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In his old life as a Federal Agent, Wyatt Blake lived wild. But now that he's parenting troubled teenage son Jordy, he's a changed man. The only one who gets through to the boy is Kai Reynolds who seems respectable now, but she used to be quite wild herself.
But danger finds Jordy, and drags Kai in too. As Wyatt and Kai investigate the drug dealers targeting his son, they uncover a deadly link to Wyatt's own past. Now this unlikely duo need to find the wild side they thought long buried.
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Justine Davis

Always a Hero






Like father…



She nearly bit her tongue, afraid the words that popped into her mind were going to pop out of her mouth. “He doesn’t want to do anything you say?”


“I think he only listens so he can do the opposite,” he said wryly.


He tugged at the faded blue T-shirt, and she caught a glimpse of lean, flat stomach.


And another scar on his left side, just above the low-slung waistband of his jeans. This one was tidier, and there were marks from stitches or staples, but also an odd rounded indentation in the middle.


How on earth did a paper pusher end up with scars like that?


And, almost reluctantly, it occurred to her that perhaps Wyatt Blake had reason to be the way he was.


It seemed he’d been through his own kind of hell.


And now here he was, back again, hiding. Trying to keep his son out of the same kind of mess.
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Dear Reader,


As a writer, I lug an incredible number of fragments around in my head. Bits of conversation overheard, faces I’ve seen, even little vignettes, bits of human action that my mind needs an explanation of, or a story for. Some of these things fade after a while. But some of them stick around, resurfacing occasionally like a dolphin for a breath. Some are urgent, demanding that explanation now. Others float around, patiently awaiting the right story or characters or inspiration to be brought to life.


Always a Hero is one of the latter. The idea, the basic concept, has been in my head literally for years. But it burst to life when, in the produce section of the market, I overheard a child telling his mother that his father’s job was soooo boring and uncool. The mother simply smiled and said, “If you only knew…” So amid the onions and the sweet corn, this story was truly born.


And I still wonder about that boy’s father, and remember the smile on his mother’s face.


Happy reading!


Justine Davis
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lives on Puget Sound in Washington State. Her interests outside of writing are sailing, doing needlework, horseback riding and driving her restored 1967 Corvette roadster—top down, of course.

Justine says that, years ago, during her career in law enforcement, a young man she worked with encouraged her to try for a promotion to a position that was at the time occupied only by men. “I succeeded, became wrapped up in my new job, and that man moved away, never, I thought, to be heard from again. Ten years later, he appeared out of the woods of Washington State, saying he’d never forgotten me and would I please marry him. With that history, how could I write anything but romance?”





To all of those who, in whatever kind of uniform, stand between us and the dark side.
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Chapter 1



“I hate you! I hate this place. I want to go home.”

“I know. Just do it.”

Jordan Price threw down the rake, scattering the leaves he’d just gathered. His father chose not to point out that he’d just guaranteed himself more time spent in the task he loathed.

“I’m never going to be such a jerk to my kids.”

Wyatt Blake smothered a sigh, but managed to keep his tone reasonable; he remembered thinking much worse thoughts about his own father. And at younger than thirteen, too.

So that’s how you want you and Jordan to be? Like you and your father?

He fought down his gut reaction and spoke calmly.

“If you don’t learn to finish what you start, your kids won’t listen to you anyway. If you can even find a woman who’d have them with a man who doesn’t keep his word.”

Yeah, right. You’re such an expert on keeping promises.

“I don’t know why Mom married you anyway.”

“It’s a mystery. Finish.”

The grumbling continued, with a couple of words muttered under the boy’s breath that Wyatt decided not to hear. He had enough on his plate at the moment, trying to keep the kid out of serious trouble, without expending energy on his language. If he didn’t straighten around soon, a few obscenities would be the least of his problems.

Later, when after another battle Jordan had gone to bed, Wyatt went through his nightly ritual at the computer that sat in the corner of the den. Jordan wasn’t allowed to have it in his room, another bone of contention. But tonight something disrupted the usual process; a message alert window popped up. One he had hoped he’d never see.

He went still. Maybe it was a mistake, a computer glitch. They were prone to that, one-time, inexplicable weirdness.

For a long moment he did nothing, postponing the inevitable. A measure of how far he’d come, he supposed, that he didn’t dive in instantly.

Finally, knowing he had no choice, he began the digging process that would take him to the program buried deep within the computer’s file structure. There was no convenient icon for this one, no listing on the menus, no easy way to get there. And once he was there, the encryption was so deep it would take him five minutes to work his way through all the levels.

Assuming he could remember the damned process, let alone the multiple passwords.

In the end it took him six minutes and change. But at last the screen opened. The message was short. Far too short to have the effect it did.

Old acquaintance asking for you. Afraid I gave him wrong directions, but maybe he’ll find you anyway. Was a friendly when you knew him, but keep your eyes open.

He stared at the unsigned message. He didn’t need a signature, there was only one person who knew how to contact him this way. Who knew how to contact him at all. When he’d left that world he’d literally cashed out, cutting all ties. The man who’d sent him this email had spent a great deal of time convincing him to agree to this one thin thread of connection.

The message was innocuous enough on the surface, but he knew better. It was a warning as surely as if it were a fire alarm.

He’d spent most of his adult life knowing his past could catch up with him someday. That past held too many grim memories for him to relish the idea, but that didn’t change the possibility. He’d always looked upon it as a cost of doing business, his business at least.

But now there was Jordan, and that changed everything.

Knowing there was nothing more to be gained by staring at this unexpected jab from the past, he quickly typed one word that would serve as both acknowledgment and thanks, and sent it. Then he deleted the message, reset the encryption and exited. The small but sophisticated program would erase its own tracks as it went, and go back into hiding.

He had a little time, thanks to the misdirection, but he’d have to redouble his watchfulness. In the meantime, with that ability to compartmentalize that had worked so well for him back in those days, he returned to his original task.

When the social networking site was loaded, Wyatt called up the usual page and without a qualm entered the password Jordan didn’t know he knew. Then he hit the next link in the process.

My father has to be the most boring guy on the planet.

The first post since he’d last checked glowed at him.

Wyatt didn’t wince, even inwardly, at the damning—at least in a thirteen-year-old’s view—indictment. In fact, he felt a certain satisfaction. Boredom, he’d often thought, was highly underrated.

He went on reading, scrolling through the entries from where he’d left off last week. Jordan, of course, had no idea he knew the page existed. The boy had never asked if he could do it, had just set it up on his own shortly after they’d moved in. Perhaps he’d known if he’d asked the answer would be no. Better to beg forgiveness later and all that.

And that thought did make him wince. Hadn’t he lived by that credo himself, often enough?

And now Wyatt was glad he’d done it, and was using it against him. At least, that’s what Jordan would think. He went back to reading. He noticed the new friends added, made a note of a meet-up Jordan had been invited to next Saturday night. Invited several times by several people Wyatt already had been wary of after checking their respective pages. He didn’t like the sound of it, so he’d have to make sure his son was otherwise occupied.

He kept reading, and reached the final post.

I hate him. I wish he was dead and my mom was still alive.

The last entry sat there, unchanging, undeniable. He blinked. Closed the browser. Shut down the computer. Got up from the desk. Walked up the stairs. Opened the first door on the right.

Jordan lay curled up on his side, like his mother had said he used to sleep when he’d been much, much smaller. The room was a mess, clothes strewn about, belongings scattered. But he was there, and for the moment, safe. Wyatt went on down the hall to his own room.

Mechanically he went through the rituals of getting ready for sleep, as if that would help it come, or that it would be restful when it did. He knew what would happen. He would lie down, resisting the urge to draw up in a fetal curl himself. And then it would begin, the nightly parade of images and memories. And if he was really exhausted, the idea would occur to him that all the people around the world who had damned him were getting their wish.

He turned out the bedside light. His head hit the pillow.

He closed his eyes, wondering if this would be one of the nights he regretted going to sleep. In the silence of the house, broken only by the occasional creak or snap as it contracted in the rapidly chilling night air, the latest in the long string of confrontations played back in his head. He thought of all the things he’d done, all the places he’d been, all the situations he’d faced, all the times when he’d been written off as dead or likely to be.

He’d survived them all.

But he wasn’t at all sure he was going to survive a thirteen-year-old boy.

I hate him. I wish he was dead and my mom was still alive.

“So do I,” he whispered into the darkness.


 

Kai Reynolds heard the guitar riff signal from the front door of Play On as she got to the last line of the vendor form. She’d rigged the system to rotate through a series of recorded bits daily. This week it was the classics. Yesterday had been a few seconds of Stevie Ray, today was The Edge on her fave, that sweet Fender Strat, tomorrow would be the simplest and oldest, that classic single chord from George Harrison’s Rickenbacker 12-string that opened “A Hard Day’s Night.”

Next week it would be some Wylde, Rivers Cuomo and Mustaine balanced by a variety pack of Atkins and Robert Johnson leavened with a bit of Urban.

She took three seconds to finish checking the order against her inventory of guitar strings, then looked up. She quickly spotted who had come in, one who didn’t often have to ask because he usually knew, even from the three- to five-second clips, who was playing. For a kid his age, Jordan Price had a good ear.

An idea struck her, that she should add in some people he might not know. Ry Cooder, maybe, or Derek Trucks. And to bolster the feminine side, some of Raitt’s sweet slide and Batten’s two-handed tapping.

“Hey, Kai,” Jordan said, his face lighting up when he saw her behind the counter.

“Jordy,” she acknowledged with a return smile. The boy had told her some time ago, rather shyly, that he allowed no one else to use that nickname. She knew he had a bit of a crush on her, so she’d gently told him that someday he’d meet another girl he didn’t mind it from, and then he’d know she was the one.

“The Edge, right? The Stratocaster?”

“Right in one,” she said, her smile becoming a grin.

“You oughta put you in there.”

Her smile became a grin at the words he said at least two or three days a week when he came in after school. “Nah. I’m not in their league.”

“But that riff you did on Crash, that was killer.”

“I borrowed it from Knopfler.”

“But yours sounded completely different.”


“That was the Gibson, not me,” she said, as if they hadn’t had this conversation before. “What did you do, run all the way?”

The boy walked from the middle school that was about a mile away. Then, when he was done, he walked back to school, usually in haste, before his father got there to pick him up. She thought it odd, since she was closer to where the boy lived than the school was, but Jordy said his father insisted because he didn’t trust him.

“Should he?” she’d asked.

“Sure,” Jordy had answered, his expression grim. “Where am I gonna go in this town?”

There had been a wealth of disdain in his voice, but Kai had let it pass.

“Nah, it’s just hot out today,” he said now.

“Enjoy it. Fall’s hovering.” The boy made a face. “Maybe we’ll get snow this winter.”

His expression changed slightly, looking the tiniest bit intrigued, as she’d guessed a kid who’d grown up in Southern California might at the idea.

“That would be cool,” he said, then smiled at his own unintentional pun.

“So how’s life today?”

“Sucks,” Jordy said, his smile fading.

“Still not getting along with your dad, huh?”

“He’s an as—” Jordy broke off what had obviously been going to be a crude bodily assessment.

“Good save,” Kai said, acknowledging the effort. “Your mom probably didn’t like you swearing.”

“Only reason I stopped,” Jordy muttered, looking away. Kai guessed he was tearing up and didn’t want her to see.

“If we can’t cry for the ones we’ve loved and lost, then what good are we?” she asked softly.

He looked up at her then, and she indeed saw the gleam of moisture in his eyes. Those green eyes, she thought, were going to knock that girl he’d meet someday right on her backside.

“You understand, because you lost someone, too.”

The boy not only had a good ear, he was perceptive.


“Yes.”

“Kit.”

She didn’t talk about him, ever. But this was a kid in pain, worse today than she’d ever seen it, and she sensed he needed to know he wasn’t alone. And she suspected he already knew how Christopher Hudson had died; the info was out there, on the Net, and easy enough to find.

“Yes. And I loved him very much,” she finally said. “But it wasn’t like your mother, who didn’t want to leave you. He did it to himself.”

Jordy’s eyes widened. “He killed himself?”

No outside source would have said that, she knew. They all said it was accidental. She didn’t look at it that way. But then, she’d been in the middle of it.

“Slowly. Years of drugs.”

“Oh.” Jordy was silent for a moment before he said, in a small voice, “How long ago?”

She hesitated again. Was he wondering how long it took to feel life was worth living again?

“A long time ago.” Six years ago was almost half his lifetime, so she figured that was accurate. “And,” she added quietly, “yesterday.”

She saw his brows furrow, then clear as he nodded slowly in understanding.

“So you haven’t…forgotten?”

Panic edged his voice. Ah, she thought. So that was it. “No. And I never will. And you won’t either, Jordy. I promise you.”

“But…sometimes I can’t remember what she sounded like.”

Interesting, she thought, that it was sound and not image that he was worried about.

“But do you remember how you felt when she talked to you, told you how much she loved you?”

The boy colored slightly, but nodded again.

“Then you remember the important part. And you always will.”

It was a few minutes before the boy got around to asking if he could have the sound room and the slightly battered but well-loved Strat she often let people use. Jordan was just starting out, and it was a bit too much for his hands. She had a small acoustic in back she thought he’d do better with, but he thought acoustics were boring and wasn’t interested. Yet.

Now there was something to add to the door rotation, she thought. Some of her personal favorite acoustic bits, six- and twelve-string, Steve Davison and Jaquie Gipson first on the list, Kaki too, and John Butler and his custom eleven strings. Nobody could listen to them and still think acoustics were boring.

But in the meantime, the boy wanted the solace that laboriously plinking out chords until his fingers were sore brought him.

“No,” she said to his request, startling him; she’d never declined him before. But at her gesture he followed her into the former storage room she’d had converted into a soundproof room with a small recording system set up. Nothing fancy, but enough for accurate and fairly full playback. The conversion had cost her, but it had paid for itself by the third year; not many aspiring players could resist the temptation of purchasing the instrument they liked best once they’d heard the sound played back for them. There was something about the process that was an incredible selling tool.

Jordy followed her into the room, knowing to dodge the corner of the keyboard in the slightly cramped space before she even flipped the lights on. She walked across to the rack where she’d put the Gibson SG when she’d finished last night; the mood had been upon her and she’d indulged in a rare these days midnight jam, playing riff after riff until her own out-of-practice fingers were sore.

She picked up the gleaming blue guitar and held it out to the boy.

“Try this one.”

The boy’s eyes widened and she heard him smother a gulping breath. “BeeGee?”

She grinned at his use of her old nickname for the guitar, B for the color, and G for Gibson. A name she’d come up with before it had been pointed out to her that she’d inadvertently chosen the name of her mother’s favorite group, back in the day. It had taken her a while to get over the humiliation of that, but the name had stuck.

And the gesture had the result she’d wanted; the boy completely forgot the pain he’d been mired in. For the moment, he would be all right.

She closed the door behind her, thinking it might be better if she couldn’t hear what sounds his untrained fingers might coax out of her baby. The neck was small enough, but it tended to be a bit head-heavy and might give him trouble. Maybe it would teach him that form had a big role in function; right now he was too taken with looks and flash to absorb that.

When she got back into the store she found Mrs. Ogilvie waiting, a new book of piano music in her hands. Marilyn was desperate to get her youngest daughter seriously interested, although Kai knew Jessica couldn’t care less. At sixteen, her life was full of other things. But her mother kept trying, and Kai wondered if at some point, despite the steady stream of money, she should try and explain that some people just didn’t have the desire or the talent.

Maybe I should suggest she take lessons herself, Kai thought. Then at least somebody would get some use out of all these books.

“I saw Wyatt’s boy come in,” Marilyn said as she rang up the sale.

“He comes in almost every day,” Kai said. Marilyn glanced around questioningly. “He’s in the sound room,” Kai explained. “Practicing.”

Marilyn sniffed audibly. “At least he will practice. Is he taking lessons?”

“He’d like to, but his father won’t let him. I guess he’s pretty strict.”

“Now that’s hard to believe,” Marilyn said with a laugh.

Marilyn would have likely known Jordy’s dad, Kai realized; she’d lived here for most of her life. She, having only been here four years, knew nothing about him outside of Jordy’s litany of complaints.

All he does is work and hassle me, the boy had told her once. She remembered smiling at the typical complaint, one she’d made about her own father before she’d grown up enough to appreciate the love behind both actions.

“You remember him?” Kai asked, curious to see if there was another viewpoint on the man, curious enough to endure Marilyn’s rather scattered conversational style. “From before, I mean?”

“Wyatt Blake? Anybody who lived in Deer Creek then remembers Wyatt. Smart, restless, and reckless. When he left town at seventeen, nobody was surprised. We all felt bad for Tim and Claire though. Tim was strict, but Wyatt needed that, reckless as he was.”

This hardly fit with Jordy’s description, Kai thought. But people changed. Or maybe that was why he was strict with Jordy, because it was all he knew.

“They were good to that boy,” Marilyn added, “worked hard to give him a good life, and he still couldn’t wait to get out of here. They almost never heard from him. Then when it’s too late for them, he shows up back here, a widower with a young son, and won’t even talk about it. Why, I tried to tell him how sorry I was, and he wouldn’t have any of it.”

“Maybe he didn’t want any pity or sympathy.”

“But he was downright rude about it. Claire would never have stood for that.”

“Seems like he learned from them after all, though,” Kai said. “Jordy says he works hard.”

And boring work, Jordy had added, as if it were a crime.

“Yes,” Marilyn said.

“And he did come back home.”

Marilyn brightened at that. “Yes. Yes, he did. Not a word out of him about where he’s been or what he’s been doing for more than twenty years, but he did come home. Moved himself and the boy back into their old house.”

As the woman later went on her way, Kai wondered yet again why people had kids at all. Seemed to just be asking for pain and tears.


I should call Mom, she thought. Let her tell me again how it was all worth it.

Except that that would be followed by the inevitable lecture, very wearing considering she’d been so consumed by Play On that she’d barely had time to breathe, let alone date. But it didn’t stop her mom from declaring it was time she found a good man and settled down to the task of a family herself. The very idea still gave her the shivers. She liked kids well enough, but babies made her very, very nervous. And she couldn’t imagine sending a baby to sleep with a smoking riff on BeeGee; they needed soft, lullaby stuff. Someday, maybe. But that day was a long way off.

Not to mention there was that “good man” problem.

The Edge modulated his way through that six-note arpeggio again as the door opened. A man stepped in, a stranger to her, and she almost grinned at the juxtaposition of his sudden appearance and her own thoughts. Especially since he certainly had the looking part of good down. His hair was a little short for her taste, but she liked the sandy blond color. And he had that body type she liked—lean, wiry. And just tall enough; she liked a man she had to look up at even in heels, but not get a neck ache doing it.

He glanced around the store, quickly, almost assessingly, in a way that was somehow disconcerting. She had the odd thought that if she made him close his eyes and describe it to her, he’d get it perfectly, down to the Deer Creek High School Musical poster on the wall behind him.

And he moves like a big cat, she thought as the man began to walk toward the back of the store. All grace and coiled power.

She shook her head, laughing inwardly at herself.

It’s because he’s a stranger, she told herself. Deer Creek was a small enough town that she’d seen most of the men around, and none had even come close to sparking such a sudden interest.

He paused for a moment to look at the one personal souvenir she’d allowed herself here; a photograph of her onstage at the peak of Relative Fusion’s brief but promising existence, playing a packed, full-size arena for the first time. For her it had been the pinnacle, a height she would never see again, because Kit had tumbled off the high wire he’d been walking soon after that night, and her charmed life as she’d known it had ended.

She slid off the stool she’d been sitting on and took a couple of steps toward the man. She put on her best helpful smile, and in a tone to match she asked, “Help you find something?”

“Someone,” the man said, still looking at the photograph.

Ooh, great voice, too, Kai thought. She had such a weakness for that rough, gravelly timbre.

Then he looked at her. Gave the photo another split-second glance.

“Never mind,” he said, obviously realizing it was her in the photo, despite the fact that she had looked radically different in those days, with her hair long and wild and a ton of makeup and glitter on.

She met his gaze as this time he focused his attention on her unwaveringly. “You’re Kai Reynolds.”

Three things hit her in rapid-fire succession.

She was being assessed, in much the same way as his surroundings had been when he’d first come in.

Second, she knew those eyes. Jordy’s eyes. The same vivid green, although somehow muted. Tired, she thought.

And at last came the realization. Impossibly, this was the stuffy, boring, staid Wyatt Blake.

And he was looking at her as if she’d crawled out from under the nearest rock.










Chapter 2



It was worse than he’d feared.

Wyatt stared at the young woman before him. He’d hoped, when he’d first seen the tidy, well-organized store that perhaps he’d been wrong to expect a problem here.

Play On hadn’t been here when he’d lived here as a kid. He’d heard that the woman who owned and ran it had once been in a semi-successful rock band, which had registered only as an oddity in a little town like Deer Creek. But Mrs. Ogilvie—who had been the local information center when he was a teenager seemingly in trouble at every turn, and apparently still fulfilled that obligation—told him that Jordan came here after school almost every day, he’d known he had to check it out. Especially since Jordan had told him he was studying at school. He didn’t like being lied to, especially by his own son. If this was going to work at all—and he had serious doubts about that—there had to be honesty between them.

The hypocrisy of that high-flown thought, given his own secrets, made him grimace.

“You’re the owner,” he said.


It came out more like an accusation than a question. He hadn’t meant to sound so harsh, but his thoughts had put an edge in his voice.

She said nothing, but he’d spent his life gauging people’s reactions, and as clearly as if she’d shouted it he knew he’d gotten her hackles up already. That wasn’t how he’d wanted to approach this, but damn, she looked like his worst nightmare as far as Jordan was concerned. The rock-and-roll history was bad enough, but the slightly spiky red hair that fell forward to surround a face that managed to look sexy and impish at the same time, and the slim, intricate, knotted bracelet of a tattoo in a deep bluish-green color around her left wrist finished it for him. She would be an impossible-to-resist lure for an impressionable boy.

“Well?” he said, his voice even sharper.

“Was there a question?” she asked, her tone as cool as the steady gaze of smoky gray eyes. Whatever else she was, she wasn’t easily intimidated.

He took a deep breath, and tried to rein it in. After all, she wasn’t some rock gypsy any longer, was she? She’d quit that life, so maybe there was some sense behind those eyes.

The question was, how much of that life had she brought with her here?

“Where’s the paraphernalia? In back?”

She blinked then, looking genuinely puzzled. “What?”

“The cigarette papers, the bongs, the glass pipes.”

She went very still. The smoky gray eyes narrowed as she looked at him. “This is a music store, not a head shop.”

“Right. And you never touched the stuff when you were a rock star.”

She looked at him levelly. She was tall, he thought, five-eight or so. She wore black jeans and a gray shirt that had some sort of shine to it. Unremarkable, except for the way the shift and sheen of it subtly emphasized curves beneath it.

A subtle rocker? Hard to believe, he thought.

“As a matter of fact,” she said icily, “I never did. And also as a matter of fact, I was never a rock star. I played in a band.”

“A successful one.”


“For a while.”

“And you use that.”

“Marketing,” she said. “I’d be a fool not to, if I want to stay in business in a tough world.” The practical assessment surprised him. “You have a problem with that?”

She was challenging him now.

“Only when you use it to lure in kids.”

She went very still. When she spoke, her voice held a new edge that made him wary. “Lure?”

“Sexy girl rocker,” he said. “If you’re a teenage boy there’s not many lures bigger.”

For an instant she looked startled. But her voice was no less edgy, and the edge sharpened as her words came bursting out.

“That dream died thanks to the kind of thing you’re accusing me of selling. I would no more have drug paraphernalia here than I’d cook up meth in my kitchen.”

At the fierceness of her voice Wyatt drew back slightly. Perhaps he should have done some research before he’d come charging in here. He didn’t care for the way she was looking at him. Which was odd, since he’d come in here not caring what she thought, only wanting to find out what drew his son here day after day.

“You know,” she said, “when Jordy told me his father did nothing but work and hassle him, I thought he was being a typical teenager. That his situation just made normal parenting seem like hassling. Seems I was wrong. You really are a…hard-ass.”

Wyatt had the feeling Jordan had used another word, and he noted the fact that even angry she had not repeated it. He assumed a woman who’d lived in the rock world had much worse in her vocabulary, so either she’d censored herself because she didn’t use the language with a potential customer, or because she was protecting Jordan.

Belatedly—much too belatedly—he realized that she knew he wasn’t a potential customer at all, that she knew who he was.

“How did you know?”

