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Dear Reader,

Smugglers, love, daring rescues.

It sounds like a swashbuckler, doesn’t it? Actually that’s the kind of story I wanted to create when I wrote Blue Velvet. It’s a modern-day swashbuckler with dashing characters that I hope you like and want to accompany until they sail off into the sunset. This book is pure take-me-away escapism. I had just written White Satin, which concerned Olympic ice skating, and I suppose I was leaning toward getting away from the ice and cold.

So I have taken Beau Lantry to the tropics where he encounters Kate Gilbert, who is a bit of a swashbuckler herself and a woman like no other. The tropics become even sultrier when they fall in love. When danger explodes with hurricane-like force it only makes their passion stronger as they’re drawn into the vortex.

And so the adventure begins.…

    Iris Johansen
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For Dad,

For all the songs he sang me
For all the love he gave me.
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ONE

“WHAT OTHER CHOICE do we have?” Kate argued, running her hand distractedly through her riot of short curls. Her eyes were fixed gloomily on the entrance to the waterfront tavern across the street. “We’re caught between Scylla and Charybdis.”

“Scylla and Charybdis?” Julio asked blankly.

“You know, the she monster of the sea and the whirlpool,” Kate said, her gaze still on the door to Alvarez’s Bar.

He didn’t know, but then Kate was always referring to things he knew nothing about. “What Jeffrey calls between a rock and a hard place?”

Kate nodded. “If we don’t go into that tavern and get Jeffrey, he’s going to end up in the cockpit of the plane with a knife at his throat. Or they’ll get him so drunk he’ll tell them the location of the Cessna.”

“If he doesn’t pass out first,” Julio suggested hopefully. “According to the bartender, he was pretty close to that point a few minutes ago.”

“Then they’ll wake him up and start all over,” Kate said. She shook her head. “No, we’ve got to go in after him. Once we have him out of Ralph Despard’s clutches we’ll worry about getting him off Castellano.”

“And how do we do that?” Julio asked, his lips curving in a skeptical smile. “Despard is alone at the table with Jeffrey now, but Simmons and a few of the other men are in one of the back rooms. If we make any move, they’ll pour out of there and be all over us.”

Kate bit her lower lip. “We can’t make any obvious moves. I don’t want them to realize that you’re a part of Jeffrey’s crew. You’ve always been away guarding the plane when Despard has visited Jeffrey at the cottage. As long as he doesn’t know you exist, you’ll be safe. I’ll go in by myself.”

“No, I will not permit it,” Julio said firmly. He should have known how she’d react. Kate was as protective as a lioness with her cub about anyone she cared about and she cared about Jeffrey Brenden. Perhaps too much for her own good. In the four years he’d been with the two of them, he’d watched her nurse Brenden through hangovers, tease him into cheerfulness when he was depressed, and pull him out of scrapes. It never occurred to her to ask anything in return. Kate always gave with both hands. He couldn’t criticize Jeffrey for taking from her; he himself had accepted her loving generosity and devoted affection on many occasions. However, he couldn’t swallow the idea of her walking into that bar alone. “If it must be done, we’ll do it together.”

“No, I think I’ve come up with a way.” Her brow was wrinkled in thought. “Did you check the location of the power box as I asked?”

He nodded. “It’s outside and in the back.”

“Good.” She checked her wristwatch; it was just past midnight. “In ten minutes I want you to be at the power box. Give an on and off flicker as a warning for me. Everyone will think it’s just a power surge. Then a minute later turn off the lights altogether and remove the fuse. Okay?”

“And what will you be doing while I’m playing with the fuse box?”

“I’ll be at the table distracting Despard and trying to find a way to ease him out of the picture.”

“Distracting?” Julio frowned. “I hope you don’t mean what I think you mean. You wouldn’t know how to handle a man like Despard.”

“Oh, Julio, I said distract, not seduce! It shouldn’t be all that difficult to divert the man for ten minutes. He’s made a pass at me almost every time he’s been at the cottage.” She made a face. “Not that I’m anything special. He probably makes a pass at every woman under eighty.”

