne?"
"I can do it."
He looked at her, then at the gun she held. "And were those robbers armed?"
"Yes."
She licked her lips, and he found his gaze drawn to her mouth. Under other circumstances, he'd be plotting ways to steal a kiss. Under these circumstances, he knew he had to talk her out of her foolish plan. "Why not just tell the authorities where these robbers are and let them rescue your stepbrother and arrest these men?"
"Because . . ." She looked away from him. "There's a little bit more of a problem."
He had a feeling there was a lot more of a problem. "Such as?"
"Well . . . I can't just go to the police because I sort of left Michigan when I wasn't supposed to. If I go to them, I don't think they'd listen to anything I said . . . or if they did, it might be too late by then. Uncle Nicky said he didn't think these men would stay on Conch long."
Trevor wasn't sure why they were there at all. "If you're innocent, why do the police want you?"
"Because not only did the robbers take my stepbrother as a hostage, but somehow, in the hour after the robbery, they managed to break into the bank's computer system, using my password, and transferred a lot of money out before anyone realized what was happening."
"And how did they get your password?"
She shook her head. "That's the problem; I don't know."
"From your stepbrother?"
"He didn't know it. In fact, I'd just changed my password that morning. We do that on a regular basis. No one should have known it."
"No one but you." Trevor now understood why she was a suspect.
"Everyone thinks I'm involved. The police, the FBI, and Senor Alvarez."
"And who is Senor Alvarez?"
"A South American investor I've been working with. Most of the money that was transferred was his." She grimaced and leaned slightly toward him. "Don't you see? If I can get my stepbrother back, he can explain what happened. He knows computers backward and forward. He has his own computer business. That's why he was there that day, to help me with a new program. I'm sure he could tell Senor Alvarez and the others how those men did it. Maybe he could even tell us where they transferred the money."
"I assume then that you're planning on my not only flying you to Conch but flying the two of you back?"
She nodded.
"And what's to guarantee I'll cooperate?"
She waved the gun. "This and the fact that you'll be paid for your efforts. You saw the money in that envelope. It's all yours if you help me."
"No matter what you think about me, I'm not stupid. Money isn't going to help if I'm arrested for aiding and abetting a criminal." He'd learned that the hard way in the marines. Back then he'd managed to get off with just a dishonorable discharge. He had a feeling he wouldn't be as lucky this time.
"You won't be arrested. Once we rescue my stepbrother, you'll be a hero."
"If you rescue your stepbrother."
"Uncle Nicky said we have a fifty-fifty chance of succeeding."
She was involving him, and fifty-fifty didn't sound that good to him. "And if 'we' don't succeed?"
"We've got to. There's no other way."
The look in her green eyes was a combination of fear and determination, and with a gun in her hand, she was potentially lethal. He knew he was being a sucker again because for some reason, he wanted to help her.
Chapter Two
The first time the plane jerked, Jana thought Trevor had caused it. She was ready for him to try something like that. "Never let your guard down," Uncle Nicky had warned her. She wasn't.
From the moment she'd pulled the gun on Trevor, she'd been expecting him to try to disarm her. Making the plane jerk and bounce would be a good way to get her off balance. On the other hand, a struggle in the cockpit wouldn't be wise. Below them was nothing but open water, and though they'd climbed back to an altitude of two hundred feet after they'd passed through the Air Defense Intercept Zone, two hundred feet was close enough to see the roiling swells and choppy waves below. One mistake could put them into those foamy whitecaps.
The plane bounced again, and she realized Trevor hadn't done it. Air turbulence had. The sky had become a gray blanket, heavy with rain it had yet to let loose. They were flying into Hurricane Ned.
The plane jerked.
"You picked a helluva day to hijack a plane," Trevor grumbled, his words strained and his knuckles white from clutching the control yoke.
"I thought you said the hurricane would go out to sea or dissipate," she shouted above the wind and engine noise.