To her credit, she didn’t play dumb. “Please. Like there’s more than two sets of those eyes in Deer Creek.”


He blinked. He’d of course known Jordan had the same color eyes. It was one of the reasons, along with childhood pictures of each of them that could be interchangeable, that he’d never doubted Jordan was his son. He just hadn’t expected a total stranger to notice it within five minutes.

And he hadn’t wanted to tick off the one person in town that Jordan seemed to voluntarily gravitate to within that first five minutes, either. He wasn’t even sure what had set him off. There had been a time when he’d been smoother, when he’d assessed a person accurately and chosen the right approach to get what information he needed from them.

Apparently that time was long past.

“Is my son here?” he asked, not even bothering to comment on her recognition.

“He’s in back.”

His brows furrowed as he glanced at the hallway behind her. “Doing what?”

“Smoking dope.”

His gaze snapped back to her face.

“Isn’t that what you expected?”

There was no denying the sour tone, or the annoyance in her voice.

And there was no denying that, if she was telling the truth, he had it coming. He just couldn’t seem to find the right path on anything connected to Jordan.

With an effort he was almost too weary to make, he pulled his scattered thoughts together and made himself focus on the reason he was here and the best way to get what he needed from this woman, not the woman herself. It was surprisingly difficult. She had a presence, and he had the brief, flitting thought that she must have been something onstage.

“Ms. Reynolds,” he said, trying to sound reasonable, “I’m just looking for my son.”

“What you’re doing,” she said, “is driving him away.”

“He’d have to be a lot closer before I could drive him away,” he said wryly.

Something flickered in her eyes, whether at his rueful words or his tone he didn’t know. But it was a better reaction than that fierce anger, or that icy cool, and he’d take it.

“Look, I just found out how much time Jordan spends here. I wanted to check the place out.”

“So you come in with an attitude and a lot of assumptions?”

She had him there. “Yes,” he admitted simply.

That won him the briefest trace of a smile.

“I’m sorry,” he said, not realizing he was going to say it until the words were out.

“About which?” she asked, clearly requiring more than just a simple, blanket apology.

He looked at her for a moment. She held his gaze steadily. Nerve, he thought. Or else he’d lost his knack for intimidation entirely in the last year. Since that had been his goal he should be happy, not standing here missing the skill.

“The attitude,” he said finally. “And the assumptions…they should have stayed at the possibilities stage.”

“Every music store is a haven for druggies and their gear? A bit old-school, aren’t you? Why risk it when people can get whatever they need or want online, with no open display of wares to get hassled over?”

She had, he knew, a very valid point. Several of them. He really should have thought more before he’d barged in here on the offensive.

“I was just worried about Jordan.” He let out a long breath, lowering his gaze and shaking his head. “I pretty much suck at this father thing,” he muttered.

“It’s a tough gig.”

The sudden gentleness of her tone caught him off guard. “I know this has been…difficult for him.”

“Ya think?” she said. “His mom dies, the father he never knew shows up out of nowhere and proceeds to drag him back to that nowhere with him…well, nowhere in his view, anyway.”

He’d been right about that, it seemed, Wyatt thought. Jordan talked to her. A lot. Certainly more than to him.

“I know he hates it here,” he said.


“I know. ‘It’s too cold, half the roads aren’t even paved, and there’s hardly any people,’” she said, clearly quoting something Jordan had told her.

“That’s exactly what I like about it,” Wyatt said.

“The cold, the roads, or the lack of population?”

“Selection C.”

Her brows rose. “So it’s not just me who sets you off, it’s people in general?”

He wasn’t quite sure there wasn’t something about her in particular, but he didn’t want to delve into that now.

“I’ve seen what people can do.”

For a moment she just looked at him. Then, with an odd sort of gentleness, she said, “I have, too. They can build skyscrapers, write incredible poetry and stories, and impossibly beautiful music. They can be kind and generous and pull together when others need them. They can weep at pain and sadness, or at a beautiful sunset.”

He stared at her. “And they can inflict pain, murder and mayhem on each other.”

She didn’t flinch. “Yes. That too. Fascinating, isn’t it?”

“You wouldn’t say that if you’d ever had to deal with the reality.”

Her gaze narrowed, and he regretted the words. And not for the implied criticism. Hastily he looked for something to divert the question he could sense was about to come.

“What kind of name is Kai?”

It sounded rude, and abrupt, but it accomplished the goal. Instead of asking what he knew about mayhem, she instead said sweetly, too sweetly he thought, “Mine.”

Now that she’d been diverted, he backed off. “I mean, where did it come from?”

“My parents.”

She wasn’t obtuse, he already knew that, so she was paying him back for his attitude, he supposed. He also figured he had it coming.

“And what,” he said evenly, “was their inspiration?”


She studied him for a moment before saying, “It’s Kauai without the u a.”

He blinked. “What?”

“Island in Hawaii? Fourth-largest? The Garden Isle?”

She was talking to him, he realized, as if he were the obtuse one. And he somewhat belatedly realized he would do well not to underestimate this woman.

“Were you born there?” That seemed a reasonable question, he thought.

“No. The fun part happened there.”

His mouth quirked. And she smiled, a bright, beautiful smile, and much more than the tiny alteration in his own expression deserved.

“Mom shortened it to the one syllable, to avoid me having to remember what order all the vowels came in when I was little, a thoughtfulness I still thank her for.”

The quirk became a smile of his own, he couldn’t seem to help it. And when he asked this time, the attitude was missing.

“What’s Jordan really doing?”

“Playing.”

He blinked. “Playing. Video games? Poker? Bingo?”

She didn’t take offense this time. Instead, the smile became a grin, and it hit him somewhere near the solar plexus and nearly took his breath away.

“A Gibson SG.”

“A guitar?”

“That one, to be exact,” she said, gesturing at the photograph he’d seen near the guitar display.

He didn’t have to turn to look; the image seemed to have been seared into his mind. But he only vaguely remembered the blue guitar. What he remembered was the flash and lighting pouring down over the stage, creating a sort of halo around the woman—a girl, really—in a sleek, black outfit that looked painted over long legs, sweet curves, and a tossed mane of red hair. Brighter, longer, and wilder than her hair now, it gleamed like wildfire with the backlighting.


“He’s playing a guitar,” he repeated, to be sure he’d heard right. “Your guitar.”

“Seemed like he’d had a bad day. Thought it might cheer him up.”

“I didn’t… He’s really playing?”

“Well, he’s trying. Practicing. Hard. He really wants to learn.”

Since he hadn’t seen Jordan try hard at a damn thing, Wyatt was more than a little taken aback. “Since when?”

She looked thoughtful for a moment. “I’d say he started coming in about six months ago.”

About a month after he’d returned to Deer Creek, Jordan in tow.

“You didn’t know he was interested?”

He shook his head. “His mother never said.”

She looked at him consideringly, no doubt wondering why he hadn’t known himself, without being told. But all she said was, “I’m sorry, it must have been awful, her dying like that.”

“Yes.” It had been awful. Painful and hard, and those last days when Melissa had been in such an anxious rush to tell him all he needed to know were days he would never forget.

“He misses her.”

“I know.”

“You don’t,” she said, eyeing him with that assessing look again.

“I barely knew her.”

“Well enough to have a child with her.”

He wasn’t about to explain that complicated story to this woman he’d just met.

“My mistake,” he said.

He saw the abruptness of his answer register. But when she spoke it wasn’t in response to that.

“Do you know your son any better?”

“No,” he admitted, his earlier frustration rising anew.

“Maybe if you’d ever had anything to do with him, you’d be in a better place with him now.”

She didn’t say it accusingly, but it bit deep just the same. He didn’t make excuses, ever. He’d been determined not to discuss this with anyone, for Jordan’s sake if nothing else, and he certainly didn’t want to do it here and now and with this woman. But the pressure of not being able to handle one thirteen-year-old boy, he who had handled far worse, was wearing him down. And for the second time since he’d walked in here, words he’d never intended to say surged out.

“Hard to do when until seven months ago I never even knew he existed.”










Chapter 3



Kai stared at the man standing on the other side of the counter. So many impressions were tumbling through her mind that she’d almost forgotten her first one, that those eyes, Jordy’s vivid green eyes, looked far too exhausted for a man in his line of work.

Jordy’s whine—because the long, wound-up complaint had indeed been that—echoed in her head. He’s a pill counter. He counts how many packages of cold pills they put in the boxes. How lame is that? And he wouldn’t even have that job if old man Hunt didn’t owe him a favor.

She had understood Jordy’s anger about his life, agreed he had a right to be upset, having been uprooted from the only home he knew and dragged a thousand miles away, away from his school, his friends. But this had hit a hot button with her, and it had been an effort to answer quietly.

“My dad worked in a canning plant once,” she’d told him. “Dead fish all day. He hated it. But he did it. Because he had a family to take care of, because he wanted me to have a roof over my head and food on the table. It’s called responsibility, Jordy. It’s called being an adult.”


Jordy had stared at her incredulously. “You standing up for him?”

“Nobody does everything wrong.”

Those words came back to her now as she stared at the pill counter. Of all the things this man might be in life, that was one she never would have guessed at if she didn’t already know. Because despite the weariness in his eyes, he was the most intense man she’d ever seen, and in her former life she’d seen some prime examples.

And she wasn’t sure she liked that intensity being turned on her.

Sexy girl rocker….

How could she be so flattered and so irritated at him at the same time? Perhaps it was the way he’d said it, so casually, as if it were self-evident. And he couldn’t know he was hitting a nerve.

A nerve that made her say, rather sharply, “Your wife has a kid and you never knew? How did that work?”

“She…wasn’t my wife. Then.”

Kai considered this, puzzled over it, and the only answer that fit was that he’d married her after he found out about Jordy. The boy hadn’t mentioned it, only that he’d never known his father, and wished his mother had never married him. She’d assumed he’d walked out on them, which had given her even more reason not to like the man.

Seven months, he’d said.

Jordy’s mother, he’d told her, died six months ago.

Which meant Wyatt Blake married her knowing she was dying.

Or perhaps because?

This put a whole new light on things for her. Whatever else his sins were, and according to Jordy they were many, Wyatt Blake was obviously trying to do the right thing by his son. The concern that had driven him here was apparently real, and somehow knowing that made his rude, accusatory questions easier to stomach. No less annoying, but slightly less temper-provoking.


“Look, Mr. Blake,” she began, “Jordy’s having a tough time. He misses the place he knew, his friends….”

“Those friends he misses are why we’re here. He was headed down a bad road.”

“At thirteen?”

“You think there’s an age limit? You of all people should know better.”

She bristled anew, her kinder thoughts about him forgotten. “Me, of all people?”

He jerked a thumb toward the photograph. “Half the kids in that audience were probably high.”

That hit a little too close to a nerve that would never heal, and she didn’t want to talk about it, especially not to this man who seemed intent on his interrogation and entirely oblivious of her efforts to be reasonable.

“What exactly do you want, Mr. Blake? I told you your son is here and what he’s doing. If you’re afraid of him falling under my evil sway, you can order him not to come back. But I’ll tell you up front that you’ll regret it.”

His brows lowered, and he looked even more intense. And, she admitted, intimidating. But she stood her ground, even when he said in a voice that sent a chill through her, “Is that a threat?”

“That,” she said determinedly, “is a simple fact. Playing is the one thing, the only thing, Jordy likes in his life right now. You take it away from him, give him no solace for what’s been done to him, and you’ll lose him completely.”

“Done to him? I brought him here to keep him out of some serious trouble. He was hanging with some kids who were headed that way fast.”

“Fine. But he’s in no danger here. Contrary to what you think.”

“Why should I believe you?”

Exasperation crowded out the wariness his voice had roused in her. “Why shouldn’t you? Or do you approach everyone you don’t even know with the assumption they’re lying?”

For an instant she saw something that looked like surprise cross his face. Then, in a voice she found, perhaps oddly, incredibly sad, he gave her an equally sad answer. “Yes.”

Again she got that impression of utter and total exhaustion. Not so much physical, he looked too fit and leanly muscled for that, but mentally. And emotionally, if she was willing to admit he might have any emotions other than anger, which she wasn’t. She—

Her thoughts broke off as Jordy emerged from the soundproof room. The boy stopped dead when he spotted his father.

“What are you doing here?”

The words held a barely suppressed anger tinged with a hurt it took a moment for Kai to figure out. Then she realized this had been Jordy’s safe place, the one place his father hadn’t known about and therefore didn’t intrude upon. And now that was gone, and, judging by his expression, he felt he had nothing left that was his.

“Looking for you. So you can explain why you lied about studying after school.”

Jordy flushed. “I lied to keep you off my back.”

“Yet here I am. Again. Go get in the car.”

Something in his words made Kai remember Jordy’s story about the times he’d run away after they’d first come here, and how his father always seemed to find him and drag him back, no matter how hard he tried to hide where he’d gone. That had to mean he cared, didn’t it? Or did it mean Jordy was right, that his father only wanted him so he could push him around?

When Jordy had first started coming here—after the third futile effort to run away—she’d wondered, enough that she kept a close eye on the boy for any sign of abuse. Finally she’d asked him, and Jordy’s surprise, then grudging admittance that his father had never struck him, told her it was the truth.

“He put a fist through a wall once, though,” Jordy had said, as if he felt he needed to prove to her that his father was as bad as he’d been saying.

“Better than backhanding you in the face,” she’d pointed out, and Jordy had subsided. She wasn’t so far removed from her own teenage years that she didn’t remember what a pain she herself had been, and sometimes she wondered why her own father hadn’t slapped her silly a time or two.

So she empathized with Jordy, tremendously. But now that Wyatt Blake was standing here, looking at the boy who looked so much like him with such frustration, she found herself empathizing with him as well. Not because of the frustration, but because beneath it she thought she saw something else. Fear.

Whether it was fear of failing at the job he thought he sucked at, or of what would happen to Jordy if he did fail, she didn’t know. But either way, she knew that deep down this man did care.

“My mom was so wrong,” Jordy said. “She always told me you were a hero. But you’re not and I hate you.”

His father just took it. He never even reacted, and Kai guessed he’d heard it all before. His flat “I know” tugged at something deep inside her. Moved by that unexpected emotion, and remembering what Marilyn had said earlier, she spoke as if Jordy hadn’t said any of it.

“So, were you glad to come back home?” she asked.

The man frowned as he looked at her.

“Me?” he finally asked, with such an undertone of puzzlement that she wondered if he’d spent any time at all dealing with his own feelings since he’d apparently taken Jordy on.

“You,” she said, keeping an eye on Jordy, who was still glaring at his father. “You moved from wherever you were living, too.”

“No,” his father said. “I wasn’t glad. I never wanted to come back here.”

She saw a flicker of surprise cross the boy’s face. He’d obviously never thought of this. Perhaps never thought about his father having feelings at all. But he quickly recovered, the sullen expression taking over again.

“And you never wanted me, either.”

Again his father didn’t react to the fierce declaration.

“Get in the car, Jordan,” he said. “You’ve got homework to do.”

Jordan opened his mouth, and for an instant Kai held her breath, thinking Jordy might earn that backhand with the words she could almost feel rising to his lips. But the boy conquered the urge, and after a long glare at his father he stalked toward the door. She saw Blake pull a set of keys out of his jeans pocket, aim one toward the glass door and hit the unlock button. The lights on a black SUV parked just to the right of the shop entrance flashed. He watched the boy open the door and climb into the passenger seat.

“He walks here from school, you know. He could walk home,” she said.

“Not safe,” he said, almost absently, still focused on the car.

“In Deer Creek?”

“Anywhere.”

He muttered it, so low she could barely hear it. And then he turned back to look at her. The key was still in his hand, and she saw his fingers move over it.

“Wishing you could lock him in it?” she asked. “Maybe until he’s eighteen?”

His head snapped around. She felt that assessing gaze once more, as if he were gauging if she’d been joking or seriously accusing.

“Thirty,” he said after a moment, apparently going with the former.

That was progress, she supposed. And she couldn’t help smiling widely at the so normal, parental answer. “Now you sound like my father.”

He seemed to pull back a little. His gaze flicked once more to the photograph of her on the wall. “He probably still wishes he had kept you locked up until you were thirty.”

So much for progress, she thought. “You get scorned by a girl in a band once, or what?”

“Can’t imagine any father wanting that life for his daughter.”

Her father had, in fact, expressed his concerns. On occasion, strongly. But he’d done it gently, out of love, not out of…whatever it was driving Wyatt Blake to snipe at her.

Which drove her to say, very, very sweetly, “Oh, no. Much better that she live a nice, normal life, maybe fall for some guy who takes what he wants then walks blithely away, not even bothering to find out if she might be pregnant.”

The hit scored, and by his expression it was a good one. Which, she supposed, told her a little more about this man; if he was a complete jerk he wouldn’t be feeling anything.

But then, if he were that jerk, he wouldn’t have bothered to take Jordy, would he? She fought back a growing curiosity about how it had all happened. Why she was feeling that at all was beyond her, after the way he’d talked to her. His concern for his son excused a lot, but to come in here, into her own place, and talk to her like that, was beyond infuriating.

“So are we done?” she asked, letting her feelings show completely this time, now that Jordy was safely out of earshot. “No.”

Startled, she drew back slightly.

“You’re going to forbid him to come here? Take that away from him, too?”

He ignored that. “I hear there are some guys who hang out here, guys I don’t want my son around.”

“Bands practice in my sound room. A lot of guys—and girls, thank you—hang out. Would you rather have them maybe going somewhere they could find some real trouble?”

What you’ll drive Jordy to if you’re not careful, she added inwardly.

Again, he ignored her point. “These aren’t musicians of any stripe. Where this kind hangs out, there’s trouble, eventually.”

Although she admitted silently that there were a couple of customers she could do without, exasperation prodded her to say, “Even the cops have to wait until somebody does something to convict them.”

Something flashed through his eyes then, something dark and grim, and her breath caught. “Thankfully I’m not a cop. I don’t have to wait.”

Still unsettled by that look, Kai changed her tactics. “There’s no one who causes trouble in my store,” she said, then added pointedly, “so I keep my nose out of their business.”


“Watch they don’t get their hands—or worse—in yours,” he said. His tone was as grim as that expression had been, and she of the usually quick comeback couldn’t think of a thing to say.

And then he was gone, turning on his heel and heading for the vehicle where his son sat waiting in a full-blown sulk.

If it wasn’t for the fact that everything she’d said about Jordy coming here was true, she almost wished he really would forbid the boy’s visits. At least then she’d be a lot more likely to never have to speak to his father again. And that was a win on her scale.










Chapter 4



The battles, for today at least, were over.

Wyatt sat wearily in the leather chair beside the now dark reading lamp. After Jordan had gone to bed he’d made a circuit of the house, then the big yard, inspecting every step of the way, looking for any sign those “old acquaintances” had overcome those misdirections and found him anyway.

If it was just him, he’d take his chances, rely on the skills that, while perhaps a bit rusty, he knew were still there, waiting. But now there was Jordan, and that changed everything. He couldn’t even risk assuming his old colleague was right, that the person asking about him was a friendly. Or if he had been, that he still was.

Again relying on that compartmentalization, he had finished the paperwork and reports for work, details he was allowed to complete at home, which in turn allowed him to be here almost all the hours Jordan wasn’t in school. His generous boss had two kids of his own, and although they were adults now, he remembered the teenage years well enough to be sympathetic with Wyatt’s predicament.


And you should be with his, Wyatt told himself, thinking of the suspicious incidents that had been occurring at the plant—evidence of a prowler, footprints, broken shrubbery, movement seen by the young night watchman. But the property surrounding the plant was open forest, with free access, so it was hard to prove it was even connected to the plant.

But he knew it was. He also knew he was lucky just to have the job he had. He’d hesitated to approach John Hunt, not liking the idea of cashing in on the sincere but emotion-driven “I owe you everything. If there’s ever anything I can do,” that the man had delivered years ago. He’d anticipated feeling like a beggar, or worse.

But John had been there like some—too many—of his former bosses never had been. He’d understood immediately, offered him a couple of jobs he knew he didn’t want before they had, reluctantly on John’s part, settled on the inventory control position the man couldn’t believe he really wanted.

“I need to learn how not to think,” he said, wanting to be honest about his reasons even as he realized that was the last thing he probably should have said to a prospective employer.

John Hunt had studied him for a long moment. The man was smart, you didn’t build the kind of thriving enterprise he had built if you were stupid or lazy. Hunt Packing—affectionately known by its employees as “Little HP,” as opposed to the computer giant—was small, but a model of success in a difficult time.

“You can have whatever job you want, Wyatt,” he’d finally said. “If you promise that when the time comes that you want more, you’ll come to me.”

He doubted that time would ever come. He’d had enough, he didn’t want challenge. He wanted numbness. No more life-altering decisions, no more explosive situations.

The thought of things explosive brought back what he’d been trying to avoid thinking about all evening; his abrasive encounter with the high-spirited and strong-willed proprietor of Play On. If stereotypes held a kernel of truth, then she lived up to the hair.

And she’d been more restrained than many would have been under the circumstances. He’d come in firing, and looking back, he wouldn’t have blamed her if she’d thrown him out, or called those cops. Of course, if she was up to something nefarious that drew those kids he was trying to keep Jordan away from, it wasn’t likely she’d be calling the cops for anything.

It occurred to him he should do some homework of his own, something he should have done before he’d charged into Play On. He supposed it was a measure of his progress in the last year that what would have been second nature in the past had only occurred to him so belatedly.

He didn’t want to move, had been seriously considering trying to sleep right here in this chair. But he also knew he didn’t dare risk Jordan finding out he was checking up on his girl idol, so he’d better do it now.

He got up wearily and walked to the desk in the den. He hadn’t powered the computer down after he’d finished his work, so a touch on the mouse brought it back to life.

He began to build the picture.

She was a couple of months shy of thirty. She’d seemed younger to him, but everyone did lately. Born in the heartland, although her parents, solid, level-headed folks, had moved to the West Coast early on in her life. Ordinary childhood, it seemed. She’d been listed as a flower girl in two family weddings before she was five. Then nothing until some speculation in middle school, after a district tournament in which she had apparently smoked the competition, that she might have a future playing tennis. That surprised him; how did you go from potential tennis player to a rock band?

He found the answer in a quote from her, upon the release of Relative Fusion’s first CD. “Tennis didn’t make my blood sing,” she’d said. “Music does.”

The history of the band was easy enough to trace; there were those who still mourned the end even now, years later. They were praised for deep songwriting, the powerful voice of lead singer Christopher “Kit” Hudson, and the innovative arrangements and playing credited to Kai Reynolds. Some canny internet promotion, also credited to Reynolds, plus rabidly loyal fans who adored their “Kit and Kai”—a bit cute, he thought—had brought them to the attention of a small, independent label. Their first CD release had done well enough to encourage a bigger sales campaign on the second.

“Kai’s the brains,” one label representative was quoted as saying. “She’s got a knack for the business. If she ever quits performing, we’d hire her in a minute.”

So perhaps it wasn’t such a reach that she’d ended up running a small-town music store, that she’d gone from winding up venues full of appreciative fans to selling instruments to the local high school band program.

From electric guitars to tubas, he thought wryly.

But she hadn’t, by all accounts, wanted to quit performing. It had been taken out of her hands. One writer, on a popular blog chronicling the music scene in the Northwest, had told the story in bleak detail; the death of lead singer Kit Hudson, and the resulting departure of lead guitarist Kai Reynolds, had spelled the end for the inventive, talented and rising band.

“The fiery couple were the nucleus of Relative Fusion,” the man wrote. “Onstage and off. When Hudson died tragically of an accidental overdose at twenty-six, it took the heart, and the music, out of Reynolds, and she quit the band shortly thereafter. Without that nucleus the rest of the band disintegrated quickly, going their separate ways.”

…took the heart, and the music, out of Reynolds.

It only took a couple of minutes to find what apparently was the only public statement she’d ever made on her lover’s death.

“Kit’s death is the biggest waste I’m ever likely to see in my life. I loved him, but he wouldn’t, couldn’t stop. I can’t be a part of a world that will remind me every day that he was just the latest in a long line that will continue endlessly.”

He read the words again, and then a third time. Including the reference at the bottom of the article that as Hudson’s executor, she had funneled his entire take from the music into funding a rehab clinic in his hometown.

He could almost feel his view of her shift. And he suddenly doubted she was either doing, enabling or selling drugs in the back of her store.


The blogger may have been right, death may have taken the heart out of her, but she had also apparently seen it for what it was, another in a long line of deaths chalked up to not just the drugs but their prevalence in her world.