But she was something special, Julio thought. Warm and loving with a clear bell-like honesty that he’d never known in any other woman. The idea of Despard so much as laying a hand on her made him a little sick. “I don’t like it. You shouldn’t even be in a bar like that.”

“I’ve been in that bar plenty of times, as you know very well. And I can take care of myself,” she added. “Heaven knows, I’ve had plenty of practice.” That was certainly true, she thought ironically. Jeffrey was a dreamer, always chasing fantasies, and she trailed along behind trying to hold his feet on the ground and keep him from being too badly hurt. “And this is no exception. I’ll be fine, Julio.”

“I think I should …”

“No, Julio,” she said with gentle firmness. “We’ll do it the way I said. As soon as the lights go out, you dash around to the front door and come inside. I’ll need help getting Jeffrey out of there. Until then, I want you to be as invisible as possible.” She grinned impishly as her gaze traveled over his massive shoulders and intimidating bulk. “That should be enough of a challenge for you.”

“Kate, it’s too—”

“It’s the only plan we’ve got,” she interrupted. She looked at her watch again. “Ten minutes, remember.” She started across the street without giving him a backward glance. Julio would keep her out here all night arguing and it would only end the same way. As she’d told him before, they were caught between Scylla and Charybdis.

The interior of the crowded bar was dim; the odors of whiskey and sweat mingled with the acrid-sweet aroma of marijuana. She paused a moment beside the long polished oak bar that was Hector Alvarez’s pride and joy, her eyes searching anxiously around the room for the familiar gray-streaked head.

A woman at the corner table was lushly attractive and vaguely familiar, Kate noticed. Perhaps she’d even met her. Jeffrey liked company while he drank and the more attractive the company the better.

But the man the woman was with tonight certainly wasn’t Jeffrey, though he looked as if he might be an American. He was dressed in black jeans and a short-sleeved knit shirt that was either navy or black. It was hard to tell in the dim light. But his hair was definitely a shining bronze. She was about to turn her attention to the other end of the room when the man glanced up swiftly as if suddenly aware that she was staring at him.

Dangerous. The thought came out of nowhere. There was a reckless curve to his well-shaped mouth and his smile had a mocking deviltry that was obviously very appealing to the bar girl next to him. His eyes narrowed on her and a thrill of uneasiness surged through her.

She glanced away. How stupid she was being. For a moment she’d actually felt more threatened by that stranger than she’d ever been by Ralph Despard. It must be because her nerves were stretched taut that her imagination was running away with her. She finally spotted Despard in the far corner. No wonder she hadn’t seen Jeffrey, she thought gloomily. He was slumped forward, his curly head resting on the table. That was all she and Julio needed to make the situation perfect—a totally unconscious Jeffrey.

Well, they’d just have to cope.

“Hector lets me use a room in the back of the bar.” The brunette’s voice was soft and throatily inviting. Her hand beneath the table moved up on his thigh to caress him with a boldness that caused an immediate response and brought a glint of satisfaction to the Latin woman’s eyes. “You see, I can please you very well. I know …”

Beau Lantry lost the thread of the exact extent of the knowledge the woman was confiding to him. What was her name? Liane, that was it. It wasn’t her conversation that was important anyway. It was that lushly curved anatomy … and what that excitingly wicked hand was doing to his own anatomy beneath the table.

He’d dropped Barbara off at Barbados almost three weeks ago and he’d been without a woman ever since. He’d decided the instant he’d wandered into this waterfront tavern and the bar girl had smiled at him so invitingly that abstinence was going to end. She was clean and attractive and willing for anything, according to that husky murmur in his ear. It was exactly what he was looking for tonight. To have his frustration eased with no involvement and only a generous wad of bills left on the dresser in the morning.

He couldn’t expect anything better without going farther afield into the town and he had no inclination to do that. He’d heard that the island republic of Castellano was a hangout for half the criminals in the Caribbean, and its government was almost as corrupt as its inhabitants. He wasn’t about to wander around its principal city of Mariba and end up rolled and stabbed in an alley. No, he was very content right where he was. He’d stay in Hector’s back room with Liane and in the morning go back to the Searcher. Then he’d tell Daniel to cast off and they’d be halfway to Trinidad by noon. That should relieve his captain. Daniel had been uncharacteristically cautious ever since their arrival in Mariba this afternoon. He’d refused to give the men shore leave and had stayed on board the ship himself.