"That was when I thought we'd be flying south, along the coastline of Florida," he yelled back. "In case you haven't been paying attention, we are flying out to sea. That means we're flying directly into the damn thing."
She glanced at the control panel, then at her watch. "Shouldn't we be almost there?"
"Do you see it?"
Jana strained to see any signs of land. For the last two weeks, she'd been memorizing aeronautical charts. With seven hundred islands and two thousand cays—which she'd learned were pronounced "keys'—making up the Commonwealth of the Bahamas, it would be all too easy to land in the wrong spot, all too easy to make a mistake and miss finding her stepbrother. She knew the few islands they had passed over were not Conch Island. Conch wasn't much bigger than many of the cays and had gotten its name because it was shaped like a conch shell. According to her calculations, it should be straight ahead and coming into view.
Should be . . .
"You haven't gone off course, have you?" she asked.
"If you'd let me switch on the transponders, we could check."
He started to reach for it. She reacted immediately. "Don't touch that."
Another jerk of the plane rocked her in her seat, the muzzle of her pistol bobbing. She saw him glance at it and steeled herself, ready for him to grab for the gun. To her relief, his hand went back to the controls, and he looked forward again.
"There," he said, and nodded his head. "Straight ahead."
It took her a moment to see where water turned to land. The shoreline ahead of them was not a beckoning beach but a ragged outline of elevated limestone being beaten by angry waves. Although Cat Island boasted the highest elevation in the Bahamas, its loftiest peak reaching 204 feet above sea level, Jana knew that Conch Island had many spots nearly that high.
Trevor adjusted the plane's altitude, and the knot in her stomach twisted tighter. She'd accomplished the first step of her plan. They were there. Now she had to think of the next step—finding Jeff.
"I've got to let them know we're landing," Trevor said. "They get funny if you just drop in."
Jana hesitated. Uncle Nicky hadn't said anything about contacting the airport when they landed. He'd simply said it was an abandoned airstrip, and they wouldn't have any problems. But then, it had been a long time since Nicholas Scarlotti had lived on conch Island. Maybe he wasn't up-to-date on that point.
Finally she made a decision. "Tell them we got off course. Use the excuse that I'm ill. Tell them we won't be here long."
"Sure." Trevor reached over and switched on the transponder. She didn't stop him this time, and he mentally debated how to word a message.
He hoped Charlie Walker was listening. The old man had a collection of CBs, transmitters, and receivers, but he didn't always turn them on, and it was well known on Conch Island that after five in the afternoon Charlie's consumption of the local brew picked up to a point where his comprehension of anything he heard dropped dramatically. Since it was before five, Trevor figured he might have a chance. And even if Charlie didn't hear him, someone at the other Out Islands should. The fact that he'd suddenly appeared out of nowhere should cause a stir and get this landing reported to the proper authorities.
"Navajo 8-0-3-4," he shouted into the mike. "Requesting landing instructions."
His response was static.
He tried the message two more times, each time with the same results. Whether Charlie or anyone else was listening didn't seem to matter. The storm was playing its part in this drama, tearing up the air waves. Trevor switched off the transponder.
He'd lied about anyone caring if they landed. The airport at Conch wasn't an Airport of Entry. There would be no immigration personnel around to question a plane landing unexpectedly. Actually the landing strip on Conch Island couldn't be classified as an airport at all.
Back when drug running was at its height in the Bahamas, the airstrip had mysteriously appeared, just as Nicholas Scarlotti had mysteriously appeared. There was never a hangar. No terminal. Here a pilot found nothing more than fuel pumps—which sometimes had fuel—and a set of tools that might get you by if you needed minor repairs.
The summer he'd turned sixteen, planes had landed and taken off regularly. The next summer, Scarlotti and his men were gone, and so were the planes. After that, only an occasional tourist landed there. More often than not, they were lost.
Charlie had taken over guardianship of the airstrip. When he did respond to a pilot, he generally guided the plane away from the island. The Bahamas Tourist Board might have the welcome mat out, but the inhabitants of Conch Island liked their isolation. Tourism was openly discouraged. In the last twenty years the population had barely changed, the few additions from births balanced by the passing of some of the older generation and some of the younger generation leaving to find more excitement in Nassau or Freeport.