So she’d walked away.

She’d left behind a career she probably loved, doing what kids all over the world dreamed of doing, and having achieved some amount of success at it. She probably could have stayed, played with another band, but she’d left before it swallowed her up, too.

And he found himself admiring her for having the wisdom and courage to walk away from a soul-eating existence.

And to do it a lot sooner than he had.

 

Kai knew who it was the moment she heard the back door open. Only one person came in that way when there was still parking out front. She wasn’t sure why, or why it faintly annoyed her.

“Hello, Max.”

“Hey, sweet thing.”

She tried not to wince at the overdone effort at charm. Max was barely into his twenties, fairly good-looking with thick, medium-brown hair, flashing dark eyes and a killer grin, but he walked and talked with a smug swagger she instinctively disliked. She’d seen it before, and in her experience there was rarely anything of substance beneath all the bravado.

But at least he was alone, this time. When he came in with his two followers, he was a different guy, the bravado taking on an ugly edge. Part of maintaining his leadership in his small posse, she supposed. But whatever it was, she didn’t like it, and she was wary whenever the three of them came in together.

And he was a customer, a regular one. Not for instruments; he spent his time in either the sound system corner, or the small CD section in the opposite corner of the store. The big box store in the next town drew people for the big sellers, so she focused on the stuff they didn’t, the smaller, local groups, Americana, the indies, alternative and the more eclectic, off-the-beaten-path stuff. Things it was hard to find even to download, not in any coherent manner. It didn’t make a huge profit, but most quarters she broke even on it. And since he was a not-insignificant contributor to that, she kept wearing her best service-oriented smile.

But today he wasn’t looking at CDs; instead he leaned forward and rested his elbows on the counter.

“Remember that sound system we were talking about?”

“I think we were drooling more than talking, but yes,” she said, her smile more genuine as she remembered Max’s very real enthusiasm for the very expensive equipment.

Max laughed, and he seemed to drop the swagger. “I want it,” he said.

“Don’t we all. You could blast music all the way to Seattle.”

“No, I mean I want to order them.”

She blinked. “The price hasn’t changed in two weeks, Max.”

“I know. But my…resources have.”

“You get a nine-to-five?” she asked wryly.

“Shit, no,” Max exclaimed with a grin. “I’m a freelancer, you know that. The everyday grind, that’s for drones, you know? Worker bees.”

Like your parents, she thought; the Middletons were a hardworking pair, but they were anything but wealthy. And Max still lived with them, Kai suspected because he had them charmed—or buffaloed—into continuing to support him, negating the necessity for him to actually do something with his young life.

“Don’t tell me you talked your dad into springing for expensive, high-end speaker gear so you can blow him out of his own home?”

He laughed again, but there was an edge in it this time, as if something she’d said had rubbed his pride the wrong way.

“Nah,” he said. “But he’s giving me the garage. I’m going to convert it into the biggest, baddest entertainment room in this whole loser little town.”

Kai had the thought that if the latter was really true, accomplishing the former wouldn’t take much, but kept it to herself.


“So, you gonna order those bad boys for me?”

“Look, Max,” she said frankly, “I can’t afford to eat the cost of an order that big. You sure you can manage it?”

She’d been afraid he would take offense—funny how those with the least reason got their egos in a pucker the easiest—but instead he reacted as if he’d only been waiting for her to ask. With dramatic flair he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a wad of cash.

“Sure, I can. I’ll even pay the whole thing in advance,” he said with a smile that told her she was supposed to be impressed.

“Cash?” she said, surprised.

“I’ve been saving up. Doing some favors for a friend,” he said, with a pious look she couldn’t help doubting. “He’s very grateful.”

He was counting it out as he laid it out on the counter, mostly tens and twenties but the occasional fifty and even a couple of Benjamins.

“You’re sure about this?” she asked, wondering what was wrong with her, why she didn’t just leap at the sale. It would put her well into the black for the month, and lessen the worry about the next month as well. And he could have easily just ordered them online, or gone out of town to one of the big electronic or audio/video stores that would have what he wanted, maybe even in stock. But he’d come here, and she should, she told herself, be more appreciative.

Even if she suspected he had more in mind than just a proprietor-customer relationship.

“There’s more where this came from,” he answered. “There’s always more.” He flashed that smile at her again. “I’m even paying my old man rent, how about that?”

Well, that’s something, Kai thought, and pulled out a form to make the order. She made a call, found out the equipment was available for immediate shipment. When she had all the information, she marked down the amount paid, and signed the receipt.

“Hey, look at that, I finally got your autograph!”


She couldn’t help laughing at that. “I’ll call you when they come in. Shouldn’t be more than a couple of days.”

“And don’t forget the phone number after,” he said, with what she supposed was his best effort at a leer.

Max was always flirting with her, in a clumsy way she found odd and somewhat amusing, a reaction she guessed he wouldn’t be too happy about.

Today’s riff, a Stephen Bruton favorite, sounded again. She looked over, and was relieved to see Jordy coming in. Apparently his father had decided against forbidding the boy to come here.

Or he had, and Jordy was disobeying.

She hoped it wasn’t that. Not only for Jordy’s sake but her own; she so did not want to be in the middle of that mess, with Wyatt Blake coming after her again, the way he had last week. She’d be happy never to see the man again.

But somehow she didn’t think she was going to be that lucky.

 

“You wanted to see me, sir?”

John Hunt looked up and motioned Wyatt into the office.

“Close the door, will you?”

Uh-oh.

Wyatt did as asked, but warily. John was normally the most approachable of bosses, genial and willing to listen, hence the usually open door.

He stopped in front of the man’s desk, shaking his head at the offer of a seat; he hoped he wasn’t going to be there that long. Hoped as well this was just to catch up after the man’s recent business trip. Doubted he was that lucky.

“I meant to tell you this before I left for the East Coast, but I’m afraid it slipped my mind. I’m still not sure if it means anything, but it might to you.”

Truly wary now, Wyatt asked, “What?”

“About a week before I left I got a phone call about you.”

Wyatt went very still. “A phone call?”

“From somebody else who owes you.”


“That’s what they said?”

John nodded. “They thought I might know where you were.”

A week before. And John had been gone two weeks. He could have been already burned three weeks ago. His mind was racing as John studied him.

“I told him I didn’t. Just like you asked.”

“Thank you.”

For all the good it would do. If whoever it was knew enough to call here, then he could find him. John was the only one who knew about his desire for secrecy; they’d decided early on it would make things worse rather than better if they asked everybody at Hunt Packing to keep him secret. Better just to give them nothing to talk about.

But that didn’t help if you had people calling and asking about him directly.

And back then, it had been merely a precaution. Now, this coupled with that emailed warning….

“Wyatt—”

His boss stopped when he shook his head. And let him go.

Wyatt headed back to his cubicle. When he’d gotten tangled up in the mess John’s youngest daughter had gotten herself into, he’d been startled to learn the man’s business was headquartered so close to his old hometown. And been thankful she’d gone off to the big city to get herself in trouble; he’d been nowhere near ready to go home, for any reason.

And now here he was, back again, hiding. Trying to keep his son out of the same kind of mess.

Only now he was wondering if his own less-than-tidy past was going to follow them here.

Wondering if anybody ever got to truly leave their past behind them.










Chapter 5



“Hey, kid,” Max said to Jordy.

“Hi, Max!”

The boy seemed thrilled that the older boy—Kai couldn’t think of Max any other way—had acknowledged him. Did more than just acknowledge him, even gave him a friendly, man-to-man-type slap on the shoulder.

“Been practicing?” Max asked as Kai brought out the boxes containing his speakers and added them to the stack.

Jordy lit up at Max’s attention. “Yeah! Kai let me play BeeGee the other day.”

“Miss Kai,” Max said with a fair approximation of Old World charm, “is a generous soul.”

“She’s the best,” Jordy said, so fervently it made Kai smile.

“Thank you, Jordy,” she said.

“Gonna play in a band someday, like she did?” Max asked, with every evidence of genuine interest in this boy at least ten years younger than he. His two buddies treated the boy like most guys their age would, with annoyance bordering on anger, but a few weeks ago Max had changed, started being nice to Jordy, at least around her.

But it seemed different to her today.

I hear there are some guys who hang out here, guys I don’t want my son around….

Wyatt Blake, that was the difference. He’d unsettled her, made her suspicious.

Even as she thought it, watching the two males talk as if they were of an age, she knew that wasn’t quite true. Because it was odd that Max had started to show up mostly in the afternoons, around the time Jordy always came in. Odder still that someone Max’s age, unless he was a relative, would even pretend such an interest in a kid so much younger. And she’d thought that even before Jordy’s father had come barreling into her life.

So why hadn’t she told him? Why hadn’t she aimed him at Max, let him be the one to ferret out the true reason behind this unexpected kindness by someone who was, from what she’d heard outside the store, generally surly and rude most of the rest of the time?

Because Wyatt Blake aggravated you?

Because he had aggravated her. He had provoked the temper she’d worked hard to quash. She’d worked hard at it because she hated being a cliché, a redhead with a hot temper. And she’d managed to put a respectably long fuse on it, and then hide the matches, after years of effort.

She hadn’t counted on a guy who brought his own lighter.

She yanked herself out of unwelcome thoughts.

“Your old man still giving you a hard time?” Max was asking.

Jordy shot her a quick, sideways glance. “It never stops. Ask Kai. He was in here hassling her last week.”

Max looked at her, his pierced right brow lifting. She shrugged. “He was here. But I can’t blame him for wanting to know where his son spends a lot of time.”

Jordy’s eyes widened, she supposed at the unexpected defense of the man he hated. “He was a jerk!”

There was the tiniest hint of a hovering sense of betrayal in the words, so Kai grinned at the boy and said, “I believe I told him that. And worse.”

In an instant Jordy’s mood shifted. “You did?” he asked, wide-eyed and with an awed tone.

“I did. You can’t, but I can, because he can’t do anything to me,” she said.

“Parents. Always trying to run your life,” Max put in.

She focused on the older boy for a moment. “When you’re only thirteen, that’s the way it is,” she said, watching Max’s face for any sense of surprise at how young Jordy really was. There was no reaction, and she knew he’d already known. Which made his amiability toward the boy who was barely more than a child even more suspect.

“I can’t wait until I’m eighteen,” Jordy said. “I’ll take off and never come back.”

Kai thought about pointing out that some kids stayed and leeched off their parents into their twenties, but decided poking at Max wasn’t the best path right now. After all, she had nothing to indicate the guy was really a problem, nothing suspicious except the way he treated a much younger boy, and the ready cash with no visible source. His rather awkward but harmless flirting with her, and his kindness and interest in Jordy might be out of character, but hardly a crime.

The money? Maybe he really had done favors for a friend.

And maybe you’re the queen of gullibleville, she told herself drily.

She remembered her thoughts later as, walking back from the grocery store to her apartment over the store, she saw Max and his two regular companions standing outside the local pizza place a block down off the main street, across from the bakery. Most of the local teenagers hung out at Dinozzo’s, and since Max and his friends didn’t seem to have progressed beyond that age, she supposed it was reasonable that they would, too.

She glanced down the street again as she crossed at the corner. There was a row of outdoor tables with umbrellas, lit by lights on the outside of the building. They’d be put away for the winter soon, and the lights dimmed, but for now the area in front was lit like a stage. Just as she reached the opposite curb, she saw Dan, the least likeable of Max’s two regular companions, gesture to an older man around the corner of the building.

She kept walking.

Forget it, she told herself. Just get home. It’s late, you’re starved, and it’s affecting your imagination.

She fired up her barbecue before she put the groceries away, then quickly fixed a salad and put the steak she’d bought on the grill out on her small back balcony, big enough only for the barbecue and a pub-style table with a couple of stools. She liked the high seating because it allowed her to look over the railing and across the small neighborhood that was dotted with so many trees it made for a pleasantly green landscape. In the distance were the mountains, and the vista gave her a feeling of space that was an antidote to the cramped balcony.

Not that her apartment itself was cramped, it was as big as the store below, and two years ago she’d had it remodeled so that the walled off kitchen was now open to the main living area in a great room effect. And she liked it.

“You’ll be bored to tears in that little town,” her mother had warned her.

But for once, her mother had been wrong. She loved it, she loved living here, loved her store, all of it. And despite the confidence she’d expressed all along to her parents, no one had been more surprised than she was that Kai Reynolds was actually a small-town girl at heart.

She decided to eat outside; it would soon be too chilly, and she’d miss the opportunity. For the first few bites she focused on how good the local beef was, and the tang of Mrs. Bain’s homemade salad dressing, well worth the regular trips to the weekend farmer’s market. She’d have to stock up for the winter soon, before the markets ended for the season. She didn’t go for any esoteric, organic reasons, but simply because she liked the feel of it, the way things used to be in a simpler time.

A simpler time. A simpler place.

She thought of what she’d seen by the pizza parlor, Max and his friends, which led her to Jordy. Could she really blame his father for bringing him here when she herself had come here seeking many of the same things? Could she blame him for making assumptions when in a great many stores like hers what he’d accused her of—the paraphernalia at least—was in fact true? Had she been so predisposed because of Jordy’s complaints that she hadn’t given the man a chance?

She played the encounter back in her mind. No, he was pretty much a jerk from the beginning. But, she admitted, she’d made no effort to be conciliatory, either. She’d gone on offense from the moment he’d opened his mouth, reacting to his harsh tone more than what he’d said. And it had gone downhill from there.

She was still pondering when she went to bed. Maybe she should have told him about Max. At least that Jordy was fascinated by the older boys, and the attention Max in particular paid him, enough that Kai was wary. Maybe she still should. After all, his father was only trying to keep the boy out of trouble.

“Or maybe you should just stay butted out,” she muttered into the darkness.

She was certainly no expert on raising kids, her only experience stemming from the kid side. But by his own admission, neither was Jordy’s father.

I should call Mom, she thought again. Ask her how she liked getting parenting advice from strangers who weren’t even parents themselves. That ought to cure the urge.

She rolled over and pounded her pillow into submission. When it didn’t seem to help, when sleep seemed no closer, she sighed aloud.

Damn Wyatt Blake anyway. Wasn’t it enough that he soaked up all the air in the room in person, did he have to invade her thoughts, too?

Apparently so, she thought, humor sparking at last, since she’d been thinking about that rancorous encounter for nearly a week now.

…only trying to keep the boy out of trouble.

She lifted herself up on an elbow, remembering Jordy saying with all his thirteen-year-old determination, “He wants me to do sports or something, and I won’t. I don’t want to do anything he says.”

An idea stirred. She lay there, considering, turning it over and around in her mind.

It might work, she thought. It just might work.

And if it didn’t, they’d be right where they were now, except Jordy’s father would likely be even angrier at her.

But at least this time she would have done something to deserve it. Meddling, her mother would call it.

But then, her mother had also said that sometimes meddling wasn’t all bad.

Decided now, she put her head back down on the pillow. And sleep, as if it had been waiting for a decision, came quickly.










Chapter 6



Saturday morning dawned clear and crisp. Good for a walk, Kai told herself. It would soon be time to break out her beloved shearling jacket and boots, and that made her smile. Maybe she’d learn to knit this winter, so she could make some of those cool beanies and watch caps she loved.

So, she thought, I’m in such a good mood, what better to do than destroy it?

She grabbed the DVD that was the pretext she’d come up with, and trotted downstairs. She pulled on the medium-weight jacket that hung by the back door, stuffed the DVD case in the pocket and stepped outside. She locked up behind her and started west. From Jordy she knew they were living in his grandparent’s old home at the far end of Madrona Street, and that they were both dead. That fact was meaningless to Jordy, since he’d never known his father, let alone his father’s parents.

It was only about a half a mile, nice for a walk on a brisk fall day. She’d have time to get there and back, since she didn’t open the store until noon on Saturdays. And since it was in an area she hadn’t perused much, she was looking forward to it. The walk part, anyway.

She hummed under her breath as she went, pleased that it didn’t bother her overmuch when she realized it was the last song Kit had written. She smiled and waved at people who went by if she knew them, leaving it at a smile if she didn’t. She did a lot of waving. She’d gone out of her way to meet as many people as she could when she’d come here, not just for business reasons. She’d had some idea in her head that the small town might close ranks against the outsider. But instead they’d welcomed her, been thrilled that their little town was going to have a music store, and she’d slid into a comfortable place here more quickly than she’d ever imagined possible.

So, was she about to mess with that, too? Wyatt Blake was one of their own; after all, he’d grown up here. Would they suddenly decide she was an interloper if she started interfering in his life?

She shook her head, nearly laughing out loud at herself. If that’s all it took, then her place here wasn’t as comfortable as she thought it was.

She glanced at her watch, saw that it was after nine now. Her mom liked to sleep in on Sundays, and given the dynamo she was the rest of the week, no one was likely to argue with her. She pulled out her cell phone and made the call she’d been meaning to make for days now.

Her mother never chided her for not calling often enough, which actually made her call more often than her busy life conveniently allowed. Her mother, Kai thought for at least the millionth time, was a very smart woman.

After the usual catching up, and the pleasant news that her father was feeling so much better after knee surgery a few months ago that he’d gone fishing with some friends, Kai asked the question she’d been pondering.

“Do you think someone who’s never had kids can ever have good ideas about raising them?”

“Of course,” her mother said, “if they ever were one.”


Kai laughed. “Did anybody who’d never had them ever tell you what you should do with me?”

“I seem to recall your Uncle Brad having an opinion or two on the matter.”

She laughed again at her mother’s dry tone; her Uncle Brad Reynolds, her father’s brother, made Wyatt Blake look like an overly lenient pushover.

“I always had the feeling Uncle Brad thought kids shouldn’t just be seen and not heard, they shouldn’t be.”

“He would be much more comfortable with them if they were born adults,” her mother agreed.

“Thanks for keeping him at a distance for me.”

“In my job description,” her mother said with a laugh. “Now, you want to tell me what brought this on?”

“Just a kid who’s been hanging around the store. He’s having trouble with his dad.”

“And you think dad’s the problem?”

“I’ve met him,” Kai said. “Yeah, I think he’s the problem.”

“Thinking of meddling?”

“On my way to do it right now,” Kai admitted. “He’s a good kid. I’m worried about him.”

“Then that’s your approach. No parent who really cares wouldn’t at least listen to someone who starts out saying they’re worried about their child.”

“You haven’t met this one,” Kai said. “But I’ll give that a shot. Thanks, Mom.”

She tucked the phone back into her pocket and made the turn onto Madrona Street. The road ended down where there were older houses, houses with large yards and classic, Craftsman-style architecture she admired. But Jordy hated the house, too, and talked about being at the end of the street like it was the end of the world.

She found the house, two stories of perfect details, sitting back from the cul de sac on a large lot. So that was the huge lawn Jordy griped about having to mow, she thought. She could see his point, it was pretty big. But at least he’d get the winter off; hard to mow when it was raining nearly every day.


And it looked good, she thought as she started up the gently winding walkway that was a nice counterpoint to the squares and rectangles of the house and driveway. She wondered if Jordy did that good a job by nature, or only because he knew his father would make him do it over again if it was too sloppy. She kind of leaned toward the latter, from what she’d seen and heard.

She was at the porch, contemplating the cowardly act of just leaving the DVD and hoping Jordy’s father would get the hint, when the meaning of the rhythmic sounds she’d been hearing registered. Somebody was chopping wood.

Surely not Jordy? He was too small to be using an ax, at least a full-size one, safely. She walked toward the noise, around the corner of the house. And stopped dead.

In the shade of a huge tree next to the house, Wyatt Blake was doing the woodman routine. And doing it well, with the same grace and power she’d sensed in him the first moment she’d seen him.

And he was doing it in jeans and a worn T-shirt despite the coolness of the morning. But she guessed nothing worked up a sweat like chopping wood.

For a long moment she just stood there, watching the man work with a sort of fascination she didn’t understand. She was no expert on the procedure, but it certainly seemed he was; he had a smooth rhythm going that was seamless, even as it adapted to different sizes of the logs he was splitting into fireplace-size chunks.

Okay, so she liked the way he moved. Liked the lean, rangy way he was built. She could appreciate that, right?

She wondered anew if this was perhaps one of her less brilliant ideas, if she should have gone with the urge to leave the DVD and vanish.

And then it was out of her hands; she hadn’t even noticed Jordy was there, dutifully if sullenly stacking the split lengths of wood his father was producing at a rather amazing rate. But the boy spotted her in the moment before she could turn coward and run.

“Kai!”


Delight spread across his face as he dropped the wood he held and trotted toward her, making it impossible for her to flee. The rhythmic sounds of the striking ax stopped abruptly, then a louder strike sounded as Jordy’s father buried the head of the ax deeply into the tree stump he’d been using as a chopping block. For a moment she met his eyes, saw that cool assessment again, that expressionless mask.

With an inward sigh, she steeled herself. She turned back to Jordy as the boy asked excitedly, “What are you doing here?”

She saw, from the corner of her eye, Jordy’s father had left the chopping block and was walking toward them, and she had the feeling those were the words in his mind as well, although likely in a much less welcoming tone.

She kept her focus on the boy. “I brought you something,” she said.

Jordy’s eyes widened. “Me? You brought me something?”

He sounded so astonished that her heart ached a little.

“Yes, you.” She tugged the jewel case out of her jacket pocket. “Remember, we talked about that teaching DVD?”

Jordy’s eyes lit up. “You found it?”

“Yep.”

His father was there now, just a yard or so away. But he didn’t speak at all, didn’t interrupt, so she kept her eyes on the boy.

“Now, this is the only copy I have, and it’s out of production now, so you need to be careful with it. But the guy who did it is a great teacher, I think you’ll like him.”

“And he’s really the guy who taught you to play?”

“He’s the guy who took my playing from plinking around to actually sounding like something, yes.”

“Cool!”

Jordy’s enthusiasm was infectious, and she grinned at him. “Let’s see how you feel when your fingers start bleeding.”

Jordy’s grin started strong, but faded. “But I’ll need to practice, won’t I?”

“A lot.”

He cast a sideways glance at his father, his expression going from delight to anger and dislike. “But I can’t.”


Jordy didn’t say “He won’t let me,” but the inference was clear.

“Why don’t you take that inside,” she told the boy. “Let me talk to your dad for a minute.”

For an instant hope flared in those eyes so like yet unlike his father’s. Then it was gone, although he took the DVD and headed toward the house. Defeat screamed from him with every trudging step, and she couldn’t stop herself from turning back to the man standing there. He looked exasperated.

“Didn’t even argue,” he muttered.

“You’re crushing him.”

She regretted the words the moment they came out. She sensed his edgy watchfulness shift into the same mood he’d been under when he’d come into the store last week.

“And you’re sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong.”

“Meddling.”

He blinked. “What?”

“My mother calls it meddling.”

“She’s right,” he said, and she couldn’t miss the warning note in his voice.

This is for Jordy, she reminded herself.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to start that way. It’s just that it breaks my heart to see him like that.”

“He’s a good whiner.”

She drew back slightly, the cold assessment surprising her, although she wasn’t sure why it should. “He has things to whine about, don’t you think?”

The man pulled off the heavy gloves he’d been wearing and crossed his arms. The body language was clear, but the movement also shifted the sleeve of his shirt, and she caught a glimpse of a wicked, curving scar up the back of his left arm.

“Whining doesn’t change anything,” he said flatly. “You just have to get on with it.”

She tore her gaze from the scar, although the image of it lingered in her mind. She saw in his face that he knew perfectly well she’d seen it, but he wasn’t about to explain. No reason he should, she told herself, and spoke only about Jordy.


“So, he’s not even allowed to acknowledge his grief, his pain, his fear?”

That made him frown. “Fear?”

“Of course he’s afraid. He’s just a boy, the one parent he knew and loved is dead, he’s never moved before but gets yanked out of the life he knew, away from his friends and anyone he trusted—”

She stopped herself, realizing what she’d just said. But he didn’t react, either not taking offense or realizing it was true, Jordy didn’t trust him.

“Six months ago,” he pointed out.

“One twenty-sixth of his life,” she countered. “Not long enough, not when you’re so young you don’t have the resources to easily adapt. And no one to turn to for help.”

“I’ve tried talking to him. Explaining.”

It was the first even slightly conciliatory thing he’d said, and she seized on it.

“He doesn’t want to hear it. You can’t give him the one thing he wants most. No one can.”

“His mother back.”

“Yes.”

There was a long pause. “She knew I was going to do this. Bring him here. She approved.”

“Did she talk to him about it?”