As usual, he’d made no attempt to dissuade Beau from going ashore. Their compatibility was based on a policy of strict noninterference. Daniel never indicated by word or expression that he approved or disapproved of Beau’s escapades … except when he indulged in a rare burst of roguish behavior himself and then he obviously approved very much indeed.

The woman was still murmuring in his ear and Beau supposed he should have been listening. She might have been talking money and he didn’t want her to get huffy and think he wouldn’t be generous with her. Still, he had all night and wasn’t in any particular hurry. If he acted a bit reluctant perhaps it would spur her to greater inventiveness. His gaze drifted casually around the smoky barroom that was boringly similar to a hundred others he’d frequented in the last two years.

Blue eyes, clear and deep and utterly fearless.

He experienced a queer breathless shock as he met them across the room. He didn’t think he’d ever seen anyone with eyes that reflected quite that degree of bold honesty before. He felt slightly annoyed at his overreaction. It must have been the unexpectedness of that blue gaze in a room full of dark-eyed Latins that had shaken him. After all, the woman possessing those eyes wasn’t attractive enough to have disturbed him so. She appeared to be in her early twenties and her features were virtually nondescript except for those incredible eyes framed with long dark lashes. Her lips had a rather nice curve and a touch of vulnerability that was appealing, but her nose was definitely too turned up for beauty, much less glamour.

“You think she’s pretty?” Liane asked sharply, following his gaze. “She’s much too thin. Take those clothes off her and she would be all skin and bones.”

“You think so?” Beau drawled, his gaze traveling over the woman standing by the bar. She was a little over average height and dressed in jeans faded by many washings to a pale white-blue. The loose man’s shirt she wore was a blue of a slightly darker shade, its tails veiling the curve of her hips. She was no longer looking at him but at a table in the opposite corner of the room and there was a curious tenseness about her stance. “You can’t really tell in that loose shirt and jeans. Do you know who she is?”

Liane shrugged. “Kate something or other. I have seen her in here a few times.” She leaned forward, revealing a bounty of lush cleavage. “She is not nearly as popular as me and she would have to take you somewhere else. I am the only one Hector will let use his back room.”

“I’m sure you’ve earned his generosity,” he said, removing her hand from his thigh. Suddenly her curves seemed a trifle overblown and her attractiveness a little too common for his taste.

The woman called Kate was walking toward the corner table now and she moved with a free graceful stride that was very pleasing. Her short curly hair, sun-tipped here and there to pale gold, was an acorn brown and as baby soft and silky clean as in a shampoo commercial. Her skin appeared that soft, too, he mused, lifting a glass of ginger ale to his lips. He suddenly felt an urgent desire to touch that skin.

“You will go with me, then?” Liane asked with a sultry smile.

“What?” he asked. He set his glass down and rose to his feet. “Perhaps another time.” He placed a large bill on the table and strolled in the same direction as the blue-eyed, winsome Kate.

That silky-soft skin was too appealing to pass up and he could visualize how delicious she would be with those boyish clothes removed. Thin, perhaps, as Liane claimed, but there was a pert femininity to that little derriere that was very tempting. And he’d never been one to resist temptation when it beckoned so seductively.

The only problem was the lady seemed to have a target in mind. The table she halted at was occupied by two dark-haired men. There was a half-empty bourbon bottle before them; one of the men had passed out. At least he wouldn’t be any competition for Kate’s favors, Beau thought. It was the one with the little pig eyes who was looking up at her with a grin on his dark bearded face that he’d have to remove from the scene. Money? If not, he might have a more interesting evening than he’d planned. There was suddenly a touch of recklessness in Beau’s smile as he quickened his steps. He had a hunch that a night with silky-skinned Kate might be worth a little minor mayhem.