Most of the locals were descendants of early Bermudian immigrants, slaves, and pirates. Only rarely was a newcomer—especially a white man—welcomed. His father was one exception. They'd warmly accepted him and called him the Crazy Fox. He didn't care. He adopted the name, painted his pictures of the island and its peoples, and entertained his son in the summer.
The other exception was Nicholas Scarlotti, who had nearly destroyed the island.
* * * * *
Jana watched Trevor closely as he flipped switches and turned dials in preparation for landing. Her mind was racing, planning ahead. She had a rough idea where the bank robbers were staying. Uncle Nicky's informants had supplied the information. It wasn't far from the airport. Then again, from what Uncle Nicky had told her, nothing was far from the airport.
She glanced out the window at the rapidly approaching landing strip. Calling this an airport seemed as ridiculous as calling the scattering of houses off to her right a town. The runway looked more like a wide section of highway that had been plopped down on the end of the island. It started abruptly and ended just as abruptly, and the closer they came, the shorter it looked.
The first bump as the plane's wheels touched own nearly jarred the gun from her hand. The plane lifted, then touched down again with another jarring bounce. She was prepared this time.
On the runway ahead, a paper bag blew across the tarmac. "Bit of a breeze out there, I'd say," she shouted, hoping nothing big decided to blow into them as Trevor slowed the plane.
"It's going to get worse," he answered curtly, never looking away from the runway. "Only an idiot flies into a hurricane."
She got the message. "We'll be out of here as soon as we get Jeff."
"Well, you'd better make it fast."
The plane slowed to taxiing speed, and he turned it back toward the one building she'd seen. It looked like a shack. "We're just going to get my stepbrother and leave," she assured him.
"You still haven't told me how you plan to do that."
"I'll let you know when the time comes."
He looked at her, his blond eyebrows rising slightly, and she had a feeling he'd guessed she didn't have a plan. "I know where they are," she said. "It's a house on the edge of town. Uncle Nicky's source said there were five men staying there. It has to be the four robbers and Jeff."
"Has to be? You mean, you're not sure?"
"I'm pretty sure."
"Oh, great." He turned off the engine and twisted in his seat to face her. "You pull a gun on me, hijack my plane, and fly us into a hurricane, and you're not even sure if your brother's here."
Jana stiffened at his accusation. "As I said, I'm pretty sure he's here. The five men were described as three whites and two blacks. That's a perfect match to the robbers and my stepbrother. And this isn't a hurricane. Not yet." She glanced out the window. The trees behind the shack they were now parked in front of were swaying wildly in the wind. Maybe it wasn't a hurricane, but it was rapidly building to one. They had to move fast.
"Get out." She motioned with her gun and released her seat belt. "Slowly and carefully."
He hesitated a moment, then shook his head as he released his seat belt. Squeezing past her, he headed for the back of the plane and the door. She quickly followed, leaving her leather handbag and camera. For now the gun was all she needed.
"Step away from the plane," she ordered when he reached the tarmac. Then, keeping her eyes on him, she carefully descended herself, praying she didn't lose her balance and fall.
He walked toward the shack, and she panicked. "Stop where you are!"
"I've got to get chocks for the wheels." He smiled smugly. "You don't want this plane rolling off without us, do you?"
She didn't bother to answer that. "Get what you need," she said, and followed him.
From the shack, he grabbed two sets of wedges from the pile near the wall and carried them back to the plane. "You know," he said, slipping the chocks into place around the wheels, "considering how fast this hurricane is coming in, I really should stay here with the plane. If that wind picks up much more, these chocks aren't going to help. And you won't be taking your stepbrother anywhere if we lose the plane."
Jana chuckled. "Nice try, Fox," she said, admiring the way he'd sounded so sincere and concerned. "Do you really think I'd let you stay here by yourself? I'm not that stupid. Two minutes and you'd be out of here."