He dropped his arms, slapped the gloves in his right hand against his leg. “She didn’t have time.”

She studied him for a moment. “You told him she agreed to it?” He nodded. She read what he wasn’t saying in those weary eyes. “But he didn’t believe you.”

“I could tell him the sky is blue and he wouldn’t believe me.”

She doubted it was quite that bad, but he was talking now, almost reasonably, and she didn’t want to waste this chance.

“I know you’re worried about him, what kind of trouble he might get into.”

“That’s why we’re here in the first place.”

“And he’s fighting you.”


“Every step of the way.”

Like father…

She nearly bit her tongue, afraid the words that popped into her mind were going to pop out of her mouth. “He doesn’t want to do anything you say?”

“I think he only listens so he can do the opposite,” he said wryly.

“Then tell him to do the thing he wants most to do.”

“Take that ax to me?” he suggested with a jerk of his thumb over his shoulder and a glance toward the chopping block.

It was a bitter, scathing sort of joke, but it was a joke—at least, she thought it was—and she should acknowledge that. But again the movement had tugged at the faded blue T-shirt, and she caught a glimpse of lean, flat stomach.

And another scar on his left side, just above the low-slung waistband of his jeans. This one was tidier, and there were marks from stitches or staples, but also an odd rounded indentation in the middle.

How on earth did a paper pusher—or a pill counter—end up with scars like that? she wondered.

And, almost reluctantly, it occurred to her that perhaps Wyatt Blake had reason to be the way he was.

It seemed he’d been through his own kind of hell.










Chapter 7



Wyatt saw her gaze snap back to his face as he looked back from the woodpile. She wore the oddest expression on her very expressive face. Not revulsion at his scars, he’d seen that often enough to recognize it. But she wasn’t much at hiding her emotions, this one. Did that mean she wasn’t much at hiding, period? Was she really what she seemed, just a kind woman who cared about a boy not her own?

They did exist, people like that, he reminded himself. Just because he hadn’t run into many for a long time didn’t change that. They were the reason he’d chosen the path he’d walked, after all.

“I meant,” she said, sounding as if she had been distracted and was trying to regain her focus, “what if you tell him he has to spend every spare minute doing something he actually desperately wants to do? Imagine his dilemma.”

He studied her for a moment. “You mean practice playing the guitar.”

He thought he saw it now, the motive behind bringing Jordy that instructional DVD.


“Expecting me to buy him a guitar? From your store, of course?”

“I don’t care if you build him one from that wood you’re chopping,” she snapped, startling him.

He shifted uncomfortably as she went on, clearly angry all over again at him.

“I’ve been loaning him my demo for weeks, and I’ll continue to let him use it all he wants. He can even bring it home to practice.” She gave him a disgusted look. “No effort at all on your part.”

He felt a bit like a man trapped in a burning car with the flames licking at the gas tank. Time to get the hell out or avert the ensuing explosion.

“Sorry,” he muttered, without the grace he supposed was warranted. “I’m just… I don’t know what to do with him.”

“Like a million other parents.”

To her credit, she didn’t hang on to her mad. Apparently helping Jordan was more important. And that made him feel more than a little embarrassed at how he’d once again assumed she had base motives.

He let out a compressed breath. “I guess I’m as confused as he is.”

As if his admission made up for his accusations, her voice was gentle, encouraging when she said, “Maybe you should tell him that.”

“Great way to undermine my authority with him.”

“And that’s getting you so far, isn’t it?”

There wasn’t a trace of sarcasm in her voice, but the words stung as if she’d bitten them out in that snapping tone.

“Look,” she said, sounding as exasperated with him as he felt with Jordan, “I know I’m not a parent. But I do remember what it was like to be that age. Don’t you remember? It was hard. And that was with both parents alive and together. I know yours were.”

He stiffened. “You don’t know anything about them.”

Her brow furrowed. “But Marilyn Ogilvie told me—”

“I can imagine. Tim and Claire Blake, the perfect couple.”


“She never said they were perfect. Just that they were good to you, worked hard to give you a good life, and—”

She stopped abruptly, and he nearly laughed. Then he completed the sentence for her.

“And I walked out on them without a word, thankless son that I was.”

She was honest enough to admit it. And, he noted, nervy enough to meet his gaze levelly when she did. “Something along those lines, yes.”

“I figured that was the line. My father was the proverbial pillar of the community.”

He didn’t think he sounded anything other than neutral, observational, but her gaze sharpened.

“But he wasn’t the pillar of your family?”

She was, indeed, sharp, he thought.

“More like the walls.”

He couldn’t quite believe he’d said that; he didn’t indulge in esoteric analogies. They wasted time when you had to explain them, and he’d learned young and the hard way the cost of wasted time, a lesson that had been pounded home later.

“Keeping the world at bay?” she asked.

He let out a sigh; this was exactly why—

“No,” she said, answering herself, “keeping you in.”

He blinked, even after he’d acknowledged her cleverness, startled at how quickly she’d gotten there.

She apparently didn’t need to hear him say it, either. “So what did it take to be allowed out?”

“You had to be good enough. I never was. Ever.”

He started yanking his work gloves back on, staring at his hands as if the task required the utmost concentration, not quite able to believe he’d said that. Or that he was standing here talking about things he never talked about to a woman he had met exactly once.

That that meeting had stuck in his mind the way little else had in the last year was merely an annoyance.

“So you’re going to treat Jordy the same way?”

He stopped in the midst of settling the left glove on his hand. He looked up. She was simply standing there, waiting. And he was standing there, struggling not to admit she had a point. The battle put the sarcasm back in his voice.

“So, Miss ‘I know I’m not a parent but,’ what do you suggest?”

She didn’t respond to his tone, only his words. “That you spend as much time thinking about what to get Jordy involved in as you do about keeping him out of trouble. Because the one will accomplish the other.”

For a long, silent moment he stared at her. His thoughts were tumbling, and he needed time to sort them out.

“Excuse me,” he said, “but I have work to finish.” And thinking to do, he added silently.

“Does nothing else matter? Just work?”

It’s all I have, he thought, and gritted his teeth against letting the whiny, pitiful words slip out.

“Let Jordy play,” she urged. “A little music in the house can change everything.”

“You’re saying he’s able to produce music?”

Her mouth quirked. “Well, not yet, but he will.”

“And in the meantime?”

The quirk became a lopsided smile. “I’ve got a set of noise-canceling earphones I can loan you.”

A short, genuine laugh burst from him, surprising him. She looked almost as surprised as he felt, which told him just how irascible he must seem to her. Yet she’d never given up, she’d confronted him, in essence fighting for what she thought would be good for his son.

With a little shock he realized that for the first time, he felt as if he had some support in this lifetime’s work he’d taken on.

The bigger shock was that he welcomed it. Even from a wild-child ex-rocker.

 

Even though she was only open six hours on Saturday, a great deal of her income was generated on those days when school was out and people were off work. Malmsteen had been breaking the silence fairly steadily, every fifteen or twenty minutes or so, and she made a mental note to make sure she only had something she really, really liked in the rotation for Saturdays.

The riff sounded again on the thought, making her smile as she looked up.

Jordy, she thought in surprise. He was never here on Saturday. Because, he’d once told her, his father had a list of chores for him to do that was so long he wouldn’t have time to pee if he did them all. He had immediately blushed, and apologized.

“Sorry, you’re a girl, I shouldn’t talk about that in front of you.”

She’d leaned over and conspiratorially whispered to him, “Guess what? Girls do it, too.”

He’d laughed, something rare enough with him that she’d appreciated it. Something, she guessed, that was even rarer with his father, which would explain why his short laugh earlier this morning had had such an effect on her.

His father, who, she belatedly realized, was now coming through the door. Jordy must have run ahead, she thought.

“Hey, green eyes,” she said to the boy as he skidded to a halt at the counter. “What are you doing here on a Saturday?”

“He said I can play! In fact, he said I have to.”

Excitement warred with suspicion in his expression, as if he wasn’t certain his father wasn’t up to something, or wouldn’t change his mind, but right now the excitement was winning.

“Excellent,” she said, not glancing up at the man she knew perfectly well had come to a halt a few feet away.

“I watched the DVD, even before he said I could come,” Jordy said, as if trying to prove his genuine eagerness. “So I already know some stuff to try.”

“Next time bring it with you. I’ll set up a player in the sound room so you can watch and work with it.”

“Cool!” Then, with a sideways look at her he asked, “But you’ll still help me if I get stuck, right?”

“You bet. I’m no teacher, but I can usually see what’s going wrong.” She gestured toward the back room. “The Strat’s already in there. Time’s wasting. But only an hour, or you’ll make your fingers too sore for next time.”


Jordy grinned and wheeled around to head toward the back room.

“Rules.”

Jordy stopped in his tracks. It was the first thing Wyatt Blake had said, and Kai couldn’t help thinking it seemed typical that it would be that.

“I remember,” Jordy said without looking at his father, and darted into the room and closed the door quickly, as if he was afraid the next words from his father would be a retraction of the fragile agreement.

She finally looked at him; he’d showered and changed, his hair was still damp, the jeans less worn out, and the long-sleeved pullover shirt a bit less casual. His jaw also looked freshly shaven, which gave her an odd sort of feeling. Had he done all that just to come here, or just to leave the house in the first place?

“Rules?” she asked.

“He needs them.”

Tim was strict, Marilyn Ogilvie had said. “Funny, that’s the same thing I heard about you.”

He blinked. “What?”

“That you needed rules, reckless as you were.”

“Maybe I was reckless,” he said, his voice holding an unexpected note of wry humor, “because of all the rules.”

She smiled, liking the twist. It was yet another flash of a different man, a man with humor and thoughtfulness, hidden behind the rigid facade.

If it was a facade, she thought, and not the real man through and through, with just a few nicks of real feeling here and there.

“Keep that in mind with your son,” she said.

He let out a compressed breath, and looked away. Had just that mere suggestion shut him down again?

“Anything I need to know? I wouldn’t want to be party to him breaking any rules and getting in trouble.”

She thought she’d kept any sarcasm out of her words, but when he still didn’t look at her, she wondered if some had crept through.


“Just that he’s only allowed to come here after school, and only to practice. No hanging out, no wasting homework time.”

“Is he allowed to breathe?” she asked, too sweetly. His jaw tightened and she wished she hadn’t said it; he had, after all, given in, and she should be nicer to him after that. “Sorry. You’re letting him play, that’s the big thing.”

“I had to do something,” he said. Then, rubbing a hand over his eyes as if they felt as tired as they looked, he muttered, “I told you I suck at this.”

She chose her next words carefully. “I’m not saying let him do whatever he wants, just…remember how you felt.”

He looked up then, and again she had the sense of an incredible weariness dulling the eyes that were alive and vibrant in his son. A sudden rush of compassion filled her.

“It must seem overwhelming,” she said softly.

His mouth twisted. “Becoming a father of a teenager at thirty-eight was not on my agenda. I’m trying, but I have no idea how to relate to him, and he won’t listen to me anyway.”

She couldn’t stop herself from doing the math; that meant he’d been twenty-five when Jordy had been born. She stifled the urge to ask him if being a father at all had been on his agenda, not liking that she wanted to know. And liking even less that her first thought had been that he was almost a decade older than she. Chronologically anyway; she had the feeling he was a century older in other ways.

“But he obeys you, mostly, doesn’t he?”

“Mostly, yes. Grudgingly.”

“So, does any kid do it graciously?” She tried a smile. “Unless it’s the month before Christmas or their birthday or something, I mean?”

That earned her a quick, answering smile. And she indeed felt like she’d earned it.

“I just don’t want him heading into serious trouble, like he was down in L.A.”

“So you keep him so busy he doesn’t have time?”

His mouth twisted again, but with that humor this time. “Something like that.”


“Works, up to a point. As you know from your own experience, I’m guessing.”

“I’m trying to keep him from thinking about his mother too much, too.”

“I’m not sure that can be done. I can’t imagine losing my mother. I’d be devastated, never the same.” Then, curiosity overcoming the need to tread carefully with this man, she added, “You must miss her too.”

“I barely knew her.”

“Well enough,” she said, a bit drily.

To her amazement, he flushed. “Look, it was one time, under…difficult circumstances. We both had our eyes open, we knew what it…wasn’t. After, we agreed it would be best to leave it there, and we each went our own way.”

“Except she was pregnant,” she couldn’t help pointing out.

“I never knew. I didn’t find out about Jordan until…she was dying. By then I wasn’t where I used to be, when she knew me. So she hired a private investigator to find me.”

So she’d only contacted him when she’d had no other choice. Over a dozen years later. “Did you ever wonder?”

He shifted then, as if uncomfortable. She was a little—no, more than a little—surprised that he was answering her at all.

“Not much,” he said, in the tone of an admission. “And not at all after a few weeks had passed. I figured she’d let me know if…”

“She knew where to find you, at first?”

“She could have reached me, yes.”

“All right.”

“Just like that? ‘All right’?”

She shrugged. “If she could have reached you to tell you, it was obviously her choice.”

She looked up as Malmsteen sounded again. Enough, she thought. Snow Patrol next week.

It was Craig Wilson, who waved and headed immediately for the bin of CDs.

“So about those rules,” she said.


Jordy’s father had glanced over as well, but when it was clear they weren’t about to be intruded on, he turned back.

“So that’s it? No recriminations for not contacting her and asking?”

“Wow,” she said. “Who chewed on you? I’m assuming she was a responsible adult with phone capabilities.”

His mouth quirked yet again. “Guess I haven’t quite adjusted to the idea that I had a kid all those years I never knew about. Not that I know what I would have done if I had known.”

“The right thing.”

He blinked, clearly startled. “How do you know?”

She gestured toward the room where Jordy was no doubt deep into practicing. “You’re doing it now. That tells me you probably would have done it then.”

He looked, in a word, dumbstruck. And she wondered if no one had ever acknowledged that that was what he was doing.

And then it hit her. How many people even knew what the real circumstances were? That he hadn’t even known Jordy existed until the boy’s mother had no other choice? Marilyn, who she had quickly learned was the root of the very active Deer Creek grapevine, had simply referred to him as a widower with a son.

And she wondered if he wanted it that way, because it was easier, requiring no explanation.

Or maybe because it was easier on Jordy.

For the first time since she’d met the unhappy boy, she found herself willing to give his father at least that much credit.

“May I ask one more question?”

He gave her a sideways look that spoke volumes, pointing out without a word that she hadn’t once asked for permission so far.

And yet, for the most part, he’d answered her, without much equivocation or even hesitation. She wondered if this might be the question that broke the string.

“When did you and Jordy’s mom get married?”

He went very still. At the same time, that intensity she’d always felt from him heightened as he shifted to stare directly at her. Finally, just when she thought he wouldn’t, he answered. And it was an answer that explained a great deal.

“Three hours before she died.”










Chapter 8



When Mr. Wilson approached the counter, a CD in his hand, Wyatt was glad of the interruption. He backed up a step, indicating with a nod that the older man should go ahead.

He couldn’t believe he’d told her that. But then, he couldn’t believe a lot of what he’d told her. His desperation for help must run deeper than he’d realized. He didn’t want to lose this fight, and a fight it was, for Jordy—Jordan, he corrected; he had to stop himself from using Jordy in his thoughts or he might slip up and use it aloud, and his son had made it quite clear he didn’t like it. Except, apparently, from this woman.

“I’ve been thinking about ordering this,” Mr. Wilson said, clearly pleased, “and here you had already gotten it in.”

“Just for you,” Kai said, smiling at the gray-haired man with the dapper goatee. “We share more tastes than just Segovia.”

“Darlin’,” Mr. Wilson said with an exaggerated drawl, “if I were thirty years younger, I’d be asking you to come listen with me.”

“If you were ten years younger, I couldn’t resist.”


Craig Wilson laughed as she rang up the sale, and was whistling cheerfully as he walked out the door.

“Do all the men who come in flirt with you?” Where the hell had that come from? He’d wanted a diversion from her last question, but—

“Not all,” she answered, her expression telling him she knew exactly what he’d done. “Some charge in like a raging bull,” she added, her tone so pointed he winced inwardly. “But enough flirt to keep me smiling, so I’m not complaining.”

“You ordered that CD especially for him?”

“I knew he’d want it as soon as they released it,” she said. “I try to anticipate.”

On the words the musical door chime—although the harsh metal guitar couldn’t really be called a chime—sounded again. He had to give her points for cleverness on that; he had no idea what or who it was, but it had definitely caught his attention, just as it had the first time he’d come in here.

This time the customer was a teenager who looked about Jordan’s age, eagerly picking up a CD Kai pulled from behind the counter. The girl, who gave him a sideways glance and a shy half smile, couldn’t wait to hand over her carefully folded bills. She waved off the offered bag and clutched the case tightly as she ran out.

Wyatt lifted a brow.

“Soundtrack from the latest tween movie rage,” Kai explained. “Clever marketing on their part, actually. You can download all the music, but they packaged the CD with exclusive stuff from the film, and a coupon for a free poster of the requisite heartthrob.”

“You order that one ahead, too?”

“That one was a no-brainer,” she said with a grin.

That grin came so easily, it seemed, and it lit up her face, made you want to at least smile back, even if you were feeling miserable. Which it seemed he was most of the time these days.

“I just hope I didn’t miscalculate. There might be a few closet fans I don’t know about.”


Another customer, surprisingly Clark Bain, who ran the local gas station, arrived to pick up another item from behind the counter. The man nodded to him as Kai rang up something small and boxed. He focused on it, saw the image on the side of the box and realized it was a trumpet mouthpiece.

“Wyatt,” Bain said.

“Clark,” he returned.

“How’s that SUV running?”

“Fine, since you replaced that fuel filter. Thanks.”

“Good. I’m like Ms. Reynolds here, I like happy customers.”

“Who plays the trumpet?” Wyatt asked after the man had gone, knowing all of Clark’s kids were grown by now.

“He does,” she said, startling him.

“Clark Bain plays the trumpet?”

“Dixieland jazz, from what he told me. He wanted that particular mouthpiece.”

Wyatt shook his head. Of all the things he might have guessed, that wasn’t even on the list.

Another customer came and went, again with Kai handing over an order that had been reserved, guitar strings this time.

“Busy,” he said when she was done this time.

“Special order Saturday,” Kai said.

“You do a lot of special orders?

“It’s my specialty.”

He smiled in spite of himself at the wordplay. And somewhere in the back of his mind he was realizing this was the longest conversation he’d had with anyone in a very long time. And he was, much to his shock, enjoying it.

“I’ve promoted that from the beginning,” she said. “There are advantages to being a bit remote, it makes people weigh the cost and time and hassle of a forty-mile trip to the nearest mall or big box store against the convenience of being able to pick their items up here, usually only a day or two later.”

She was, he realized, not just smart and perceptive, she was practical. And apparently had the good business sense to realize she couldn’t beat the huge competitors on their field, so she played on another one, personalized service. So far it had worked, and word of mouth had helped, even drawing people from well outside Deer Creek.

“Especially when you know what they’ll want in advance?”

She shrugged. “It’s all a matter of paying attention, learning people’s tastes. And then extrapolation.”

“Extrapolation?”

“You know, ‘If you like this, you might also like that,’” she said.

He studied her for a moment. “That takes a lot of knowledge.”

“A bit. And I didn’t know much about some things a few people in town like. I expected country, but I had no idea there was such a call for classical. Fell victim to my own stereotypes.” She admitted it so easily it charmed him.

“It’s tough for most people to face that they have a bias, let alone to change it.”

“But we should.”

“Unless it’s a validly founded one,” he said. “I have a severe prejudice against black widow spiders.”

“Ew. Me, too. I avoid them scrupulously.”

“Wise. Unless one gets in your house. Then you go after it.”

She shivered, and he wasn’t sure if it was feigned or real. “Or stay up all night obsessing about where it’s hiding.”

“I prefer a proactive approach,” he said. And there it was, he thought. The crux of the whole problem with his son; he’d forgotten one of the basic tenets. “Which is something I forgot about with Jordan. I just kept reacting to what he did.”

“Or didn’t do?”

He nodded. Made himself go on, feeling he owed her this. “You were right. I was focused so much on the bad things I was trying to keep him out of, I didn’t even think about what good things I could be getting him into.”

“I… Thank you,” she said, as if his words had been the last thing she’d ever expected.

“I can be reasonable, contrary to what my son has probably told you.” He sighed. “Contrary to what just about anybody has probably told you. Haven’t shown much reason since Jordan and I got back here.”

“It’s hard to be reasonable when you’re scared,” she said.

“Scared?” That wasn’t a word he’d often heard applied to himself.

“Of losing him, to those bad things.”

Something dark and bleak shadowed her eyes for a moment. He remembered what he’d read.

“You know about that, don’t you.”

It wasn’t a question, since he already knew the answer.

“Do some checking up, did you?”

He didn’t bother to deny it. “Yes.” And then, feeling he owed her this as well, he added, “Something I should have done before I…charged in here the first time.”

“That would have been nice, yes,” she agreed. And then, with a rather decisive nod, she finished her computer entry, apparently on the change in her string inventory, and looked at him.

“About that. There is somebody I wanted to tell you about.”

He lifted a brow, staying silent this time.

“He’s an older boy, maybe twenty-two or twenty-three, I’m not positive. But he’s been…friendly to Jordy.”

Wyatt tensed. “Friendly?”

“Not in a nasty way,” she said hastily. “Just odd. Since he’s so much older. And Jordy sort of…revels in it. He likes that an older boy, one he thinks is the height of cool, pays attention to him.”

Wyatt frowned. “Who is this boy?”

“His name is Max Middleton. He’s got a bit of a rough reputation, although he’s never done anything I can put my finger on. It’s just that it seems odd that he’s so friendly to a thirteen-year-old when most guys his age couldn’t be bothered. Like his two buddies he hangs with all the time, they act like you’d expect, impatient with him and annoyed that this little kid pesters them.”

Wyatt filed the name away to be checked on later. “Thank you,” he said, finally, a little wary of saying anything else, now that she’d finally told him this. It seemed to work, because she went on.

“I don’t know what his story is, so maybe there’s a reason, maybe he lost a little brother or something, but…” She shrugged. “I thought you should know.”

He didn’t react to her too-nice speculation—women tended to do that, he thought, look for some way to understand rather than simply dealing with the action—just marveled a bit at the change from the woman who had challenged him at every turn the first time he’d…well, charged in here. And definitely a change from the woman who’d subtly warned him about minding his own business, he thought. Apparently she’d realized Jordan was his business. Right now his only business. Of course, now that they’d talked, civilly, for a while, she—

“I’m not late!”

Jordan’s exclamation came from the back of the store, and they both turned as the boy closed the door to the sound room and came toward them.

“It’s one hour, exactly, so you can’t be mad.”

Startled, Wyatt lifted his wrist to check his watch. He really should get something simpler, he thought; the multifunction chronograph was overkill for his life now. But it was also accurate to within the tiniest split of a second, and what it told him was that he’d been standing here talking for Jordan’s full hour. He wasn’t sure what shocked him more, that he’d done it, or that it had gone by so quickly.

Jordan was looking at him warily, as if he expected him to erupt, even though he was right, it was one hour on the mark.

“Then let’s go,” he said evenly, suddenly as eager to leave as Jordan was reluctant.

The boy was silent once they were back in the truck. He’d driven because they were going to the auto parts store on the far edge of town, with an oil change and tire rotation on the schedule for tomorrow. He could take it to Clark and have him do it, probably a lot more quickly and efficiently, but he collected these tasks to fill up his weekends the way his mother had collected recipes, certain there could never be too many. And he refused to admit it was to make sure he didn’t have too much time to think. About anything.

And now he had one more thing to add to that not-thinking-about-it list—Kai Reynolds. And the fact that the hour spent with her had been the swiftest, and the most pleasant he’d passed in longer than he could remember.

He told himself she was merely a puzzle. An interesting dichotomy, the savvy businesswoman and the flashy girl in the photograph.

“Have you ever heard her play? Other than recordings, I mean?”

He hadn’t meant to ask, but he’d been saying a lot of things he hadn’t meant to lately.

Jordan gave him a sideways look, Wyatt guessed weighing his reluctance to talk to him at all against his eagerness to talk about all things Kai. He stayed silent, letting the calculations go on, until the eagerness won.

“Yeah. It was amazing.”

“She’s good?”

“Better than good.”

The boy hesitated, and again Wyatt stayed silent. It was the least contentious conversation they’d had in a while, and he didn’t want to disrupt it.

“Once I thought the guitar was out of tune. She took it, checked it, then played this really wicked riff.”