She was saying something to the bearded man now and the man’s hand was reaching out and casually fondling her buttocks. She appeared to be paying no attention to the intimacy but Beau found he was experiencing a curiously possessive resentment. He shrugged it off impatiently. For heaven’s sake, all he had in mind was a one-night stand with an accommodating bar girl. What the hell was the matter with him?

However, there was still a lingering edge to that possessiveness as he stopped beside the table. The woman broke off in midsentence and those startling blue eyes widened in surprise as she glanced up at him.

He sketched a mocking little bow. “Sorry to disturb you in the middle of negotiations. I just didn’t want you to get too far along before I could enter my own invitation, or should I say, bid.”

“Buzz off,” the bearded man snapped out. He straightened slowly in his chair. “The lady and I are just reaching an understanding.”

“But that’s because she hasn’t heard my offer,” Beau drawled, and looked at Kate, his gaze full of a smoldering promise. “I’m prepared to be more than generous. Come with me, Kate.” His voice was coaxing. “You won’t regret it.”

She looked away, but not before he’d seen a glimmer of fear in her eyes that puzzled him. “Go away,” she said jerkily. “Ralph is right, we’re having a discussion.”

The man called Ralph gave a low laugh of triumphant satisfaction, his hand once more moving in a caress on Kate’s bottom. “You see, you’re not wanted and I definitely am.” He glanced up at her. “Aren’t I, Kate?”

“That’s right. How could you doubt it, Ralph? You’ve always told me how good we’d be for each other.”

“We’d be better together,” Beau said softly. “And I’ll give you whatever you want. Tell me what you want and it’s yours.”

“Please.” She moistened her lips nervously, then smiled down at Ralph.

God, she had a lovely smile. It lit up her entire face with such warmth that it made one forget she wasn’t really beautiful. Beau found himself resenting the smile she was giving the other man more than he had that hand of his on her bottom. The reaction was just as crazy and totally irrational as all his other responses. He knew he should forget about her and go back to Liane. He was obviously going to have to fight both her and her chosen mark for the evening to obtain her services for himself. He also couldn’t say much for her taste in men. The fellow had a distinctly shifty look in those little pig eyes. The eyes reminded him vaguely of someone. George. That was it. Good old greedy gut, Uncle George. He felt his antagonism swell with a sudden intensity that had nothing to do with logic. The Uncle Georges of the world managed to snatch quite enough for themselves without having it handed to them on a plate. There was no way he was going to let pig eyes here get his hands on anything he wanted. And he was beginning to want Kate more every second.

As the tense silence lengthened, Kate glanced furtively at the leather-banded watch on her wrist and then stared at Beau. “Please go,” she ordered. “Now!”

“Not until you go with me.”

The bearded man’s hand dropped away from Kate’s hip and he scowled menacingly. “I told you to—”

The lights flickered and Kate’s face went tense with strain and exasperation. “Oh, damn!” She reached for the bourbon bottle in the middle of the table. “Triple damn!” She brought the bottle down forcefully on Ralph’s head. “I told you to leave,” she wailed at Beau as Ralph’s eyes glazed over and he slumped forward, knocked unconscious by Kate’s blow. “Why couldn’t you do it, blast it?”

The lights went out and sudden darkness threw the patrons into an uproar. Their shouts muted the screech of hurriedly pushed back chairs and were followed by angry curses as they stumbled around.

“I’ll remember next time how strongly you tend to reinforce your wishes,” Beau said dryly. “You didn’t have to get rid of him yourself, you know. I would have done it for you. Besides the fact that he was in our way, he reminded me very unpleasantly of Uncle George.”

“Oh, be quiet,” Kate muttered. “You almost ruined everything. I was trying to keep his guard down and you had him practically bristling.”

Beau’s eyes were becoming accustomed to the darkness now and he could see that Kate was moving around the table toward the gray-haired man who’d remained in blissful alcoholic unconsciousness during the entire episode. What the devil was she up to now?

“Kate?”

The voice was strong and masculine and came from the direction of the door.

“Over here,” Kate called. She was tugging at the gray-haired man’s chair. “Straight forward and all the way to the back.”