Trevor stood and brushed his hands on his pant legs, then smiled at her. "It was worth a try."
The wind blew a strand of his hair down over his forehead. He pushed it back, watching her. The wind was whipping her hair across her face too. She ignored it.
They were on land now, he mused, in no danger of crashing. Size-wise, he could easily overpower her. The gun in her hand was the equalizer. He wasn't 100 percent convinced she'd use it, but he wasn't sure she wouldn't. He decided a game of wait and see would be safest. "So where to, lady?"
She glanced to his left and nodded. "That way. But we've got to keep from being seen."
Considering that they were the only two people on the landing strip and there were no other planes around, he had a feeling blending into the crowd might be a bit difficult. On the other hand, the wind seemed to be keeping the islanders inside. The village looked deserted.
Cayton—population 126, give or take a birth or death—wasn't much of a town. There was the church, built back at the turn of the century, Groaners Bar, Cora's trading post, the bait shop, and the ice plant. They were all located by the docks. Otherwise, most of the islanders did business out of their houses, trading and selling their handicrafts for products they needed.
Cayton's brightly painted wooden houses followed no residential plan. Scattered here and there, they were connected by twisting roads that more closely resembled dirt paths than streets. Some had sheds that housed the goats or cows the islanders raised. All had gardens and chickens to supply the vegetables and fresh eggs that rounded out their mostly fish diet.
Fishing was the primary occupation on the island, and the village had spread from the dock area to the woods and no farther. Beyond the pines and palms that fringed the village, the island turned hostile, the swamps harboring mosquitoes big enough to carry off a small child. At least that's what the islanders had told him the first summer he came to visit his father.
Curiosity, though, had taken him into those woods and through the swamps, and at the age of sixteen, curiosity had led him to the limestone cave that faced the sea. There he'd learned a secret that almost cost him his life.
It was ironic that Nicholas Scarlotti was again, in a way, threatening his life. Ironic that he was more intrigued than frightened by the woman holding a gun on him. He glanced back at Jana. She was looking toward the town.
"Which house?" he asked as they neared the woods.
"The one nearest the shoreline and next to the woods."
Trevor stopped and faced her, frowning. "That's where my father lived."
"I know."
He stayed motionless, staring at her. She knew far too much about him, and the look in her eyes said she didn't like what she'd heard. Once again, he'd been judged and condemned by his past.
He turned away and cut through the trees, the brush higher than it had been years ago but the journey familiar. He knew who lived in the first house that bordered the edge of town, knew who lived in each of the houses they skirted. The only unknown was his father's house.
Five years earlier his father had died, and Trevor had stopped coming to the island. He'd kept thinking he would return, but he never had. Sometimes he blamed it on a lack of time. Sometimes on a lack of money. Mostly, he thought, it was a reticence to face the past.
Now he was here.
"Stop," Jana ordered, her voice lower.
He stopped. Above the wind, they could hear a hammering sound. She pointed at the yellow house that looked out over the water. "The sound seems to be coming from there," she said, edging closer. "That's the house, isn't it? Your father's house?"
"That's it." He glanced down and saw her attention was on the house, not him. This was the opportunity he'd been waiting for, the moment to change who was in command.
He shifted his weight, ready to grab her arm and twist the gun out of her hand. Just as quickly, her attention snapped back to him, the barrel of the gun pointing directly at his midsection.
He smiled; she smiled back. "How close can we get without being seen?" she asked.
"Fairly close." He mentally kicked himself for not acting faster. Old age was catching up with him. Back in the days when he'd been in the marines, he wouldn't have let himself get in this position, much less have remained in it this long.
"The woods go right up next to the house?" she asked.
"Within ten feet." He remembered how scared he'd been the first summer he visited his father, how sure he'd been that the chickcharnies the islanders had told him about would sneak out of those woods and carry him off. Even when his father assured him that the elfin creatures didn't really exist, he'd worried about what might be living in the bogs. Not until he was older and had traveled every inch of the island had he lost that fear.