Jordan rubbed at his fingertips. Sore, no doubt, Wyatt thought, wondering if there was anything that would help toughen them up.

“She said the main difference between what came out of it when she played and when I did was hours and hours of practice.”

“And tougher fingers.” Wyatt thought he saw, for the briefest moment, the boy’s mouth move toward a smile.

“Yeah,” Jordan admitted.

He continued to rub at his fingers. Silently. But it was a whole different kind of silence than their usual strained hush. And after a couple of minutes, Jordan said, as if it meant nothing to him, “There are some videos up on YouTube. Of her band. She really rocked.”

“I’ll bet,” Wyatt said, wondering if that had been a suggestion to check them out. He wouldn’t, of course. Kai Reynolds was already taking up too many brain cells, and he needed them all just to deal with his son.

He wondered if he should ask about this Max. His instincts were telling him to push, while the boy was actually speaking to him.

He didn’t.

And when he realized that he didn’t follow those instincts because he didn’t want to lose even this tiny bit of peace they’d reached, however transitory it might be, he knew he was losing it.

It’s a tough gig….

Kai’s sympathetic words echoed in his head. And renewed his determination. Single parents all over the country handled it, managed, dealt. He would too, somehow.

His inward pep talk helped, for about as long as it took them to pick up the supplies for the oil change and get home. When Jordan realized he was expected to help with the chore tomorrow, his protest was instant.

“But my hands hurt!”

“Your choice. That you’ve taken up playing doesn’t change the work that needs to be done here.”

And just like that the brief, tentative cease-fire was over as Jordan mouthed a curse he wasn’t quite angry enough to say out loud.

“That’s twice I’ve ignored that word,” Wyatt said. “You don’t get a third pass.”

Jordan flushed. And lapsed into the sullen silence that seemed his predominant mood.

Nice work, Blake, Wyatt muttered to himself.

Tough gig indeed.










Chapter 9



Kai drew in a deep, happy breath; nothing soothed like the smell of fresh baked bread, especially on a rainy fall day. She was going to learn how to fill her own place with that luscious scent someday, but for now the little bakery filled her carb needs perfectly. She’d stopped for some of their wonderful garlic bread to go with her spaghetti tonight, and had been unable to resist a loaf of their signature sweet apple spice bread for breakfast.

She dutifully asked about Mrs. Day’s daughter, who was away at college, and smiled attentively at the proud mother’s response. As she took the proffered bag, she thanked the woman and waved a cheerful goodbye.

Despite the rain, the usual group was at Dinozzo’s Pizza, sheltered under the striped awning, and she’d had to park a block down. She could have walked instead of driven, she thought wryly, and gotten just about as wet.

She unlocked the door of her little coupe and set the bread inside, then straightened to get in. Something caught her eye over in front of Dinozzo’s, and for a moment she focused on the group of four at the corner of the building. Max, she saw, and his two buddies, and another guy, a kid really, maybe sixteen. Max made a gesture, and then he and the younger boy disappeared around the building into the alley. That was the second time she’d seen that series of actions, she thought.

The rain was picking up, and she dived for the shelter of the car. Moments later she was pulling into her small garage in the back of the store. When she’d remodeled the building, she’d had them add that even though it took up some floor space; customer parking was more important. Plus, in the garage was a stairway that led to her apartment, which made days like this easier. And drier.

She managed to fight off her other thoughts until she had finished her meal. She ate inside tonight, with some plaintive Celtic music that seemed to fit her mood playing softly. Then the scenario from the pizza parlor ran back in her head like the replay of a video.

And she had to finally admit the nature of what she had seen. The small cluster of people, the quick gesture and the disappearance into a darkened alley despite the rain, and the fact that both Max and the younger boy had been reaching into their pockets as they vanished into the shadows. And most damning, the furtiveness of it all, the glance over the shoulder to see if anyone who could cause trouble was watching, and the watchful stance of Daniel and Brian, the third of the trio.

An image flashed through her mind, not for the first time, of Max’s wad of cash, mostly small bills. Favors?

Party favors, maybe.

It was all painfully familiar.

She hated the idea that Jordy’s father might have been right. That he might truly have reason to be concerned. Reason to be as suspicious as he was. She hated all of it.

But she hated what might be going on more. And she couldn’t deny it or ignore it just because Jordy’s father rubbed her the wrong way and she didn’t want to agree with him. Because denial had only one consequence.

The memory of Kit and his addiction to lethal chemicals was hovering. The media had always phrased it in terms of him losing his battle with drugs. She knew better. Kit had never really battled them at all, in fact he embraced them, savoring the easier availability the further up the success ladder they went.

He’d teased Kai about her aversion to the stuff, calling her straightlaced and worse. At first it had been a gentle, sort of wistful teasing, as if he admired her steadfastness. But, as everything else, it had gotten worse as his addiction deepened, until it was no longer teasing but a driven, malevolent sniping, as if he were determined to drag her down with him.

She stood and gathered her dishes with sharp, angry movements. She didn’t want to deal with this. She’d had enough of it. All she wanted to do was focus on her business, and getting her online presence going to supplement the brick and mortar side. She’d meant to have that done long ago, but so far all she’d managed was to have a small but steady flow of orders for her own favorite guitar strings coming in. She needed to make a final choice on suppliers for the rest of the products she envisioned, and at the same time needed a revamp of her now fairly minimalistic website, and she had the time to do neither.

So quit eating, she told herself. Save the prep, eating and cleanup time.

She almost smiled at the realization that she would do that before she would cut into her playing time, those times after the store was closed when she would pick whatever guitar she had that struck her fancy and disappear into the back room herself for an hour or two’s indulgence.

But the reality of what she’d seen tonight quickly made the smile fade.

She sighed as she slammed the dishwasher shut and dried her hands on the towel that was one of the set her mother had bought for her after she’d visited and seen the results of the remodel. She’d pronounced the final results a great improvement, but Kai knew she was biting back a comment about how it would be even better somewhere in civilization. Her mother was a city girl to the bone, and she often seemed bemused that her daughter had such a preference for something so foreign to her own soul.

Again the attempt at distraction failed after a few moments. And she finally resigned herself. She would have to talk to Jordy’s father. It wouldn’t be so bad, she told herself. He’d been quite civil this afternoon, and he had changed his mind about letting Jordy play. So obviously he was capable of being, as he’d said, reasonable.

So she would tell him. But that would be the end of her involvement. Let him handle it. She didn’t want to be the bad guy, warning Jordy off the “friend” he was in a little awe of.

Besides, she thought wryly, Jordy already hated his dad, how much worse could it get?

Even as she thought it she felt a nudge of guilt; the guy seemed to care, seemed to be really trying, even if he did come off like an overbearing bully sometimes.

So she would talk to him. She had to. For Jordy’s sake. And if Jordy felt betrayed, she’d just have to deal with it.

She went to bed early, the memories hovering, knowing that tonight would be one of those nights when in sleep she would lose the battle to keep them at bay.

Yes, Jordy might feel she’d betrayed him by talking to his father.

But at least he’d be alive to feel that way.

 

Wyatt sat staring at the screen. He’d done his usual check of Jordan’s personal page. Tonight was the get-together some of his “friends” were pushing him to go to, so he knew he needed to be extra watchful. He had studied the photo of the most vocal of the urgers, a guy who looked to be in his early twenties and went by the initials MM. He wondered, if he printed out that picture and showed it to Kai Reynolds, if she would recognize him. If perhaps this was the very person she’d been talking about.

And that thought had led him to Jordan’s earlier words. Which had led him to YouTube. And the videos that had him mesmerized.

She had, indeed, as Jordan had said, rocked. Most of them were from what had turned out to be the band’s final tour, about five and a half years ago. They were mostly amateur jobs, with tiny, low-resolution cameras on cell phones, or larger ones apparently smuggled into the venue by members of the obviously enthusiastic crowd. And crowd there was; when that blogger had referred to them as having the potential to be the next big thing, he hadn’t been exaggerating.

There were a couple of clips that had been done by the venue itself, higher quality and much better sound. So while the others showed the enthusiasm of the crowd, it was these he watched most closely. And repeatedly.

This was the woman in that photograph. Same guitar. Same wild mane of red hair that flew with her movements. Different outfit, this time a blue, metallic, snug-fitting top that almost matched her guitar, and showed a bit more than a hint of feminine curves. White, skintight jeans that did the same. And an expression on her face that indicated she was only peripherally aware of that packed house of fans, and totally aware of the amazing sounds that were flowing from beneath her fingers.

Because they were amazing. He was no expert, but the talent there was obvious, in the way she went from loud, powerful solos and jamming windups on upbeat numbers to a whisper delicate accompaniment to a slow, sweet ballad. She sang on that one, on the chorus, and her low husky voice made his stomach knot in a strange way. Hudson might have had more powerful pipes, but Kai’s voice and the way she wrapped it around the plaintive lyrics could make you weep.

He made himself look at the front man. Kai certainly kept her eyes on him. And he fancied it was more than with the eyes of a lover, although that was certainly there in the way she tracked him. And oddly, although this was dated almost six years ago, she looked younger now. At the least, less troubled. But maybe he was only imagining the worry, the pain, and as he watched the last video in the series again, the despair.

But he didn’t think he was.

She knew.

With all the certainty of an onlooker helpless to stop an oncoming disaster, she knew what was coming.

It took him a moment after he shut down the browser and pulled the earphones off for him to realize what that strange tightness in his chest was. He was aching for her, and her loss. She’d been in love with an addict and the end was inevitable, but he was hurting for her anyway, something he didn’t quite understand.

And he realized this was the first time he’d felt much of anything for anyone outside of his own suddenly overturned life.

Don’t give fate any levers to use against you.

He wasn’t sure where the old advice had originated, but he couldn’t argue with its validity, especially now. Because Jordan was definitely a lever, and keeping him safe had trumped all else since the moment he’d read that warning email.

A sudden memory struck him, of a reputed crime boss who’d been taken into custody in a dramatic gunfight. It had been all over the news, caught by security cameras. In the battle the man’s son had been killed, and the hardened criminal’s agonized response had captured the morbid fascination of the entire country. At the time, and given the fact that the dead son had been a crazed sociopath responsible for more deaths than would probably ever be discovered, Wyatt had thought Phillip Stark’s reaction a bit false and overwrought.

Now he wasn’t so sure.

Old friends would laugh at him now, he thought, laugh at the idea of him being in the most permanent, unbreakable relationship there was, that of parent. Girlfriends, wives, might come and go, but nothing could ever change the fact that Jordan was his son.

Or that being a father was the hardest thing he’d ever tried to do, and given his past, that was saying something. He thrived on difficult challenges everywhere else, but on the personal side, he was miserable at it. The best thing he could do was avoid adding to the lousy track record he’d already compiled.

Besides, it wasn’t like he had the time or energy for anything else now, not with Jordan. Especially the kind of time and energy somebody like Kai Reynolds would require.

Uh-oh.

The internal warning sounded loud and clear. It had been a while since he’d heard it, simply because for the last year he’d been focused on leaving the past behind, and for the last six months it had taken all he had to get used to the idea he was a father.

That’s what he got for wasting time pondering stupid things. Thinking that way about any woman was idiocy at the moment. Thinking about this one was absurd. He’d have been better off with someone like Jordan’s mother, who, even as the end neared, worried about keeping her promises.

Melissa’s image came back to him. “You know I never meant this to happen this way,” she’d said yet again as she lay dying. “I never blamed you. I promised you no recriminations, no fallout, and I meant it. I never wanted you to even know. That’s why I gave him my last name.”

“I know,” he’d said. It was impossible not to when he was reeling from the discovery that she’d kept secret the biggest fallout of their single time together.

“That’s why I never told you about him. I didn’t want him to come looking for you, when he…grew up.”

She’d broken down then, at the reminder that she wouldn’t see that happen. Sometimes that particular, vivid, painful memory was the only thing that kept him going, prevented him from throwing up his hands and walking away after a tough day of dealing with the boy who now slept upstairs.

Or was supposed to be sleeping, he thought suddenly, realizing he’d been held so rapt by those videos that he’d forgotten the reason for watching Jordan closely tonight.

He shut down the computer, and when the screen went dark so did the room, except for the angled shafts of silver light coming through the windows from the gibbous moon that had broken through the scattering rain clouds. He’d grown up in this house, and needed no extra lighting to find his way around. He sat there, in the dark silence, telling himself to get up and check on his son. But the images he’d just seen and the music he’d just heard kept playing back in his head.

He glanced at his watch. The numbers glowed clearly; it was ten minutes before the prescribed meet-up time. On the thought, he heard a sound from upstairs. With a sigh, he got up and went to the back of the house, still without turning a light on. He unlocked and slipped out the back door silently. He moved with an easy stealth toward the big oak tree. He stood in its dark shadow, waiting.

He held his breath as he watched Jordan stretch to make it from his bedroom window to the still-wet tree branch. He moved a little closer; it wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to catch a falling child. He was angry with himself that it was even a possibility. If he hadn’t been so lost in idiotic meanderings, he would have been upstairs in time to stop him from getting this far. But by the time he’d heard the window slide open, it was too late, and besides, his instinct was to cut off, not chase.

Jordan made it, and worked his way down the big tree.

“Going somewhere?”

Jordan gasped as he dropped the last three feet and he stumbled and sprawled literally at his father’s feet. The boy stared up at him, his eyes wide. Even with only the moonlight, Wyatt could see his expression was a mix of anger and confusion and resignation.

“Yeah, you’re busted,” he said.

Jordan said nothing as he slowly got to his feet. For an instant something else flickered across his face, and Wyatt knew he was thinking about running.

“You know I’ll catch you,” he said quietly, startling Jordan further. “The only difference is I’ll be madder.”

They’d been through a chase once before, and Wyatt had been glad he’d kept in shape; running the three miles to work and back three or four times a week had been worth it. He was going to have to do something else now, though, because he didn’t dare be unable to respond quickly for the twenty minutes or so the run took.

He saw the moment when Jordan gave up. The boy’s shoulders sagged and his head lowered as he trudged back into the house. Back in his room, Wyatt picked up the discarded pajamas from the floor and tossed them at the boy.

“In case you’re thinking about trying again, I’ll be up.”


Jordan muttered something as he got ready for bed the second time tonight.

“You’re lucky. If I was really mad, you’d be sleeping downstairs, literally under my nose.”

“Yeah, like you’re not really mad,” Jordan said, disbelief clear in his tone.

Wyatt shrugged. “Annoyed, but not furious. You have to test the limits, I guess.”

Jordan looked startled.

“And this,” Wyatt added, “is an immovable one.”

It wasn’t until Jordan was back in bed that he spoke again. “How did you know?”

Wyatt wasn’t about to divulge his source, Jordan’s own social page, so he purposely answered as if the boy had meant something else.

“Because that tree’s how I would have gotten out, if it was me.”

“Yeah, right,” Jordan muttered.

Wyatt walked to the door. Then turned back. “It’s how I did sneak out, when I was a kid. That’s how I knew.”

Jordan, who had just laid down, sat back up. “This was your room?”

“Yes.” He gestured at the doorknob. “That’s why it locks from the outside. And why there’s a keyed lock on that window.”

“You used to sneak out that window?”

Wyatt leaned against the doorjamb. “A couple of times. And I regretted it. It’s a lot harder to sneak in than out. My father always knew.”

Jordan eyed him warily. “What did he do?”

“He put that lock on it. And made my life a living hell for the next month,” Wyatt said.

The boy grimaced. “Mine couldn’t get much worse.”

“Oh, trust me, it could,” Wyatt said, remembering the days of exhaustion as his father gave him long lists of chores that had to be finished after school, along with his homework, and if they weren’t done when the old man got home he had to stay up until they were, no matter how long it took. After a couple of days of just a few hours of sleep, he was too tired to even think about anything else. Which was, of course, the plan.

Jordan was looking at him with anger, distrust, suspicion. Wyatt sighed inwardly. He didn’t want this. He felt like he was floundering helplessly, in way over his head.

“You get a pass this once,” he told his son. “But don’t try it again. And this door stays open.”

“You gonna stay up all night and watch me?” A trace of a sneer had slipped into the boy’s voice, and Wyatt pushed away from the doorjamb and told himself not to react to the tone.

“If necessary. Wouldn’t be the first time.”

He felt Jordan’s gaze on him as he flipped out the light and headed down the hall.

It was going to be a long night.










Chapter 10



Kai locked up the front door of Play On and stuffed the keys into her pocket. No rain today, it had stopped last evening and this morning had been brisk and smelled wonderful in the way only a rain-washed world can.

She’d had a fairly busy day, with the first delivery of band instruments arriving, and kids and parents trickling in all day to pick them up, some happy about it, some resentful, clearly being forced into it. Many of those talked to her about how they’d much rather play a guitar than a clarinet.

She always leaned in then and whispered to the reluctant child, “If you show your folks you’re willing to work at this, I bet they’ll let you do the guitar later.”

The older kids tended to roll their eyes but smile, the younger ones took her words to heart, and the parents were happy with her. She supposed they’d expected her to side with the guitar-leaning kids, given her own history.

But the one who didn’t show up today was Jordy. He always turned up on Mondays, anxious to catch up after the weekend away. She hoped he wasn’t sick.


Or that his father hadn’t changed his mind.

She started to walk toward the bank, dodging some of the puddles that remained after yesterday’s rain. The day’s business had netted more than she was comfortable leaving around, so she was going to make an extra deposit tonight, and probably would need to for the next couple of days as the instruments went out the door.

She was musing about how nice it was to be able to walk down the street with a sizeable amount of cash and checks without worrying. And smiling at the additional credit and debit card receipts already in the system. Play On would make it through the winter again. Funny how that gave her nearly as much satisfaction as a sellout crowd had once given her on the road.

She was about to pull open the bank door when it was opened in front of her, by a man with a troubled expression. He saw her, his expression changed to a smile, and he held the door for her. John Hunt, she realized, owner of the packaging plant. She didn’t know him that well, knew his wife and daughter better, but he was unfailingly courteous and friendly when they did run into each other. She liked him. And he reminded her somewhat of her father, so she spoke to him with respect.

“Thank you, Mr. Hunt,” she said as she stepped inside.

The man nodded. “Hello, Kai. Did Catherine make it in to pick up the detested violin?”

She was startled, then laughed. “Yes, yes she did.”

He let the door close for the moment. “It was my wife’s idea. Catherine thinks it’s the most boring instrument ever made.”

“I used to feel the same way.” Kai looked thoughtful. “Send her in sometime. I’ll play her some Celtic fiddle music, might change her mind. It pretty much rocks.”

The man’s brows lifted. “That might help. She’s got visions of nothing but classical music in her future.”

“Always a good place to start, but it doesn’t mean you have to stay there.”

The smile widened. “Thank you,” he said. “I’ll tell her. When I get a free second,” he added in a rueful tone.

“Problems?” Kai remembered his troubled expression.


“Just some strange goings-on out at the plant. A prowler. Or prowlers.”

That was odd enough in quiet Deer Creek to merit surprise. “Wow. Any idea who?”

He shook his head.

“You have security out there, don’t you?”

“We do. But not as much as we may need, if this keeps up. I’m working on that.”

Another bank customer came in, putting a pause on the conversation. Which gave her a moment to make what was probably a foolish decision. Because she had just remembered John Hunt was Wyatt Blake’s boss. And he had a reputation of being very aware of his employees’ situations and needs. So if the boy was sick—or not—he might know.

“Do you know if Jordan Price is all right?”

The man frowned. “Wyatt Blake’s boy?”

“I’m just wondering, because he usually comes into the store afternoons, to practice. But he didn’t today. And…there was some tension between he and his father recently.”

Mr. Hunt grimaced. “That’s true on any given day,” he said. “Wyatt’s taken on a tough job. But I suppose it’s nothing compared to what he’s used to.”

“What he’s used to?”

Mr. Hunt gave her a startled, then guarded look. “Sorry. I shouldn’t be talking about him when you asked about his boy. I think he’s all right.”

She wondered if there was more to the man’s quick change than just a desire to answer the question she’d actually asked.

“Wyatt’s in today, as usual,” he said. “Or was. He gets off at three, when Jordan gets out of school.”

Kai lifted a brow, surprised. “He does?”

The man nodded. “It’s part of our agreement. Any additional work that needs doing, he does from home.” He nodded his head in approval. “He’s doing everything right, for that boy.”

…he wouldn’t even have that job if old man Hunt didn’t owe him a favor.


Jordy’s words came back to her, and she wondered what kind of favor Wyatt Blake had done for this man.

“It was good of you to give him that job, so that he could bring Jordy here like he wanted to.”

Mr. Hunt grimaced again. “I owe him that and much more. I would have given him any job he wanted. Still can’t believe he insisted on that one.”

The man shook his head sharply, and before Kai could formulate another question he politely took his leave and was gone. Making her wonder if he’d again said something he thought he shouldn’t have.

I owe him that much and more….

So Jordy had been right. And just how had that come about? What favor had Wyatt Blake done for John Hunt?

And why, why, why was she spending so much time worrying about it? No man had sapped as much of her thoughts and attention in years. That it was Jordan’s too severe father was beyond irritating. Yet there he was, constantly niggling at the edge of her mind.

When Tuesday came and went, still with no Jordy, her concern spiked into worry. She hoped they hadn’t fought again. Jordan had been so excited about playing that he’d quickly gotten over his dilemma about actually obeying his father. Perhaps he’d gone somewhere? Had his father sent him off to some relative she didn’t know about?

Although Jordy hadn’t mentioned any plans, and from his frequent grumblings she knew travel anywhere beyond the nearest sizable town, forty miles distant, for necessities that couldn’t be found in Deer Creek, just didn’t happen. They never went anywhere, just stuck here in boredom town, he often complained. And he, like her mother, couldn’t wrap his mind around the idea that she herself loved it here.

“How could you? I mean, you used to tour, go all these cool places, how can you stand to just stay here in boring Deer Creek?”

“Maybe because I did do all that traveling,” she said. And because a lot of the memories attached to those times aren’t pleasant ones, she’d added to herself.

By the end of Wednesday, she knew she had to do something. So when she closed up at five, instead of heading upstairs, she locked up and went for a walk. She had an excuse, she thought, it had been raining hard for two days straight, and it was nice to be able to walk without getting soaked.

At least, that’s what she told herself as she headed for the big, Craftsman-style house. She was going for a walk anyway, it might as well be that way, so she could find out if Jordy was all right. It was just a neighborly thing to do, she told herself, checking on him.

She even believed it.

Almost.










Chapter 11



Wyatt heard the thump from upstairs, and guessed Jordan had thrown something yet again. Between that and the frequent slamming of the bathroom door— If he really needed the bathroom that often, I’d have him off to the doctor, Wyatt had thought wryly after the fourth time the slam had echoed through the house—he was making his feelings known.

Wyatt turned back to the laptop. The final data sheet he’d uploaded to his workstation at HP finished, and he was done for the day. It had taken a little longer than usual, because he’d had Jordan to deal with, but it was done. It had to be; he didn’t want John to regret allowing him to work this way.

He stretched, thinking he might have to get a more substantial chair for this setup, because after a solid hour and a half hunched over the laptop keyboard he was feeling it.

Or you’re just flat-out getting old, he told himself.

He felt old. He’d felt that way for a long time now. And dealing with Jordan only emphasized it. Some parts of this made the old days look simple. Not that he wanted to go back, but at least things had been more clear-cut, the path more obvious. He—


The alert popped up.

He toyed with the idea of avoiding it for a while. But ignoring it wasn’t going to make it go away. Besides, there might be crucial info in it.

Maybe he found an innocent explanation for it all, Wyatt thought, then laughed aloud at the absurdity of that. In that world, there were no innocent explanations. Not many, anyway. And that knowledge was so deeply ingrained he doubted he’d ever get past it.

He worked his way through the same intricate steps, until finally he had the message open in front of him.

Checked around. I wasn’t the only one. Others about the same time contacted by different people looking for you. All should be friendlies, but double heads up.

The message ended with an offer of help if he needed it. Did he? He didn’t know. He’d gotten rusty, he knew that, but so bad that he couldn’t handle this?

If it had been just him, he wouldn’t have even blinked. But it wasn’t just him anymore.

…friendlies.

Not friends, friendlies. A fine but definite line. Because he wasn’t crowded with old friends. The one who had sent these messages was one of a very few. And also one of the even fewer who knew where he was. The question was, had one of the others who knew also been contacted? Had his location already been compromised? Did he need to—

A knock on the door startled him. He told himself an enemy wasn’t likely to come politely knocking on his door, stifling a scornful laugh at himself. He deleted the message and quickly keyed in the shutdown command, waited for the familiar desktop screen to reappear, a process that took about ninety seconds. He was half wishing whoever it was would just go away, but by the time he was at the desktop the knock came again.