“May I help?” Beau asked politely.

“Just stay out of the way,” Kate said crossly. “You’ve been enough bother. We don’t have much time left.” A huge hulking shadow appeared at her side.

“Kate?” It was the voice from the doorway, a trifle subdued now.

“I’m standing right beside him, Julio.” Kate’s tone was relieved. “I’ve taken care of Despard but someone is bound to find a flashlight soon. We’ve got to get Jeffrey out of here before Simmons comes barreling out of that back room.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll have him out of here and safe in just a minute.” Julio’s soothing answer had a trace of a Spanish accent as he bent forward and lifted the smaller man onto his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. “You go ahead and make sure there’s no one in front of me.”

“I’ll run interference,” Beau offered. He was becoming more intrigued every moment. “Providing you’re not plotting any dire fate for that inanimate object you’re carrying. You’re not planning on committing murder as well as assault, I hope?”

The enormous shadow that was Julio froze. “Who’s that?”

“No one important,” Kate answered impatiently. “He’s no threat, Julio. Let’s just get out of here.”

“Yes, by all means,” Beau agreed. “Before what’s-his-name comes barreling out of that back room.” He turned and started for the front entrance. “Follow me, Julio.”

He didn’t turn to see if he was being obeyed but moved lithely through the cursing, milling throng, thrusting people out of the way with ruthless efficiency until he came to the door that Julio had left open. As he went through it, he glanced over his shoulder and saw the giant close on his heels with his unwieldy burden. The streetlight on the corner cast a shadowy illumination over the man and Beau pursed his lips in a soundless whistle. Julio had to be six feet five at least and built like a tackle for the Rams.

“There’s an alley about a block down,” Kate said. “We can stay there until the coast is clear.” She was turning left and leading the way. “Oh, hurry, Julio!”

Beau answered. “We’re right behind you.”

“Not you.” She cast him an exasperated glance over her shoulder. “Go away!”

“I can’t do that,” Beau said lightly. “How do I know what you’re planning on doing to our friend here? You might be thinking of throwing him off the dock and then I’d be an accomplice to murder.” He shook his head. “No, I really think I’d better tag along and protect my interests.”

“We’re not going to do any such thing,” Kate said indignantly. “Can’t you see we’re rescuing him?”

“Was that what you were doing?” Beau’s brow arched quizzically. “It was all a little muddled back there. The only obvious victim appeared to be our friend Ralph.” There was a touch of tiger in his smile. “Not that I’m objecting to his disposal, you understand. I was planning on taking him out anyway.”

“Well, I did it for you,” Kate answered as she turned into a pitch-dark alley that stank of garbage and wet cardboard boxes. “But Despard may remember you when he wakes up so you’d be wise to leave Castellano before he does. He’s not going to be at all pleased with any of us.”

“How unfortunate,” Beau murmured. “And I was hoping for such a pleasant relationship.”

They’d reached the end of the alley and Kate motioned for Julio to put his burden down in an alcove formed by a deeply recessed side door. “You’re very amused by all this, aren’t you? You may not find it so entertaining if Despard realizes that you helped us. He’s a very dangerous man.”

“I must admit your little play certainly livened up a boring evening,” he said coolly. “Would you care to tell me why this Despard is such a threat?”

“He’s a drug runner,” Kate said. “One of the biggest in the Caribbean and he has contacts high up in the government of Castellano. Your American citizenship might protect you from the government, but not from Despard’s men.” She paused uncertainly. “You are American, aren’t you? You have a very odd accent.”

“I’m from Virginia.” There was a thread of indignation in his voice. “And there’s nothing odd about a Southern accent. It’s Yankees who talk funny.”

“Is that what it is?” she asked as she knelt beside the man Julio had propped against the alcove wall. She fumbled in the pocket of her jeans and suddenly there was the flickering flame of a lighter illuminating the darkness. “I’ve never heard one before.”

Never heard a Southern accent before? Yet she herself sounded as American as apple pie. “Where are you from?”