"I want to get close," Jana said, "close enough to see who's there and where they have Jeff."
"And then what? Do you think they'll just let him come out and play?"
She scowled at him, not answering.
"You still haven't told me your plan."
She waved the gun. "My plan is to get closer."
He led the way, taking them nearer to the house. Anyone looking their direction would have seen them, two bodies slipping from one tree to the next, but as far as Trevor could tell, no one was looking. All the windows of the yellow house had blinds that were closed or partially closed. The occupants seemed less interested in looking out than keeping others from looking in. There was no way of telling how many men might be in the house or where they might be keeping their hostage . . . if they had a hostage.
He guided Jana as close to the front of the house as he could. The sound of hammering had grown louder with each step they took, and now they could see two men on the veranda nailing boards over the windows that looked out on the sea. Trevor recognized one of the men. He'd played with Steve Romi when they were both in their teens, and had heard that Steve had left the island to work at one of the hotels in Nassau. That had been years ago.
Trevor had a feeling Steve wasn't working for any hotel now, not unless he'd been hired by hotel security. Steve and the other man were wearing shoulder holsters carrying thirty-eights.
Any doubts he'd had about Jana's story disappeared, and Trevor was glad the two men hadn't noticed they were being observed. He edged back a little, forcing Jana to stay behind him and out of sight.
The two men were obviously preparing for the winds that were growing stronger. Out along the shoreline, a hundred feet from the house, the incoming tide was eating up the sand, each wave rising higher than the last. The islanders had always told Trevor's father he shouldn't have glass in his windows, that you needed to give the spirits a way in and out of the house. His father had just smiled and ignored the warnings. He'd also had to board up his windows every time a storm approached.
"Should just break these windows out," Steve yelled to the other man, his voice carrying on the wind. "Last hurricane, all those windows in the hotels in Nassau, they breaks. Hotels have to close down, let their workers go. I don't like windows. We never have them in my father's house. Winds go through. Everybody fine. You know what I mean, mon?"
"He wants them boarded up," the other man yelled back, his skin as dark as Steve's. "He wants to stay a little while longer. I'm getting' sick of doin' what he wants."
He hit his thumb with his hammer and began cussing. The front door opened, and a tall, lean man wearing glasses stepped out, his light skin a dramatic contrast to the other two men. For a moment, the man looked toward the woods, and Trevor sucked in a breath, afraid they might have been seen.
Next to him, he heard Jana also take in a breath.
Trevor glanced her way and noticed the pistol was now pointed toward the ground, not at him. It was the opportunity he'd been waiting for, the moment he could overpower her with little or no danger to his safety.
He didn't move.
Jana was staring at the veranda, her eyes wide and her lips parted. Her expression told Trevor who the man with the glasses was. In her eyes, he saw her surprise, her disbelief, her pain, and he could understand every tortured emotion flowing through her. Betrayal ate deep into a person's being. She'd come to rescue her stepbrother. Now she knew the truth.
"That's him . . ." she said, looking at Trevor. "That's Jeff."
Chapter Three
Jana didn't know what to do. Standing on the porch, talking casually with his supposed abductors, was her stepbrother. Not only that, he seemed to be in charge.
For the last two months, she'd worried about him. Day after day, she'd feared for his life and had blamed herself for his kidnapping. Even when the police and FBI had suggested he might have been involved, she'd staunchly defended Jeff. The call and ransom note Jeff's father had received seemed evidence enough that Jeff was an innocent bystander. No son would put his father through that kind of emotional hell, she'd argued.
Evidently Jeff would, Jana realized. What a fool she'd been. What a stupid fool.
The sight of another man running around the side of the house stopped her mental chastising. His blond hair shaved close to his head and his face pockmarked and scarred, he looked mean and ugly. Almost in unison the three on the veranda turned his way.