He knew who it was long before he got the door open. The mission-style front door had a bank of windows across the top, and he caught the gleam of afternoon sunlight on rich, red hair.

Kai.


He stopped in his tracks, a foot away from the door. He stared at the doorknob as if it held the answer, but he wasn’t sure there was an answer to this, this crazy surge of heat and tangled feelings that threatened to swamp him every time he thought of her.

Which was too damned often, he told himself.

It was crazy. Completely insane. He’d checked her out, because of Jordan. He needed to know who his son was spending time around. But it should have ended there. Once he’d determined she wasn’t—or at least didn’t seem to be—a threat, it should have ended there. She shouldn’t have been popping into his head at any odd moment, shouldn’t have had him thinking about what excuse he could come up with to stop into Play On, shouldn’t have had him going back to watch those videos time and again.

And she sure as hell shouldn’t have been populating his dreams. Vivid, sharp and uncomfortably hot dreams. He’d thought anything would be an improvement on the nightmares he’d battled for so long, but this new development only made things worse. Because somehow the two would get tangled up together, and he was dreaming of loss before he even had it to lose.

And you’re not going to get it, he told himself. You’re not even going to try. That’s the last thing you need to throw into this mix.

Self-lecture complete, he reached to open the door.

She was at the bottom of the steps, as if she’d given up and was leaving. If he’d hung on a few more seconds, he might have escaped this after all. He wondered why the idea didn’t please him more.

At the sound of the door she turned back. Looked at him. Smiled. Took his breath away, literally. And for a moment he forgot how to get it back.

“Kai,” he said, an instant later wishing he’d stuck with a more formal “Ms. Reynolds.”

“Wyatt,” she said as she came back up the steps onto the covered porch, and he changed his mind; not for anything would he have traded the sound of his name in her voice, even in a casual greeting that meant little.

“What are you—”

He stopped, surprised at the odd sound of his own voice, at the tightness, the strain in it.

“—doing here?” she finished for him, as if she hadn’t noticed. “I was out for a walk, and I thought I’d come by and make sure Jordy’s okay. He hasn’t been in, and I was afraid maybe you changed your mind about letting him play.”

He stepped outside and pulled the door shut behind him; this was not a conversation he wanted his son to overhear. He supposed he should be thankful she was concerned enough about his son to come checking. But he wasn’t at all sure that was what he was feeling.

“Only temporarily,” he said.

To her credit, she merely waited, one arched brow raised in inquiry.

“He’s…grounded at the moment.”

She drew back slightly. “Using the music as a weapon?” she asked.

“It’s the only one that seems to get through to him,” he admitted.

“Not worried that using it against him will guarantee he’ll never trust you with anything else you can use against him?”

He stared at her. She couldn’t know, there was no way, but he couldn’t seem to stop Jordan’s furious words from echoing in his head.

I wish you’d never found out. Next time I’ll make sure you never do.

“Oh, he trusts me,” he said, not even caring if he sounded bitter. “To ruin his life.”

To his surprise, she smiled. “That’s in a parent’s job description, I think. So, what did he do?”

“Sneaked out his window to meet up with some people he knows from online. One of them was the booze supplier.”

He didn’t know how he expected her to react. He didn’t even know why he was telling her at all, except that she did have sort of a sideways interest in the matter.

“Ouch. Not good.”

That surprised him. It must have shown in his face, because she went on.

“To this day I get emails from strangers who have…certain ideas about me because of an image they’ve culled mostly from online information. I know about the power, and potential for fakery that’s inherent there.”

He stared at her, more than a little startled at the concise, articulate summation.

“So, how long does it cost him to have disobeyed an order?”

His mouth quirked. “I never gave him an order. He never even asked to go.”

“Just sneaked out?”

“I presume he knew I’d say no, so didn’t bother with the formalities.”

She studied him for a moment. “What was the last thing you said ‘yes’ to? Besides letting him play, I mean, since that was an order?”

There wasn’t a hint of criticism in her tone, but he winced inwardly anyway.

“I…don’t remember. He doesn’t ask much. He seems to just do it, then waits to get in trouble.”

Again there was a long pause as she looked at him. He wondered what she was thinking, was suddenly anxious to know what was going on behind those smoky gray eyes.

“Anything about that seem familiar?” she asked, her tone just a bit too casual now.

“Your point?” he asked.

“Just that all kids do it to some extent. Easier to beg forgiveness than ask permission and all that. I did it. And I’m willing to bet you did, too.”

He let out a compressed breath. “I was the expert on it,” he said. “But the situation was different.”

“Because of your father.”


Why on earth had he ever told her so much? He didn’t talk about his father to anybody.

A little desperate to change the subject, he grasped at something uppermost in his mind.

“I watched some video Jordan told me about. Of Relative Fusion.”

The complete non sequitur made her blink. He waited for her to ask what he thought; all performers wanted to know that, didn’t they?

Instead, after a moment she just said, “Well, if he’s talking to you that much, maybe there’s hope after all.”

Focus, he thought. She was focused on Jordan, that’s why she was here, and she wasn’t going to be distracted. A good attribute, in most cases. He wouldn’t be alive today if he wasn’t good at staying focused. But right now, he wished she had a little less of the ability.

“It’s about the only thing he’s spoken to me about. So I watched.”

Again he paused, but the expected question didn’t come.

“There are a bunch out there,” she said neutrally. “We were never manic about stopping cameras, or recorders for that matter.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “We figured it was our job to be good enough that they’d want the quality of a professional recording. Or songs we didn’t do live.”

He hesitated, then said quietly, “You were good.”

She nodded. “We were.”

He liked that she didn’t dissemble, didn’t even thank him. He wondered if the barely perceptible tension that was showing around her mouth and eyes was for the loss of the music, or the man she’d loved.

“You miss it?”

“I miss the music, sometimes. The rest? Not really. Oh, it was exhilarating, good for the ego, but the spotlight had some pretty hefty downsides.”


“You didn’t claim the spotlight often,” he said. Not nearly as often as you should have, he added to himself.

She shrugged. “Didn’t want it. There’s still a bias in the world, about girls with guitars. It took me a while to realize it.”

“Even good-looking girls with guitars?”

“Especially,” she said. “At first I played it up, until I realized people were assuming that was why I was there, for looks, not because I was a damned good guitarist.”

A realization struck him, based on something he’d noticed in the progression of videos he’d watched.

“You changed the lighting,” he said. “On your solos.”

He had the great pleasure of seeing surprise fill her expressive face. She was looking at him as if he’d done something totally unexpected. Which told him a lot about what she expected. From him, anyway.

But he knew he was right. He’d noticed the change right away, probably because he was so focused on her as he watched, not the band as a whole, or even the admittedly charismatic and talented front man.

“I wanted them listening, not looking,” she said simply.

And she’d accomplished it with one simple change, he thought. The lighting had gone from a standard spotlight on her during her extensive and blazing solo riffs, to a narrow, focused spot on just her hands and the guitar. On what was, to her, most important. Not her appearance, or the response those flashy, wild looks got her.

“You left the spotlight to Hudson.”

He watched her for any sign of pained reaction to the mention of the name. He saw only a flash of sadness.

“He was the one they should be watching, anyway.”

“You loved him.”

“I did. But in the end, I didn’t respect him very much.”

“I read he tried, went into rehab.”

She lifted a brow at him. “You have been doing homework.”

“You’re important to my son.” He wished that was all it was. Wished it was that simple. Wished he wasn’t pretty sure his interest went far beyond Jordan.

“In a way, that brings me to something I wanted to tell you.”

He’d been so caught up in the simple fact that she was talking to him that he drew back slightly, wary of whatever was coming.

“That guy I told you about? The older boy who’s so friendly with Jordy?”

He nodded, the wariness growing.

“I’m afraid he…may be into something nastier than I thought.”

Wyatt listened as she told him what she’d seen, and what it had made her suspect. He knew he was more suspicious than most, it was part of who he was, long ingrained now. But he sometimes couldn’t believe how naive others could be. And right now, he couldn’t believe that someone who’d lived in the world she’d lived in for a while could have had any doubts about what was going on, what Max Middleton was up to.

The only question was what it had to do with Jordan. The worry that had been building throughout her explanation peaked as she finished.

“I have no proof, really—”

“It’s only obvious,” he snapped. “Why the hell didn’t you tell me this before?”

Others, people with supposedly a lot more nerve than the average person, had backed off when his temper bit. Kai Reynolds held her ground.

“Because I had even less proof before.”

“You wanted him to take out an ad, maybe? Put up a sign, ‘Get your drugs here’?”

“Maybe I just don’t want to live my life assuming everyone’s guilty until proven innocent!”

“You’d be right more often than wrong.”

For a long moment she just stared at him. And then, with a different sort of sadness than he’d seen before, she shook her head.

“Poor Jordy,” was all she said.


And then she turned and walked away. Wyatt told himself it was just as well.

But still he watched. Watched the graceful, feminine walk, watched the fading sun fire her hair, watched as she got farther and farther away. And as her figure got smaller and smaller, the sense of loss inside him got bigger.

And no amount of telling himself you can’t lose what you’ve never had seemed to help.










Chapter 12



She had, without a doubt, lost her mind.

With every step she took, Kai wondered. What on earth had possessed her to even try to reach that man? He was prickly, as her mom would say. And tense, wary, suspicious of everyone. Too hard on Jordy at a time when the boy needed some gentle understanding.

But he was also desperately trying to do the right thing. And he appeared to be just as hard if not harder on himself than he was on Jordy.

Not to mention lean, strong and sexy as hell, she thought, her mouth twisting into a annoyed grimace. Oh, yeah, let’s not forget that.

As if she could forget. Just the way he moved drew her eye, and the eyes that were striking in Jordy were incredible in his father. They’d be lethal if they weren’t so exhausted and full of mistrust. But perhaps that was all he knew, thanks to his own father. Perhaps the only way he could think of to protect his son was to distrust everyone around him.

By the time she got home, she was so annoyed with herself that she knew she was in for a rough night if she didn’t get some of this out. So instead of going upstairs, she unlocked the back door of the shop and went in. She headed straight for the sound room and picked up BeeGee.

She started right in with the most raucous riffs she knew, loud, hammering, angry. She knew how it would go; she would start with this, concentrate on adding her own personal twists to familiar patterns, and when she finally segued into calmer, smoother bits she would be back under control and able to deal. Other people worked out, some did yoga, some practiced martial arts, but for her, this was what worked.

It took her a while tonight. It was late when she at last set the guitar down. But she was calm. Sad still, but calm. Enough to sleep anyway.

To her surprise, the next afternoon Jordy arrived at his usual time. She’d gotten the impression his grounding was going to go on much longer.

“I’m still grounded,” he explained. “I can’t go anywhere else. But…he’s letting me come here.”

Kai felt an odd sensation somewhere around her stomach. Was this a result of their conversation last night? Had he actually listened to her? She hadn’t harped on it, just mentioned that he might regret using the music as a tool against his son, but…

“I have to come straight here after school, and stay here until he picks me up.”

Jordy said it like a complaint, but his heart didn’t seem to be in it, as if it were more reflex than genuine.

“So he can be reasonable,” Kai said.

“Maybe,” Jordy said, clearly unconvinced. It didn’t matter, she had the feeling he’d said it as much for her as for him.

“Well, get started then,” she said, with a gesture toward the back room.

Jordy nodded. “I have to make up for the days I missed.”

“You won’t have lost that much ground in three days,” she promised him.

After the boy had closed the door behind him, Kai went back to unpacking the carton of picks and guitar straps that had arrived this morning. When it was emptied, she flattened the box and headed out back to put it in the Dumpster in the alley.

A few feet before she got to the outer door, she heard voices. Or rather a voice; one was loud enough to hear even through the closed doors, the other only presumed because the loud voice was talking to someone else. The closed fire door muffled the sounds so that she couldn’t be sure of anything except that the voice she could hear was male.

When she pulled open the door it was like a camera suddenly focusing. And she realized two things immediately. The loud voice was Max, and it held that nasty, sneering tone she’d heard from him on occasion. Usually before he realized she was around and it turned back to that phony charm and sweetness. Second, she could now hear the second voice, low and steady. And thirdly, belatedly, she realized something else.

The other voice belonged to Wyatt Blake.

“—my son.”

“It’s a free country, I can hang with whoever I want.”

“Whatever you’re after, you’re not using my son to get it. Stay away from him.”

“Or what?” Max retorted, the sneer even more blatant.

Contrary to Max’s loudness, Wyatt’s voice got lower, quieter. Kai almost involuntarily edged forward, toward the corner of the Dumpster.

“Or I will make you wish you had.”

Something about his tone, or perhaps that quietness, sent a shiver down Kai’s spine. She’d never heard that voice from him before. She’d never heard a voice like that from anyone. And only a fool would not take heed.

But then, she’d always thought Max a bit of a fool.

Max laughed, a cocky, arrogant laugh. “Listen to the pill counter,” he said.

Obviously she wasn’t the only one Jordy whined about that to. But that didn’t matter; there was something about not just Max’s tone but his attitude, his body language, that had her worried. She wasn’t sure what it was, or what she was afraid might hap pen, but—


And then it did happen. Or rather three things did, in rapid succession.

Max reached into his jacket pocket.

Almost simultaneously Wyatt’s entire demeanor shifted as he drew up tight, looking wired, ready.

And Max’s right hand came out of his pocket with a knife.

He flicked his wrist with a jerky sort of motion, then grabbed the split handle that opened up, revealing a deadly blade that had to be five inches long.

She gasped as he made a jab at Wyatt. Instinctively she took two more steps forward, although her common sense was telling her to get back inside and call the cops.

And then she stopped dead in her tracks, staring in shock at what was unfolding less than thirty feet away.

Wyatt moved with a swiftness that made him practically a blur. She wasn’t sure what he’d done, let alone how he’d done it. All she knew was that in barely over a second Max was face down on the asphalt, Wyatt above him with a knee pressed against his back around the kidneys.

Max was yelling, she guessed as much in shock as in pain. She was certainly shocked. It had been like some movie stunt, smooth, efficient and effective. She stared as Max struggled fruitlessly. He still held the knife, and flailed out wildly with it, trying to strike. Even as she thought it, Wyatt reached out with his right hand and captured Max’s wrist.

He didn’t seem to do anything else, just held the wrist. But Max’s yelp of protest became a howl of pain. And after about three seconds, the knife clattered to the asphalt, dropped by apparently numbed fingers.

“Little children shouldn’t play with sharp objects,” Wyatt said.

She’d thought his voice intimidating before, but now it was worse. The only word she could think of was frightening. Not that she was frightened, it wasn’t aimed at her after all, but still…

And the message finally got through to Max; he was down, trapped, unarmed, and finally, apparently listening.


“If you go near my son again, I will carve you up with your own knife.”

It wasn’t a threat, Kai thought, feeling almost numb. It wasn’t a threat, wasn’t even a promise. It was a flat, simple statement of fact that was infinitely more chilling than either.

As was the realization that in that moment, she was absolutely certain that Wyatt Blake would—and apparently could—back it up.

She’d brought this on, she thought in stunned shock. If she hadn’t told Wyatt about Max… But she’d had to, she thought, quashing a tiny qualm of guilt. He was worried about Jordy, and rightfully so. If Max really was dealing drugs, then no right-thinking parent would want their child around him. She didn’t want Jordan around him, so she couldn’t blame Wyatt for taking action.

She’d just never expected this kind of action.

Wyatt got up in a smooth, fluid motion. Max rolled over and scrabbled backward awkwardly, like a crab missing a leg. She couldn’t see Wyatt’s face, his back was to her. But she could see the fear in Max’s as he stared at the man. Without a word he got slowly to his feet. His eyes never left Wyatt. And whatever he was seeing in Wyatt’s expression kept him silent. And after a moment’s hesitation, he started backing away. When he apparently felt safe enough, he turned. And ran.

Kai let out a breath she hadn’t even been aware of holding. Became aware of the hammering of her heart in her chest, even as it began to slow. The letdown was fierce, enervating. But she still noticed his easy, heedless proficiency, vastly smoother than Max’s jerky motion, as he flipped the knife closed, hiding the deadly blade between the two halves of the split handle.

And then, oddly, he went very still. Froze in place, stiff, alert. Slowly, he turned around. No surprise registered on his face, and she realized that somehow he had sensed she was there.

“Kai,” he said.

“That’s who I am,” she said. “The question is, who the hell are you?”










Chapter 13



Wyatt slipped Max’s butterfly knife into his pocket. He brushed off the left knee of his jeans. He picked up the bakery bag he’d set on a ledge when he’d first spotted Max headed for the back door of Play On. It contained a peace offering of sorts. He thought he might need it after the way she’d left the house last night. After the way he’d acted, blaming her for not telling him about Max sooner instead of thanking her for telling him at all.

The white bag held a jelly doughnut for Jordan—Melissa had told him the boy loved them, one of the long list of things she had rolled off in a desperate rush, knowing she didn’t have much time—and some kind of cream cheese stuffed cinnamon roll for Kai, because Mrs. Day in the bakery had told him she had a weakness for them.

“Wyatt? Are you going to ignore me?”

He nearly laughed aloud. “If only I could.”

She crossed her arms. “I understand you only talk to me because of Jordy. You don’t have to be snarky about it.”

He bit back the urge to apologize, to explain he hadn’t meant it that way. At the same time, a little, self-preserving voice in the back of his head was yelling, Let her think it, maybe she’ll keep her distance. Safer.

Safer for her, he couldn’t deny that. People who got close to him ended up hurt. Or worse.

Sure. Wanting her at a distance had nothing to do with his own mental safety.

“Who are you, Wyatt?” she asked again. “Or rather, what are you?”

With an effort, he got a grip on his rocketing thoughts. “A pill counter, hasn’t Jordan told you?”

“That,” she said, with a gesture toward the alley where the altercation had occurred, “was not the move of a pill counter. What are you, some undercover cop or something?”

He laughed; he couldn’t help it. It was a harsh, bitter sound even to himself. He wished it was that simple.

“I am just a boring guy with a son I never planned on, a son who hates me, a son I have no idea how to deal with.”

But he’d known how to deal with Max. There hadn’t been any hesitation; the location was good, the opportunity was there and he’d taken it. There was no good reason a man Max’s age would pursue a friendship with a thirteen-year-old he wasn’t related to. And that he was apparently the local drug supplier made immediate action imperative.

Kai studied him silently, long enough to make him uncomfortable. He changed the subject abruptly, not caring if it was obvious.

“Who’s minding the store? Don’t you need to get back inside?”

“That’s the nice thing about Deer Creek. Most of the time most of the people are trustworthy, and you can leave your front door open safely.”

But she turned toward the door despite her words.

“I suppose you don’t put me in that group.” Lord, what the hell was wrong with him, where had that come from?

She glanced back at him as he followed her, closing the back door behind them.

“Oh, I suspect you’re eminently trustworthy yourself,” she said, startling him. “Your problem is you don’t trust anybody else. Including your own son.”

I trust you.

Even as the unexpected—and completely unwanted—words formed in his head, he realized they were true. And the realization stunned him. But somehow, somewhere along the line, the impossible had become true.

He glanced at the closed door to the sound room. The hour wasn’t up for another five minutes, and Jordan was obviously going to take advantage of every second.

“I trust you with Jordan,” Wyatt said, adding the qualifier as if it could distance him from the revelation. “I know you’ve got his best interests at heart.”

“I do.”

Again she studied him for a silent moment, and he instinctively braced himself. One thing he really could trust her to do was to rattle his cage on a regular basis.

“Do you trust Mr. Hunt?”

“He’s a good guy. A good boss.”

“So, you trust him at work but not personally?”

“Moot point. There’s nothing he can do to help with Jordan.”

“Because he has only girls?”

Wyatt blinked. “Because it’s my problem, not his.”

“So you don’t trust anyone completely, on all fronts.”

“Everybody has their weak spots.”

“Even you?”

“Especially me,” he said, knowing his weakest spot was right now in that room a few feet away.

“Hmm.”

He wondered what she was thinking, what the noncommittal sound meant, but didn’t want to ask. He’d never intended for her—for anyone—to witness his encounter with Max, never would have pursued it if they hadn’t been in the usually deserted alley. He had the unsettling feeling that those few seconds had changed her entire perception of him, and he wasn’t sure what ramifications that might have.


“Speaking of problems,” she said, “what if Max calls the cops on you for assault or something?”

“He won’t.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because I know the type. He won’t want the police sniffing around him. He’s afraid of what they might find.”

She grimaced slightly, but didn’t argue the point. She wasn’t foolish, just…overly optimistic about people, he thought. True, he didn’t trust anyone completely, but she trusted too many too completely. That might be a nicer way to live, but it also meant that when reality bit, it bit hard and fast and without warning. And sometimes lethally.

“I’m not late!”

Jordan’s voice cut through the silence. Wyatt turned to look at his son, the boy who looked enough like he had at that age to make many of the locals who had been here then comment on it.

“Never said you were,” Wyatt said mildly. Then he indicated the white bag. “Jelly doughnut in there for you.”

Jordan looked only a little less than stunned. “What about it spoiling my dinner?”

“Dinner will be all vegetables to make up for it.”

Jordan made a face, but he dug into the bag. Kai laughed. It was a light, silvery sound.

“Hey, Kai, there’s a cream cheese roll in here, your favorite!”

“It’s for her,” Wyatt said. Kai gave him a look almost as stunned as Jordan’s. “Mrs. Day told me you liked them.”

She took the treat that Jordan handed her, but she was staring at him.

“Thank you,” she said.

There was something in her voice, some quiet, almost husky undertone that made him speak hastily, a lame pushing of the already lame joke. “You can pass on the vegetables.”

But she laughed again, and again it seemed almost a physical thing, darting, wrapping around him. He had the crazy thought that if he sprayed beam visualizer in the air, it would be able to pick it out in the way it picked out the laser beams of an alarm system.

And your alarm system should be trumpeting, he thought.

“What about you?” she asked.

“What?”

She indicated the bag. “Did you already eat yours?”

“Oh. No.”

“You don’t indulge?”

“No.”

She glanced at Jordan, who was intently wiping jelly from his chin, ignoring them both for the moment. She looked back at him.

“In anything?” she asked.

He couldn’t say that her voice had changed, or even that she was looking at him any differently. But that didn’t stop his pulse from kicking into high gear or heat from pooling somewhere low and deep inside him.

He wanted to say “never.” Tried to say it. The word wouldn’t come.

“Depends on the offer,” was what came out instead. He was almost embarrassed to realize his voice sounded as thick and hot as his blood seemed to be at the moment. At any moment, when he was around this woman.

Get out of here, before you freaking overheat, he ordered himself. There was no room in his life for this, especially now. If there was trouble coming down the pike, he didn’t want her anywhere around.

He expected Jordan to protest, but with the assurance that he could come back tomorrow he left compliantly enough.

Wyatt drove home, keeping one eye out for anything unusual. He couldn’t put it out of the realm of possibility that Max might want retribution. He hoped not. As far as Max knew no one had witnessed his humiliation. If the kid had known Kai had seen it, he’d probably be waiting with a rocket launcher, Wyatt thought wryly.

Jordan was humming.

He risked a sideways glance at his son, afraid of disrupting the peace. There was a small, barely perceptible smile curving the usually sulky teenager’s mouth.

Great, Wyatt thought. All it took was a jelly doughnut and a promise of getting tomorrow at Kai’s. Simple. He should have thought of it before.

His mouth twisted wryly as he realized the formula would probably work on him, too.










Chapter 14



At first, after they’d left, Kai resisted the urge that had been growing in her since she’d seen Wyatt Blake take Max and his knife down with professional ease and efficiency. But she finally gave in, and pulled out her cell phone.

It had been a long time since she’d called the number. A long time since she’d called any number from that time. But she’d never deleted them, although they were long gone from her speed dial and this one she had to look up.

Once she found it, she hesitated anew. Not because she thought her call wouldn’t be welcomed, she knew it would; David had been a good friend, and had understood her need to move on after Kit’s death. He would be glad to hear from her.

She just didn’t know if she wanted to take this step that seemed much bigger than a simple phone call. She felt as if she were standing on a mountain, trying to decide if she should start that snowball down.