“All around,” she said vaguely, lifting the unconscious man’s eyelid. “He’s dead to the world, Julio. There’s no way we can get him all the way through town and into the forest without you carrying him.” She sat back on her heels. “And someone’s bound to notice and report back to Despard. He owns almost everyone in town.”

Julio dropped to his knees beside her. “So what do we do?”

She pressed a hand to her temple. “How do I know? Let me think a minute.”

“Perhaps I could offer a suggestion or two,” Beau said. “I take it your unconscious friend here is now on the run from both the local authorities and this Despard and you’re looking for a place to hide him until you can get him off the island. Is that correct?” When she nodded, he continued. “I have a safe place not two blocks from here. I can also guarantee to get both him and the two of you off Castellano and as far away as Trinidad if you like.” He arched an eyebrow inquiringly. “Interested?”

She nodded slowly. “Where is this place?”

“I own a schooner docked in the harbor. All you have to do is say the word and we’ll take your fugitive there.”

Her brilliant blue eyes were clear and direct in the flickering glow of the lighter. “And what word is that?” she asked quietly.

His lips curved in a mocking smile. “Yes,” he said. “You only have to say yes to that proposition I put to you in the bar. Not a very high price to pay for your friend’s safety, is it?”

She was very still for a moment. “No, not a very high price.” She turned away so he could see only her profile as she gazed tenderly down at the face of the unconscious man. “Cheap, really.”

“Proposition?” Julio asked with a suspicious frown.

“Don’t worry, Julio,” Kate said quietly. “The gentleman and I understand each other.”

“But what kind of—”

“I said it was okay.” Kate’s tone brooked no argument. “Forget it. We have more important things to be concerned about right now.” Her eyes met Beau’s. “All right. It’s a bargain.”

“Good.” He felt a thrill of excitement out of all proportion to the victory he’d won. Excitement, he wondered cynically, or was it merely pure lust? Perhaps a little of both. “Now that we have that out of the way perhaps introductions are in order.” He inclined his head in a sketch of a bow. “Beau Lantry, at your service.”

“Kate Gilbert. And this is Julio Rodriguez.”

“And our inebriated friend?”

Kate gently brushed a lank strand of hair from the unconscious man’s forehead. “Jeffrey Brenden.”

“A relation?” He was feeling that same surge of unreasonable jealousy he’d known when she’d smiled at Despard in the bar.

She shook her head. “No relation, just a friend.”

“Well, I suggest we get your ‘friend’ to his safe and cozy berth.”

“It’s too soon for Julio to move him yet. They might be spotted,” she said. “But I think we can go now.” She flicked him a cool glance. “I have a job to do before I leave Castellano. I want you to help me.”

“The cache?” Julio asked, shaking his head. “It’s too dangerous, Kate. If you’re caught even near that place Despard’s men will kill you.”

She ignored him, her gaze fixed with quiet challenge on Beau. “He’s right. It’s very dangerous. That should amuse you even more than what happened in the bar. Will you come with me?”

“Is it illegal or just immoral?” Beau asked lightly.

“Neither, except on Castellano. In fact, the U.S. Customs Service would probably give you a medal.” She smiled slightly. “We’re going to burn up about six million dollars’ worth of cocaine.”

Beau gave a low whistle. “Well, I suppose I’ve got to protect my investment. Besides, I’ve always been fond of medals. I haven’t won one for years. I believe it’s time I tried my luck again.” He turned to Julio. “The schooner is called the Searcher. The captain is Daniel Seifert and all you have to do is tell him that Beau sent you. He’ll take it from there.”

Julio frowned uncertainly. “He won’t ask any questions?”

Beau shook his head. “He may be a little curious, but he won’t object. Daniel’s used to my way of doing things by now.”

That clear blue gaze was on his face again, this time gravely searching. “And this type of thing isn’t all that unusual for you, is it? You like the excitement of skating on thin ice.”

He suddenly chuckled. “Funny you should say that. I haven’t given a thought to skating for two years.” His lips quirked. “But I have to admit that thin ice definitely makes things more interesting.” He stood up and reached out his hand to pull her to her feet. “Shall we go and see if we can find some?”
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