"There's a plane on the airstrip," he yelled, and Jana recognized his voice, just as she'd recognized the voice of the man who'd hit his thumb with the hammer. During the robbery, Pock Face had been behind her, keeping her pinned to the floor while the thumb hitter had held a gun on Jeff and shoved him out of the bank.
"The police?" Jeff asked, stepping to the edge of the veranda and looking toward the village. "Coast Guard?"
"I don't think so," Pock Face said. "From what I heard it's a man and a woman."
"Maybe they're tourists," Thumb Hitter suggested.
Jeff glared at him. "And how many tourists have you seen fly in here in the last month?
Jana felt Trevor's hand on her shoulder and realized she'd completely forgotten him, had forgotten to keep up her guard. She jerked to the side and aimed the gun at him. He held up his hands, but nodded toward the airstrip and mouthed a command. "We've got to get back to the plane."
She understood. But simply getting back to the plane wouldn't be enough. She couldn't leave without Jeff. More than ever she needed him to clear her name.
From the corner of her eye, she saw Jeff and the other two leave the veranda. Trevor also moved. Ignoring the gun she had pointed at him, he took off at a run back to the woods.
For a moment, she hesitated, then followed Trevor.
In high school she'd run track, but she'd given up the sport after graduating. Within minutes, she wished she'd continued those daily runs. Halfway back to the point where they'd entered the woods, she had to call out to Trevor. "I can't—" she gasped, fighting for her breath.
He looked back, then slowed and stopped, coming back to her. "We've got to get there before they do," he said.
"I know. I just—" She leaned over, gulping in air.
"I'll go ahead."
He started to jog away, and Jana knew his was a reasonable idea. She was holding him back. But then, so many things had seemed reasonable only a while ago. She no longer knew what to believe or whom to trust.
Quickly she straightened, again aiming the gun at him. "No. We go together."
He frowned when he glanced back and saw the gun. "If they get the plane—"
He didn't have to finish. She understood. "We go together," she repeated, and forced herself to start up again, even though her lungs were screaming for relief and a pain in her side wouldn't go away.
They were barely more than a football field away from the airstrip when Trevor slowed to a stop. The trees they were using for cover had thinned to a few. Ahead was the open stretch of sand and grass, then the tarmac, then the plane. "I think we got here first," he said, glancing toward the village. "Can you make a dash to the plane?"
"I think so." Actually, she saw no other choice. "Yes."
"On the count of—"
He stopped, and Jana understood why. A man had stepped around from the backside of the plane. Even at a distance, she could see he was carrying a rifle—a rifle and her leather handbag. The fourth robber, she realized. The other white man. And once again, he was robbing her. He was holding all of her life savings in that leather bag.
"What are we going to do?" she gasped, the wind whipping her hair across her eyes.
"Hey, you're the one calling the shots," Trevor snapped, glancing down at the gun she still held pointed at his midsection.
She was in command. But of what? Certainly not the situation. Nothing was working out right. She was tempted to hand him the gun. Why not? Maybe he could fire it if necessary. She didn't think she could. Maybe he could come up with an idea to get them out of this mess.
"I'll tell you what," she started.
She didn't have a chance to finish.
"No, I'll tells you what," a man said from behind them. "You puts down that gun and slowly turns around."
Jana glanced at Trevor. His nod said to comply, and she slowly placed on the ground the 9 mm semiautomatic she'd been so sure would guarantee her safety. Then she turned around.
It was Thumb Hitter, but instead of a hammer, he was not holding a thirty-eight. "Whadja two thinks you was gonna do?" he asked, smiling triumphantly. "Sneak back and fly off without saying hello?"
Trevor stepped away from her, his hands in the air. "Hey, man. Leave me out of this," he said, clearly putting a distance between them. "I had nothing to do with this. You can see that, can't you. She had that gun on me. Hijacked my plane. Made me fly her here."
The gunman glanced at her pistol on the ground, then a Trevor. "You telling me, mon, that you let a woman hijack your plane?"
"What can I say? I was duped by a pretty face."