But her curiosity, that same curiosity that had gotten her in trouble more than once as a kid, was raging full force now, so she made the call. Went through the usual niceties, then made her request. She wanted to know who Wyatt really was, wanted to know if her instincts were right, instincts that were screaming he was far more than just the pill counter he and his son both seemed determined to claim he was.

It was for Jordy’s sake, of course. Not her own. It didn’t really matter to her. It wasn’t like it made any difference to her.

Depends on the offer….

Lord, the way he’d looked at her, the way he’d sounded nearly melted her bones.

Maybe that was her problem. Maybe that was why she’d made that call, she simply didn’t want to admit a pill counter could send her senses reeling. Maybe she really was that shallow.

Question was, would whatever she found out make any difference? Or was she already in too deep with this man who fascinated her and annoyed her by turns? This man who could, based on what she’d seen, be dangerous. To Jordy. And to her.

She had a sinking feeling she already knew the answer.

 

“Dad?”

Wyatt froze, glad he was driving and had to keep his eyes on the road, so Jordan couldn’t see his face. His son never called him “dad.” To others, online and he was sure in person, he was just “my father,” “old man” or simply the hated “him.” Maybe names more foul. To his face, he didn’t call him anything, only occasionally threw in an exaggerated “sir” that was nothing short of an insult in tone.

“What?” he asked, keeping his tone level, afraid if he commented on the appellation, made it a big deal, he’d never hear it again.

Maybe easing up, letting him go back to his practice had been a good idea after all. He’d doubted it, had chided himself for giving in, told himself he was being an idiot, that he was letting Kai Reynolds get to him.

Oh, yeah, she gets to you, he thought now. In a big way. A way you can’t afford, especially right now.

“—come from?”

He yanked himself back to the matter at hand, furious with himself that he’d let thoughts of the woman who was taking up far too much room in his head already, distract him from what seemed to be an overture of peace from his son.

“What do you mean?” he asked, hoping the boy would repeat his question.

Jordan gave him a sideways look, as if he was trying to decide if he was in trouble. For just asking a question? Maybe Kai was right, maybe he—

“I was just asking where all the stuff comes from. The pills and stuff you guys pack. And count.”

He wanted to know how the detested pill counter counted? As a peace offering, it was odd, but he’d be a fool not to take it, he supposed.

“Several places,” he answered. “Different plants make different things, ship them in bulk, and we take it from there.”

“In bulk? Does that mean like…loose, like the bulk stuff at the market?”

“Exactly,” he said, smiling at the apt comparison.

“And then those machines put it all in boxes?”

“In those annoying sheets you have to try and push them through, first, then into the boxes.”

The faintest hint of a smile flickered on Jordan’s face before he shifted his gaze away, staring down at a nub in the denim of his jeans, picking at the small imperfection with his thumb.

Wyatt didn’t know what to think; Jordan had, until now, given less than a damn about his job. He’d like to believe the interest was genuine—although why it would be escaped him. After all, he’d intentionally gone after the most mind-numbing job he could find. And Jordan had openly despised it, belittled it and insulted him for having it.

He wanted to ask why the sudden interest, but he also didn’t want to choke off the conversation. This was probably the most Jordan had said since he had handed him a permission slip for a field trip this Saturday, and had explained in a practiced paragraph what it was for.

“I know it seems boring, but it is important. Getting the right amount in the boxes, I mean.”


“Sure.”

Why did he have the feeling the boy had fought down a sarcastic answer?

“People get shorted, we hear about it.” Jordan said nothing. He risked a question in turn. “What do you suppose happens if people get extra?”

The sideways look again. “I’ll bet you don’t hear about that.”

“Exactly.”

“So where do they keep the stuff, before it goes in the boxes?”

Wyatt blinked. “What?”

“The bulk stuff. Does it like come in big containers, or boxes they have to stick somewhere, or what?”

Wyatt hadn’t, until that moment, realized what he’d let happen. That he’d let hope, an emotion he’d thought himself through with long ago, build up. But now the alarm bells were going off like the days he’d thought left behind forever, as if he was back dealing with worst-case scenarios on a daily basis.

I should have known, he thought bitterly. All this friendliness was more than a jelly doughnut could buy.

The pieces tumbled together in the old way, and he saw the pattern he should have seen long ago. Max, the local drug dealer, befriends vulnerable young kid, acts as if he really likes him despite the age difference. Kid’s father just happens to work at the local packaging plant. Which just happens to package an over-the-counter cold medication.

Which just happens to contain an ingredient used in brewing up the latest, most potent, deadliest form of methamphetamine to be found on the street.

And now that kid is asking questions he’d never asked before, about how the plant worked, and how and where the incoming product was stored.

The irony bit deep. Since they were a packaging plant, not a manufacturer or distributor, there wasn’t much at HP in the way of security. In fact, once they’d realized how hot the product had become in illicit circles, John had wanted him to take over that security, heighten it, tighten it. He’d said no, not ready to leave the mind-numbing sameness of the job he had now.

And in the process, he’d opened the door to disaster.










Chapter 15



“Why the sudden interest? I thought you thought I have the most boring job in the world.”

He tried to keep his tone neutral, but Jordan stiffened up anyway. “You don’t think it’s boring?”

“Sure it is. That’s what I want.”

For a long moment, as he maneuvered the car into the garage and shut the big door behind them, Jordan just sat there and looked at him. Wyatt just waited; he could tell by the boy’s expression that the question hovering was going to burst loose at any moment. And it did.

“Why?”

“This job is fine. It pays the bills.”

“Don’t you want a better job?”

“No.”

“If you had a better job, maybe I could have texting on my phone.”

For a moment Wyatt felt a stab of doubt. Was that what all this was really about for Jordan, he wanted something and thought if he showed an interest he might get it? Did it really have nothing to do with Max at all?

Maybe his instincts had gotten rustier than he thought in the past year.

Or maybe it was just that he had no parenting instincts at all.

“You’re surviving without it,” he said.

“Great,” Jordan muttered, getting out of the SUV and slamming the door shut.

Of course, the fact that Jordan had a cell phone with very few call minutes on it, for emergencies only and no texting or internet, had been intentional, not because of finances. He’d done it thinking that eventually, if things improved, he would indeed upgrade the boy’s plan.

But a couple of questions on the pretext of showing an interest in his work didn’t accomplish that.

He stood in front of the door into the house, blocking it without being obvious about it. And as Jordan came to a halt in front of him, he repeated his initial question.

“So why? You’ve never cared about my work before.”

Jordan didn’t even look up at him. “I was just curious, all right? Can we go in? I’ve got homework.”

Like you’re always in a hurry to get to that, Wyatt thought.

“Then go get started,” he said. “We’ll hold dinner until you’re done.”

“Vegetables? I’ll pass,” Jordan said with a grimace.

“That was a joke, Jordan,” he said quietly.

“Oh. Ha.”

There was, he supposed, no sarcasm in the world like that of a teenager. That at least he remembered from his own days of throwing it at his own father. And those memories kept him from reacting the way his own father had; he merely repeated the instruction to get started on that homework.

Once Jordan was settled in he went to the kitchen. He’d never been much of a cook, his life wasn’t conducive to it. Or at least, it hadn’t been. Now he was a fair hand with the basics, but that was it.


Maybe he should really do the vegetables, he thought, blessing the person who’d invented the microwave-in-the-bag process. One huge plate of whatever was in the freezer.

He knew he was avoiding what he should be thinking about. But he had to make a decision, and he didn’t have the information he needed to make the right one. He didn’t know the most crucial thing, the most important piece. If his instincts were right, he had to know how deep Jordan was in.

What would a normal guy who suspected what he suspected do? Call the cops, of course. But that normal person would probably have a normal relationship with his kid. And the kid would, even with the usual rebellion, likely trust him, at the core.

Jordan did not trust him. At all. And if there was nothing else he’d learned in his checkered life, it was that you couldn’t force trust.

He pondered the dilemma. If he pushed, Jordan would just clam up again, like he had in the garage. And that would not only tell him nothing, it might inspire Jordan to warn Max that he was suspicious.

He should warn John. He would understand, and he knew enough to put credence in Wyatt’s suspicions. But again, he couldn’t risk it; what if Jordan was deeper into this than just as a source for Max to pump? He could be, lured by the false friendship offered by Max. The boy wasn’t using, he was almost certain of that. He did regular searches, and knew too well all the signs to look for. But he wouldn’t put it past someone like Max to try and hook the boy, get him desperate enough for the drugs to do whatever he had to to keep the supply coming.

Including providing information.

You don’t trust anybody else. Including your own son.

Kai’s words echoed in his head. He’d known they were true at the time, but right now they were even more prescient.

Kai.

Jordan talked to Kai. He trusted her.

Wyatt sighed. Grimaced. Shook his head, feeling helpless. It wasn’t a sensation he’d felt often, and he certainly didn’t care for it.

Finally he faced the inevitable. He couldn’t put his confused feelings above Jordan’s welfare. He couldn’t avoid the best chance he had at getting the information he needed to keep his son safe.

He was going to have to go to Kai for help.

 

She looked up when he came in. He glanced up at the speaker over the door, where the last notes of today’s welcome faded. She’d even gotten him wondering every time he came in, which he guessed meant it was working.

“Chaos Creek,” she said when he got close enough, answering before he could ask.

He blinked. “What?”

She laughed. “The Johnsons’ son’s band. They won the battle this summer at the county fair, so I thought I’d change the rotation and feature them. Local boys made good and all.”

“They sound good.”

“They are. He was happy to come in and lay down some riffs for me.” She grinned. “Not to mention he and his band and all their friends have been coming in all week just to hear it. And shop. I should have thought of it sooner.”

He suspected the appeal was a bit more than just hearing the band play when the door opened and closed. But then, he was perhaps a bit biased. When you couldn’t get a woman out of your head, you tended to assume other men felt the same. Even teenagers.

Maybe especially teenagers.

“You’re good at this.”

“Yes,” she said simply. He liked that. Then she lifted a brow at him. “You’re early. Jordy’s just getting started.”

“I know. I needed to talk to you. About him.”

For a moment she just looked at him, assessingly. “Serious stuff?” she finally asked.

He nodded. To his surprised, she slid off the stool behind the counter, walked to the front door, locked it and flipped the open sign over so that the closed side showed in the door. It touched him in a very odd and unexpected way, that she accepted the serious part so unquestioningly.

“You want some coffee? I’ve got some upstairs. We can leave Jordy a note to come up when he’s done.”

He knew she lived over the store. That essentially she was inviting him into her home. Necessity warred with panic, leavened by curiosity about what her place would look like.

What are you going to do, jump her the minute you’ve got her alone?

Not, he thought ruefully, an unwelcome thought. He’d been alone and done without too long, he thought, when his mind took a nosedive into places it didn’t belong at the slightest provocation.

Necessity and curiosity won out over his unease about being with her in her personal space. He wasn’t sure what he expected as he followed her up the stairs, but what he saw when they stepped inside wasn’t it. Her apartment was open, spacious, with comfortable furniture arranged to make the most of the large room, and sparsely but effectively adorned with pieces of bright blue and deep green, mirroring the landscape outside on a clear day.

The kitchen appeared to have been updated, opened up into the main room. He took a seat on one of the barstools pulled up to the granite counter, and watched as she set the coffee machine to working.

As it began to drip, she turned to face him.

“I like your place,” he said.

“It works well for me.”

“Close to work.”

“Can’t get much closer. I can run up during the day, and I’ve got a buzzer rigged if somebody comes into the store.”

“Handy.”

“Yes. Between it and the store, it was more than I wanted to spend, but it’s been worth it.”

He blinked. “You own it? The whole building?”


She laughed. “You make it sound like a skyscraper. But I own all two floors, yes.”

She’d surprised him yet again.

“What if you decided you hated it here?”

She didn’t say it, but the look she gave him said “Like you did?” as clearly as if she had. But then, she hadn’t grown up here, under the watchful eyes of…everyone.

“I knew I’d love it, and I do. Now that it’s fairly stable, I have to make sure I leave the work behind at the end of the day, though.”

“Do you succeed?”

“Most of the time. It’s an effort, though. It would be easy to stay as consumed by it as I was in the beginning.”

“Don’t.”

“Voice of experience?”

“Yes.”

She only nodded, as if she’d suspected as much. He watched as she glanced at the now half-full coffee pot. Then she turned back to him.

“Did you notice Jordy was really edgy today?” she asked.

His mouth quirked. “How could I tell? He’s always edgy around me.”

She smiled at him. “There is that,” she said, and he liked that she didn’t deny it, or try to reassure him with some meaningless platitude. “Any idea what might have him so wound up?”

“Maybe.”

She studied him for a moment. “That’s what you wanted to talk to me about.”

It wasn’t a question, and she didn’t go on. She reached into a cupboard and pulled out two mugs, one blue, one green. Waited as the stream of coffee diminished, then stopped, then filled the mugs.

“Black?” she asked.

He nodded. She slid the blue one toward him on the counter, then added a spoonful of sugar to her own mug. She took a sip, wrapping her hands around the mug as if savoring the heat. And that quickly, his mind was taking that nosedive again.


“I suggest you just dive in,” she said.

He nearly choked on his swallow of coffee at her choice of words. It took him a second to convince himself there was no way she could know where his mind had wandered.

He took another swallow of coffee, to ease his throat and marshal his thoughts. And in the end, he took her advice and simply laid it all out for her, Jordan’s sudden interest in his job, the specifics of his questions, and his own suspicions.

To his surprise, she accepted it all.

“It makes sense,” she said when he asked. “I always knew Max was up to something. I just didn’t know—or didn’t want to know—exactly what.”

“About that,” he began, uncomfortable about what he’d yelled at her that day.

She shook her head, cutting him off. “You were right. I should have told you my suspicions right away. For Jordy’s sake. If he is caught up in this…”

“And that’s what I need to know. But he won’t talk to me.” He hesitated. Just dive in…. “But he does talk to you.”

She stared at him for a long moment. He wondered how anyone could handle that intense gaze for long. Realized belatedly that that was the same thing people had once said about him.

“I need your help,” he said, his voice low and harsh.

Many would have had a smart comment to make to that, or at least would have asked him how much it hurt to have to ask. Kai did neither.

“You want me to try and get him to tell me what he knows?” she asked.

“I have to know how deep he’s in, to know what to do. How to protect him.”

He half expected her to say no. To consider what he was asking was a betrayal of the boy’s trust. At the least he expected to have to do some heavy convincing.

“All right. I’ll try.”

He blinked. “You will?”

“Yes.”

He couldn’t help himself, the question burst out. “Why?”


“Because if you’re right, Jordy’s in danger of getting sucked up into my worst nightmare.”

It didn’t take any special perception to understand where that had come from.

“Kit,” he said softly.

She nodded. “That photograph in the store,” she began.

“Etched in my memory,” he said, then wished he hadn’t. For a guy who didn’t believe in wishing, he’d been doing a lot of it lately, he thought sourly.

“It’s not there just to feed my ego. It’s there to remind me.”

“Remind you?”

“That night was the beginning of the end. The night I realized Kit was going to die, and probably soon.” She sighed. “I did everything I could think of. I rallied friends and family to intervene, I threatened to leave, and actually did, for a while. Nothing worked.”

“He wouldn’t clean up, even for you?”

“Oh, he’d talk a good game, but he always slipped back. Finally I literally tricked him into rehab, told him we were just taking a much needed break from the road until the last second.”

“So he didn’t go of his own accord.”

“No. Which explains why his sobriety lasted exactly six hours after he left the facility. He never forgave me for tricking him into it. But I loved him. I had to try.”

And Kai Reynolds would always try, he thought.

She took a deep breath as if to steady herself before going on.

“Unfortunately, he loved alcohol and drugs more than he loved me. Or himself.”

She said it without self-pity or anger, just that sadness.

“I’m sorry. For you being hurt.”

“Caring costs,” she said simply.

“He was a fool.” Don’t you be one, he ordered himself.

For a moment she just looked at him. Then, softly, she said, “Thank you.”

“He had everything, and he threw it away.”


“Yes.”

“He had…you.”

“Yes.”

He couldn’t seem to shut up, no matter how hard he tried. “Then he was worse than a fool.”

She stared at him then, her eyes flicking over his face as if she were trying to read him. She’d always done pretty well at that before, so he wondered that what he was thinking wasn’t as clear as a glowing neon sign to her.

Maybe because it’s as clear as mud to you, he thought.

He hadn’t felt anything like this in longer than he could remember. Maybe he never had, and that was why it felt so strange, so foreign, so overwhelming.

He set down his coffee mug. He took the single stride across the kitchen floor to her. Slowly, giving her every chance to stop him, he took her mug and set it on the counter behind her.

Close now, so close he could feel her warmth, as if it were a physical thing wrapping around him, welcoming, comforting, supporting. He cupped her face with his hands, hands he was surprised weren’t shaking. His entire body had awakened in a rush, and the intensity was all the more startling because of how long it had been.

At least, that’s what he told himself.

“Kai,” he said, his voice a low, harsh, unfamiliar thing. “Stop me.”

What the hell are you doing? he asked himself, not sure if he meant being about to kiss her or asking her to stop him.

She didn’t. She just looked up at him, those gray eyes wide and dark.

Somewhere, some part of his mind was warning him he was messing with the one person who might get through to his son. And he realized with a little shock that he knew, somehow, that she would never jettison Jordan because of anything stupid his father did.

He trusted her on that.

It was the last coherent thought he had before he kissed her.










Chapter 16



Curiosity killed the cat.

Wasn’t that how the old saying went? Kai was learning the truth of it now.

She’d never felt anything like this. And she certainly had never expected it from this man. Although to be honest, she’d been curious from the day he’d first walked into Play On. And now, when he’d finally made a move, she had been too curious about what it would be like to stop him.

She’d never expected him to…envelop her like this. To take charge of her senses, her pulse, her entire body, and send them all reeling out of control. Even in the wildness of youth, when she’d been crazy in love with Kit—or the idea of him—it hadn’t been like this. So how could she have expected such a consuming heat?

Of course, she’d never expected him to actually make a move at all. Maybe that was it, she thought, a little dizzily. She was going all female and mushy because she knew he hadn’t wanted to do this, but had done it anyway. Female power, all that.

And then his mouth moved on hers, tasting, probing and searing. And she realized the power wasn’t hers, it wasn’t even his; it was something generated by the combination, by the connection between the two of them. She wondered that she couldn’t hear it crackle.

She kissed him back, not simply because she was unable not to, although it was true, but because she wanted to. She wanted more, more of that heat, that luring taste of him, more of the unexpected sweetness behind the gruff, sometimes intractable exterior.

She had the fleeting thought that breaking through that tough exterior made this all the more incredible. All the more precious. People valued things that were hard to get, her father had always said. Maybe he was right in more ways than she’d known.

And then she couldn’t think at all. It was as if her system had no room for anything but the flood of physical sensations it was registering. As if there was nothing left in her entire world except this man, and the feel of his mouth on hers, his body pressed against hers, fierce and demanding and impossibly hot.

When at last he broke the kiss, she took what seemed to be her first breath in hours. It was an audible, gasping sound that only added to her shock. He didn’t pull away, he was still pressed against her, knee to shoulder, and she thought she might whimper if he broke that contact, too.

He was staring down at her, brow furrowed, looking, not satisfied but almost…bewildered.

I know the feeling, she thought.

“What the hell was that?” His question came out as a whisper that nevertheless seemed to vibrate in the air.

She could think of several answers, most of them provocative, but her mouth didn’t seem to want to work. The only thing it wanted was his back where it had been. Kissing her again. Stoking that fire again. Melting her again.

“Wonderful?” she finally suggested.

She heard him suck in a breath. He opened his mouth as if to speak, then stopped. Tried again. Finally, with an expression she could only describe as rueful, he lowered his head, shaking it in a way that matched the bewildered expression he’d worn moments ago.

“Kai, I….”

“You what?”

“Hell. I don’t know.”

“This could…complicate things,” she said. “With Jordy, I mean.”

His head came up. “Even if you’re mad at me, you won’t take it out on him.”

She knew him well enough by now to realize the implications of his words. The simple fact that he trusted her not to do that was amazing. Perhaps intractable wasn’t the word after all.

But that wasn’t what she chose to answer; she doubted he’d talk about it anyway.

“Why would you think I’m mad at you?”

He took a half step back then, letting go of her, breaking the last physical contact between them. It was all she could do not to protest aloud.

Especially when she realized, as the last of the pleasant haze lifted, that he had been as swamped by this as she had been; he didn’t even try to hide the fact that he was thoroughly aroused.

Not that he could have, she thought, still a little off balance.

“I know you didn’t want…that.”

It wasn’t an apology, but it was close enough to spark a bit of the remaining fire in her. She crossed her arms, as much to steady herself as anything, and looked at him levelly.

“I am a fully grown, adult woman,” she said. “I’m quite capable of making my preferences crystal clear.”

He blinked.

“If I hadn’t wanted ‘that,’ you would have known it.”

One corner of his mouth twitched upward. “Why do I get the feeling that I’d be wearing your hot coffee?”

Again that flash of humor made her wonder what he must have been like before…before what? Before Jordy had landed on him? Or had he been this way much longer? When had his view of life changed?

A life, she reminded herself, she knew very little about. And wondered if he, like her, had had a single moment when things became vividly clear and undeniable, a moment that changed everything.

“I didn’t mean to…complicate things,” he said.

“There’s a teenager involved. They were already complicated,” Kai retorted.

But despite her joking, she knew he was right. Things had gotten even more complicated. Because she was about to, at least in Jordy’s eyes, betray him completely. And she wasn’t sure which the boy would think was worse; her trying to pry information out of him for his father, or her having the hots for that father.

Because you most certainly do, she thought; never had she responded to anyone like that, swift and fire-fierce. Even with Kit it seemed almost tame compared to this. At first she thought that impossible, but now that she could think again, she realized that she shouldn’t be surprised. With Kit, she’d always been part of the music, and it was the music that got his full and total focus. After he’d died, she’d often wondered if they would have even been together if they hadn’t shared that. And in her cooler, more analytical moments, she’d wondered if he would have looked twice at her if she hadn’t been able to serve the music.

No one had ever focused on her the way Wyatt Blake just had. As if she were the only person in the world of any importance to him. As if she were some irresistible force that he, a strong, determined man, was unable to resist.

And he kissed her as if she were the oasis after an eon spent in the desert.

She nearly shuddered just at the memory. And she knew that despite everything, this was not something she wanted to run away from. She didn’t think she even could.

And if she lined up every man in the town of Deer Creek—heck, the whole county—she doubted she could have picked a more difficult one to deal with.

Quite a knack she seemed to have.

 

If he’d had his way, he’d have sent Jordan to bed at seven o’clock, just so he could have time to think. But as it was, while Jordan was doing his homework on the computer in the den, then through the mostly silent meal, and after when Jordan was back on the computer, Wyatt had to fight off a flood of images and thoughts.

Jordan was still casting wary glances over his shoulder, as he had been ever since Wyatt sat down in the armchair a few feet away. He had a book in his hands, but he knew it was just an excuse; focusing on written text was beyond him at the moment. But he could stare at it as if he were reading, which was less obvious than staring into space.

He had to have been out of his mind. He’d gone this long without kissing, hell, without even touching a woman, so why now? Why at the worst possible time, when he should be focused entirely on Jordan? And why with the worst possible woman, one he had to rely on to help him keep Jordan safe, and get him away from the likes of Max Middleton?

If he could just categorize her in the old way, as an asset, someone to be used to achieve the goal, then maybe he could keep his head on straight.

Keep? Yeah, right. Like your head isn’t still spinning.

The last time he’d gotten this tangled up had resulted in Jordan. But he’d had a weak sort of excuse then; he’d been young, caught up in it all, and so damned full of himself. Life and his work hadn’t thrashed all that out of him yet.

So how had he ended up here, at a time when he should be focused on just one thing, his son, seemingly unable to focus on anything but one woman? And worse, the one woman he most needed on his side? Every working brain cell told him he should back off, that he didn’t dare risk that he would, as he usually did, screw things up.

Then again, there was nothing usual about what he was feeling. Even the flash fire of youth and foolishness that had resulted in the boy sitting a few feet away had been nothing compared to this.

It was all he could do not to reach up and touch his own mouth, where he could swear he could still feel the softness, the warmth, the very shape of her lips.


He suppressed a shudder at the memory, tamped down his body’s eager response to just the remembered feel and taste of her. When it had been the real thing, when she had been in his arms and his mouth had been on hers, it had been nearly unbearable. And no amount of telling himself he’d simply gone too long without could explain the explosiveness of his response.