Jana glared at Trevor. Uncle Nicky had been right. The guy was scum. Trevor was even moving closer to the gunman, aligning himself with the enemy.
Thumb Hitter smiled and glanced to his left. "Got yore little sister," he yelled toward the nearest houses.
She saw them then, Jeff and the other two, coming across the open stretch between the village and the woods. She'd not only failed to rescue her stepbrother, she was now going to be his hostage. "I'm not his little sister," she snapped.
* * * * *
Trevor inched closer to the gunman. The man wasn't watching him as closely as he should be. The whining had worked, along with his confession of being duped by a pretty face. Thumb Hitter saw him as a victim, not a threat.
That was the way Trevor wanted it.
He knew they would have little chance of escape once the others were there. Now all he had to hope was his training in the marines would pay off. It had been a long time since he'd played soldier.
He moved quickly, using the element of surprise. A karate kick with his right foot hit the gunman's hand, sending the thirty-eight flying. Then a quick downward chop to the neck with his right hand put the man on the ground. Immediately, he reached out and grabbed Jana's hand, pulling her up from where she'd crouched. Half dragging her, he led her back into the woods.
He ran in a zigzagging pattern, praying if anyone shot at them, the trees would block a bullet. He felt Jana stumble and lurch, but amazingly she kept up. Only when they'd run deep into a stand of Madeira trees did she gasp a protest.
"No more!" she cried, and he stopped, his own lungs aching and his legs leadened.
Fighting to bring his breathing back to normal, he listened. The wind whistling through the tops of the trees made hearing difficult, but somewhere in the distance someone yelled. They were being followed, and their pursuers weren't that far away.
Trevor looked at Jana. Her cheeks were flushed, and each breath she took pressed her breasts against the silk of her blouse, perspiration dampening the blue fabric and making it cling to her skin. There wasn't as much cleavage exposed as he'd seen earlier that day. Sometime or another, between getting on his plane and now, she'd buttoned some of the buttons. Not that covering up her chest subtracted from her allure. With her hair tangled and her lips parted, she looked like a woman in the throes of lovemaking.
To his surprise, he felt a tightening in his loins.
Off to their left came another shout. The answering call was closer yet. Trevor took Jana's hand again and started off. Tired or not, they had no choice. They had to keep going.
A rumble, deep and resonant, traveled through the sky, and he felt the first drops of rain. He ignored them. He was heading for the marsh, every step a familiar reminder of his past. An absence of five years hadn't erased his memory of the island. He knew its contours as a man knew a lover. While Sean Fox had covered canvas after canvas with colorful images, Trevor had investigated the island's limestone cliffs and boggy marshes. Summer after summer, the harsh terrain and swampy wetlands that kept tourists away had been his playground.
He led Jana directly into the marsh, guiding her over one tangle of roots to another. The rain increased, a drizzle becoming a downpour, and he knew it was a blessing. Tracks that might have given them away were washed clean. Mosquitoes that would have eaten them alive had been driven to shelter.
Slowly, they progressed, each step taking them deeper into the bog. "Watch out for snakes," he called back to her.
"Snakes!" She stopped, her hand slipping free from his.
Trevor looked back at her, a frown creasing his brow. "What? Are you going to play Miss Scaredy-cat now?"
She lifted her chin. "No."
"Just stay close."
Easier said than done, Jana realized as he moved effortlessly from one high spot to the next. Her progress was less positive, each step accompanied by a glance to make sure there were no snakes in the trees or in the water. The path he was guiding her along was more a tangle of roots than sand or ground. On either side of her was a muddy, sandy bog, filled with Sargasso weeds, and it reeked with the stench of stagnant water. One misstep and she would be in that muck.
That Trevor could navigate the marsh with such ease impressed her. And his quick thinking earlier had saved them from becoming Jeff's prisoners. One moment she'd thought Trevor a scumbag, the next he was acting like a hero. She sure didn't understand men. Why couldn't they be what they appeared to be?
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