He couldn’t believe that last month this time, she’d been only a name to him. And now he seemed to be carrying her around with him; she was in his head all the time. Even the soothing anodyne of his job hadn’t been enough to keep her at bay; he caught himself thinking of her at the oddest times.

And now you’ve really done it, he told himself. Now he had even more insistent and fierce images to fight off. And he wasn’t doing a very good job of it.

“I know you’re not reading, not really.”

He blinked, and looked up. Jordan was standing there, a couple of feet away. And he’d been so entranced by those overheated visions in his head that he hadn’t even realized the boy had gotten up from the computer. That shocked him fully back into the present.

“You haven’t turned a page in forever.”

He didn’t deny it. “Having a little trouble concentrating tonight.”

He waited, wondering if Jordan was going to broach the subject again, try to pump him for information he could pass along to Max. Wondered what Max would do if approached, after their little encounter. He’d scared him then, he knew, but time had passed, and Max’s cocky self-assurance would slowly flow back; he knew the type.

It hadn’t come up with Jordan again since last night, but he doubted it was over. If for no other reason than Max wasn’t likely to give up. He’d just make sure Wyatt never found out there’d been any contact. He wondered what kind of pressure the young dealer was putting on the boy.

If things were normal, he would simply apply his own kind of pressure to get Jordan to tell him. But if he did that, if he resorted to the old ways, there wouldn’t be any kind of relationship left when he was done.

Like it’s so great now?

No, he admitted silently to that nagging little voice, but he didn’t want to destroy what little there was.

Fleetingly, as his son stared down at him, obviously working up to saying something, he wondered what the boy would do if he knew what his father and his beloved Kai had been up to while he’d been practicing. Wondered how he’d feel if he knew his father was sitting here wishing with every aching cell in his body that it had gone further.

Wishing that, despite the fact that it would irrevocably complicate every aspect of his life, that it would go much further. He wanted to see the bedroom in that airy, comfortable apartment, and he wanted to see it soon.

From the bed.

Next to her.

On top of her.

In her.

And he nearly groaned aloud at the swift, wickedly hot clench of his body at the mere thought of it.

“Never mind,” Jordan said abruptly and turned away, telling Wyatt something had shown in his face. Probably pain, he thought wryly. There was another skill that had apparently gotten rusty; time was he’d been able to hide any thoughts at all.

But then, he didn’t think he’d ever had thoughts like this to hide.

“Jordan, wait.” It was becoming an effort, the more he was around Kai, to not call him Jordy. But even if he knew little else, he knew that permission had to come from his son. “I was caught up in another problem.”

Jordan looked back at him. “That’s all I am to you, isn’t it? A problem.”

Wyatt mentally kicked himself for his choice of words; he couldn’t seem to do anything right with this boy. He’d handled what most would consider much bigger problems than one teenager’s moods with cool efficiency, but here he was at a loss.


Caring costs.

Kai’s words echoed in his head. She knew the truth of them, better than many people ever did. Yet she still let herself care. It probably never occurred to her to try not to. And for the first time in his life he saw the simple, honest courage in that.

“You scare me,” he said to his son. “And that’s a problem, yes.”

“I scare you?” Jordan sounded astonished. But he came back, clearly wanting an explanation.

“Your mother knew what to do,” he said. “Sometimes I think women know instinctively.”

It was the first time in months they’d even spoken about Melissa, although as little as they’d spoken at all, it wasn’t surprising.

“She was the best,” Jordan said, his voice tight.

“I know you miss her. I know you wish she was here, not me. So do I, for both our sakes. But she’s not. We’re all we’ve got.”

“You didn’t even love her.”

“No. And she didn’t love me.”

They’d decided not to lie about that. Melissa had always told Jordan that it didn’t matter, because out of what had been an impulse of the moment had come the thing she loved most: him. To her credit, she’d never tried to belittle the cost of that impulse, but she’d also managed to never make Jordan feel unloved because of it.

A knack he didn’t seem to have.

“I know I’m not good at being a parent, not like your mom. But I care too much not to try.”

Jordan blinked. “You don’t care.”

“If I didn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”

“Why are you here?” Jordan’s voice rose, and Wyatt guessed his emotions were rising with it. “You didn’t love my mom, you don’t love me.”

He didn’t know how to answer that. He never had. And now, with his emotions so tangled and confused, he knew even less. So the only words that came out were blunt, simple, and at least true.


“You’re mine.”

Oddly, the two-word answer seemed to derail the building storm. Jordan’s glare faded, and he lowered his gaze.

“What did you want?” Wyatt asked.

The boy’s head came up. “I want to download some music.”

It wasn’t a huge leap to figure out whose. “Kai’s band?”

He nodded. “She gave me their first CD to rip, but I want to buy the rest. The last one, especially.”

The masterpiece, that music blogger had called it, Wyatt remembered. “Don’t want to cheat her out of the money? That’s a good thought, Jordan.”

He shifted his feet as if embarrassed. “She gives it away anyway. All the money from their music goes to the rehab center she started.”

“I know.” Jordan blinked, surprised. “But you don’t have to download it. Not the last one, anyway.”

“I’ll pay back the money. I’ll do extra work around here, whatever.”

Well, that had to mean he was serious, Wyatt thought ruefully.

“You can do that for the other CD. But the last one…it’s already there.”

Jordan blinked. “What?”

“It’s in the music folder.”

Jordan stared at him, clearly stunned. “You?”

“Hard to believe, huh?”

“Did you…listen?”

“Repeatedly.” And he had, from the time he’d downloaded it, that night after she’d come here and he’d made her so angry she walked away. “It really is a masterpiece.”

Jordan looked utterly flummoxed. And for the first time since their lives had collided, Wyatt felt a sense of amused satisfaction.

“Tough call, isn’t it?” he said. “Do you now hate it because I like it, or do you go along with the guy you already hate?”

Loyalty won out, and quickly. “It’s Kai. I could never hate it.”

“Good for you. Right decision.”


Wyatt kept his tone level, but inside he was pleased.

Later, after Jordan had transferred the music to his small player and retreated up to his room to listen before bed, Wyatt took his place at the computer. He got out the headphones, put them on and made himself go through the usual checks. Except for the flurry of expected angry explanations of why he hadn’t shown up the other night, the postings on Jordan’s networking page had slowed down a lot since he’d been practicing at Play On. Another benefit, Wyatt thought.

There was no post at all today, and no new messages. Satisfied that that front was handled, he was about to shut down when the alert window popped up again.

He jumped through the hoops until he was reading the newest message. He supposed to some the fact that the inquiries on his whereabouts had seemingly ceased days ago would be a relief. To some, it would be proof that whoever it was had given up.

To Wyatt Blake, it meant they’d found him.










Chapter 17



Wyatt sat with his hands wrapped around the coffee mug. And he would keep his hands right there. Think of it as a deadman detonator, he told himself. You let go of it, and you blow everything to bits.

He sensed Kai’s gaze on him as if it were a physical thing. As if by the mere act of looking at him she could set nerve endings tingling in places he couldn’t quite ignore.

For days now they’d done this—it was in danger of becoming a habit—decamping to her apartment while Jordan practiced. He’d felt guilty about her leaving the store, but so far, only twice had she had to go back downstairs to handle a customer who’d rung the buzzer. Still, every day he’d told himself he’d wait until four-thirty to go pick the boy up. And every day he was there within minutes after the sound room door had closed on the budding musician.

“We have progress,” Kai said after a sip from her own mug of coffee.

They did? He didn’t feel that way. He felt in limbo, wanting more than anything to revisit that crazed, wild place he’d fallen into at the first touch of her lips, yet afraid of what might happen if he did.

Wyatt looked up from his hands. “Progress?” he asked, tentatively.

“I listened to a bit he recorded last night. He’s sounding better.”

Wyatt felt like a fool. She meant Jordan, of course. Idiot. He jerked himself out of the stupid reverie he’d let himself drift into, thinking about kissing and more and the fact that her bedroom was mere yards away.

“Anything that sounds like actual music yet?”

She laughed. “Well, since there’s a pretty wide range of what various people consider music, I’d say the answer to that is yes. Sort of. More than before, anyway.”

“Okay. Progress.”

“Speaking of which, if you’re expecting me to make any on…that other front, I’m going to need some time with him. More than five or ten minutes as he’s coming or going, anyway.”

He gave her a sideways look. She had told him earlier that there hadn’t been any sign of Max since the day he’d told him to stay away from Jordan. She hadn’t even seen him, or his friends, at the usual pizza hangout. He would like to think his warning had taken root. But he’d like to think whoever had been looking for him had given up, too. And newly reawakened instincts told him otherwise on both.

He’d warned John, and the man had agreed to two new temporary security guards, but it was going to take a couple of days to get that in place. Wyatt was regretting now that he hadn’t made it clear to Max that he suspected what he was up to, but his only goal at the time had been keeping him away from Jordan.

“You have a plan?” he asked.

“I was thinking you might need to be late tomorrow. To pick him up, I mean.”

He thought about it a moment, then nodded. “Okay,” he said. “That will give you time alone with him.”

She nodded in turn. “I think I can get him to hang around here and wait.”


He nearly laughed. “You could get any male breathing to hang around.”

She went very still. “Was that an assessment of my powers of discrimination?”

He frowned, not understanding. “What?”

“You seemed to think I once had none.”

Sexy girl rocker….

His own thoughts came back to him, and he supposed he had once thought that, made assumptions that sex, drugs and rock and roll was more than just a saying.

He didn’t try to dissemble. She was too perceptive, and he didn’t want to risk denying something she obviously knew was true.

“I was wrong,” he said simply. “About a lot of things. Very wrong.”

She didn’t seem surprised as much as pleased by the admission. Not in an “I win” sort of way, but more like he’d done the right thing by honestly admitting it, and that made her happy.

The idea that he had even the slightest power to make her happy hit him like a punch to the gut.

“Thank you,” she said. And then, giving him a level look that somehow put him on guard, she added, “So, there’s something I’ve been wondering.”

“What?”

“Are you ever going to kiss me again?”

If the mug he held hadn’t been heavy, thick stoneware, he thought it would have shattered under his sudden tension.

“Kai,” he said, unsure if it was plea or warning.

“I mean, aren’t you curious?”

The mug hit the counter. Coffee sloshed. “Curious? Is that what you call it?”

“I just meant, what it felt like…what if it was a fluke?”

He stood up, backed away from her, as if any kind of distance was safe when she had in fact taken up residence in his head.

“Yeah, it was such a fluke my brain’s been fried ever since. Such a fluke I can’t get the visions of it out of my mind, can’t focus, can’t concentrate, can’t—”


He broke off before he committed the total idiocy of telling her about the dreams. He’d wished for so long to be rid of the nightmares, but he’d never expected them to be replaced by hot, erotic images involving the most unlikely woman he could ever have imagined.

Careful what you wish for.

Truer words never spoken, he thought.

She was smiling at him. “Thank you,” she said again, a soft huskiness in her voice that sent the same shivers through him that those dreams had.

But his brow furrowed; her words made no sense to him. And again she understood perfectly, as if she could read his mind.

“Nice to know I’m not alone.”

He blinked. “Alone?”

Her mouth quirked. “Same problems.”

He sucked in a breath that was so audible he knew she must have heard it even from five feet away, a distance that no longer seemed safe at all.

“I thought it was just me,” he said.

She let out a compressed chuckle that sounded half frustrated, half wry amusement. He knew the feeling.

“I don’t think it explodes like that going only one way,” she said.

“I don’t know. I’ve never felt an explosion like that before.”

She smiled again. And it damned near took his breath away.

“We did a song once, called ‘Playing With Fire.’”

“I know.”

He’d surprised her that time. “You do?”

“It’s on the last CD. One of the best on it, and that’s saying something.”

“Thank you, for the third time,” she said. “I didn’t realize you’d…listened.”

“I’m trying to get better at listening,” he said, and knew by her expression that she understood all the levels he meant that on.

“That song…that’s what this feels like. To me.”


He thought of the chorus, that line about always going back to the flame because you’re helpless not to. Yeah, it felt that way, all right.

“So, are you going to?”

“No.”

She drew back a fraction. Looked at him for a long moment, as if he were a puzzle she was trying to find the key to. Then, slowly, she smiled.

“So it’s my turn?”

God, she could read his mind. “Exactly.”

He couldn’t explain why, couldn’t understand himself and why it was so important to him that she make the move. Yes, it was knowing that she wanted this, that he wasn’t pushing her somewhere she didn’t want to go, but it was more. He just wasn’t sure what.

The only thing he was sure of was that he had to know if it had really been that hot, or if his imagination, over-energized by lack of exercise in that area, had built the memory of that single kiss into something reality could never match.

And then she was there, stepping into his arms. She tilted her head back, stretched up, brushed her lips tentatively over his.

And he realized he’d handed her the detonator, and she’d triggered the inferno without a second thought.










Chapter 18



Any thought that the first kiss had been a fluke was seared out of Kai’s mind the moment her mouth touched his. For a bare few seconds, maybe three, he held back, letting her do the coaxing. But then a choked groan broke from him and he was kissing her back, fiercely, hotly.

She wondered vaguely if knowing what it could feel like influenced what it did feel like. Not that it mattered. What mattered was that she’d never felt anything like this before, not even in the frantic days with Kit. No, this was more, far more, something white-hot and consuming.

She clung to him as he seemed to sap the strength from her; any more and she’d be sagging weakly against him. And then he flicked his tongue over her lips, asking, and she parted for him without hesitation. She wanted, needed the taste of him, the hot, male, coffee-tinged taste of him more than she wanted her next breath.

He cupped her face as he invaded, and for a moment she just savored the feel of it, savored the tension in him, the low, harsh sound that she could both hear and feel deep in his chest.


She slid her hand down his back, wanting him closer. Her fingers traced the contours of lean, solid muscle; for a pill counter he was in great shape. She reached his waist, tightened her embrace, drawing him in. Any doubt she might have had that it was the same, instant conflagration for him was erased when she felt the prod of his erection against her and heard his low groan as they were pressed together chest to knee.

His hands moved downward as hers had, drawing them even closer, harder together. But then they slipped upward, to slowly, gently, cup the outer curves of her breasts. She shivered, drawing back just enough to give him more access; denial wasn’t in her vocabulary with this man, it seemed. Not with this man.

For a moment he simply held her, letting the soft flesh mold to his hands. But then his thumbs brushed over nipples that were already taut and aching for just that, and she moaned softly, unable to stop the sound and not caring.

She was lost in the swirling sensations, and was thinking, crazily, that she was glad she’d made her bed this morning. She tugged at his shirt, wanting to feel the heat of him skin to skin, wanting to touch, wanting the feel of his hands on her own skin, wanting more, wanting…everything.

She returned the probing exploration of his tongue, thrilling at the way his breath caught, then stopped as she traced the even curve of his teeth, then beyond. He allowed her the invasion, welcomed it with a slide of his tongue over hers, and—

He stopped.

He not only stopped everything, leaving her bereft, but went suddenly still and rigid in an entirely different way.

“Jordan,” he said, in the same moment that she heard the clatter on the stairs from the store. Usually they were back downstairs before Jordy finished; not today.

They backed apart, as if it were instinctive. They hadn’t talked about this, specifically, what to tell Jordy, if anything, about what had sprung to life between them. It was too new, too tentative, and too hotly private to share with anyone, but especially his son.

Besides, what if it’s so hot it burns itself out? she thought.


“Kai,” he began.

“We’ll talk about it later,” she said as a rapid, excited-sounding knock came on the door. Jordy had been up here once before, when he’d come up to get the CD she’d given him. He’d burst right in that day, and she was thankful now that she’d made the point that this was her home, not just an extension of her workplace, and that a knock on the door was required.

She tugged on her T-shirt to straighten it. He tucked his back in, hastily. Then he went back to the bar and picked up what had to be a cold cup of coffee by now; although if it was boiling from the heat they’d generated she wouldn’t be surprised.

She pulled open the door.

“Kai, you should have heard me!” Jordy exclaimed, practically bouncing as he came into the room. “I really nailed that Mayer riff!”

“Did you now?” she said as she stood back to let him past her.

“I played it back, and you can really recognize it!”

“I’ll listen to it, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course not. I want you to, you can tell me—”

He broke off suddenly, and Kai knew he’d spotted his father.

“What are you doing here?”

There was no mistaking the open antipathy in his voice, or the scowl on his face. This could be trickier than she’d thought.

Wyatt didn’t speak, just gestured with his coffee mug. Way to answer without lying, she thought.

“Couldn’t you just wait downstairs?” Jordy said, teetering on the edge of a resentful whine.

Wyatt again said nothing. Kai wondered how long he’d been putting up with that tone from his son. Judging by his lack of expression, far too long.

“This is my home, Jordy,” she said quietly. “I don’t care for rudeness.”

The boy flushed. “Sorry,” he said, but it was to her, not his father. And for the first time she really saw what Wyatt was dealing with on a daily basis. She’d admired him in an abstract sense for taking on the son he’d never known about, appreciated his sense of responsibility, and that he’d literally changed his entire life to take charge of that responsibility.

But now that abstract admiration was becoming something more solid. And she didn’t think it was just because he could boil her blood with a touch. Jordy was so different with her that she hadn’t quite realized what Wyatt was putting up with one on one, she guessed every day.

“We were just talking about…your father being late to pick you up tomorrow.”

Jordy flicked a glance at Wyatt, but then focused on her, as if she were the only one he wanted to listen to.

“How late?”

“Late enough that I’m thinking pizza for dinner.”

Jordy brightened instantly. “Really? Up here with you?”

Ouch, she thought at the instant shift from resentment to delight. It was a wonder, Kai thought, that Wyatt didn’t hate her for the disparity in the way his son treated them.

“I’m sure your father would like an evening to himself,” she said.

“Why? He never does anything. Or lets me do anything.”

Again no reaction from Wyatt. Her own father would have taken that tone from her once, and once only.

“Did you ever stop to think that you’re the reason he never, as you say, does anything? That maybe he’d be out enjoying himself every night if he didn’t feel he had to be a good parent and stay home with you?”

Wyatt moved then, she saw it from the corner of her eye. He set down the coffee mug, staring at her. Jordy merely gaped at her, apparently too stunned to even register the betrayal she was sure he was feeling.

“Don’t ruin your relationship defending me,” Wyatt said quietly. There was a touch of warning in his voice, and she realized he meant that she wouldn’t be able to get what he needed from Jordy if the boy wasn’t speaking to her, either.

“You’re siding with him?” Jordy yelped, finally finding his voice.


“I’m siding,” she said, “with courtesy under my own roof. I can’t control outside, but in here, I’ll take nothing less. No matter how much I like you.”

As she’d intended, her last words calmed him. But he still cast a glare at his father. And Kai couldn’t help thinking that she’d landed in an already boiling pot.

Heat of many kinds seemed to be taking over her life just now.

Playing With Fire, indeed.










Chapter 19



“He thinks Max wants a job there, that’s why he’s asking those questions,” Kai said the moment the door to her apartment closed behind them.

Wyatt looked at Kai skeptically. “You believe that?”

“Are you going to blow up at me if I do?”

Considering the way she’d kissed him into near oblivion the moment he’d walked into the store on this sunny Saturday—clearly not worried about anybody walking in—he’d be a fool to do anything of the sort. And after she’d flipped the closed sign over, he wasn’t about to.

“No. Just asking.”

She gave the question more serious consideration than he would have. She’d spent a few days now trying to glean information from Jordan, after laying the groundwork that night over the pizza. A night which had put Jordan in such a good mood that he was almost civil even to his father for two or three days. A novel experience.

The boy had, she’d told him, seemed to accept that she was just wondering why she hadn’t seen Max since he’d come in to pick up his sound gear, and Jordan had offered the theory on his own. He obviously didn’t know about Wyatt’s confrontation with Max, at least not yet.

“If it was anyone but Max,” she said finally, “I would probably believe it. But I know he’s up to no good in one area, and after what you told me about that compound in the cold pills…no, I don’t believe he’s just picking Jordy’s brain to try and get a job.”

Thank goodness, he thought. She might be overly trusting, but she was far from a fool. And once she realized they were likely dealing with a drug connection, she became as determined as he was.

Kit, he thought, feeling a pang of something as he thought of the years-dead fool. To have had Kai madly in love with him, and then thrown it away was up there so high on the stupid scale he couldn’t even give it a number.

“Are you going to call the sheriff?” she asked.

“And tell them what? A suspected drug dealer is talking to my son?”

“Quizzing your son. About a place where they package stuff used in making drugs. They’d at least look into it, wouldn’t they?”

“Eventually. In case you hadn’t noticed, they’re stretched a little thin out here. Literally and figuratively.”

“I know. When Mrs. Day had her car stolen, it took them forever to get here because one deputy has to cover the entire north end of the county.”

“Besides, there has to be more to this than Max. There’s somebody higher up, pulling the strings, and if we spook Max, he’ll slip away.”

Her brow furrowed as she looked at him. “Why do you think there’s somebody higher up?”

“If they’re after the product to break it down for the ingredient they need, that’s going to be a complicated operation. Max just isn’t smart enough on his own.”

She was looking at him so intently, those gray eyes troubled, that it blasted all sane thoughts out of his head.


“I can’t argue with that,” she said. “So what do we do now?”

“You don’t want to hear what’s first on my list,” he said, his voice sounding rusty, rough, even to him.

He hadn’t meant to say it. But it was becoming a habit around her, blurting out things he didn’t mean to. She didn’t even pretend to misunderstand, nor did she take it as a joke and laugh him off. She just looked at him, her eyes widening slightly, as if she felt as completely as he did the sudden heat he’d set off in the room.

“Jordy,” she began.

“Will be gone all day on that school trip.”

“I know. I was more concerned about what he’ll think.”

Interesting, he thought, that that was her first thought. And then, belatedly, another realization hit him. Was she actually…considering this?

Molten sensation blasted through him. And in that moment nothing else mattered, not the stupidity of this, or his son’s reaction, or what he would likely be doing to himself and the near-peace he’d found here. Not even the idiocy of giving fate another lever to use on him could stand before the fierce, white-hot fever she ignited in him.

“Kai,” he said, barely able to find enough air in the room to say her name. Just as well, he thought, because anything else he might say would be to try and persuade her, even push her, because he wanted her more in this moment than he’d ever wanted anything. But it had to be her decision. He couldn’t, wouldn’t take on the guilt of pushing her into something she didn’t really want. His life was a fine balance already, any more guilt would likely tip him over the edge.

And then she looked up at him, those smoky gray eyes suddenly warm and soft. “Let’s worry about Jordy later.”

He felt a shiver go through him, an odd contrast to the heat leaping along his nerves. “Much later,” he said, promise and warning in one.

“Works for me,” she said, in a husky tone that hit him much the same way as that same tone did when she sang.


“You’re sure?” he asked, feeling he had to even as he told himself he was an idiot.

“Changing your mind?”

“God, no.”

He moved before she could change hers. He kissed her, deep and long and for the first time holding nothing back. He didn’t know why, it made no sense that this woman, so different from any he’d ever known, would be the one who brought him back to life after so long in the cold. But she had, and no matter his own cautions, no matter the craziness of it, he didn’t even want to deny the fact.

His heart was hammering when he finally pulled back. He hesitated one, brief moment, silently giving her one last chance to back away, to change her mind, although he thought it might just kill him if she did.

Instead, her eyes full of a hot sort of wonder that both relieved him and sent even more heat licking along his veins, she reached up to touch first his lips, then her own.

“Wow,” she whispered. “That was…as intense as you are.”

He sucked in a breath, swallowed tightly. He grasped for the last shreds of sanity left to him. He reached, fumbled in his wallet for the condom someone had planted there as a joking goodbye, the day he’d walked away from his old life. He’d never removed it, thinking it a wry, almost bitter commentary on how badly his life was messed up that it had been there a year, unused, unneeded.

But he needed it now. He’d been irresponsible once, he wasn’t going to do it again. Especially with Kai.

“I have exactly one,” he said. “I never expected to use it…I didn’t expect this, Kai.”

“Neither did I,” she said, smiling at him in a way that made him feel, for the first time in his life, like the luckiest man on the planet. “Nevertheless, I have a box in the bedroom. Courtesy of my best friend on my birthday a year and a half ago. She hoped I would need them someday soon. It’s still sealed.”

“Good,” he said tightly. “Because one isn’t going to be nearly enough.”


“Oh, I hope not,” she said, in that husky voice that sent ripples of chill and heat through him, ratcheting his already soaring tension up yet again.

He knew he was already out of control by the way his hands fumbled the simple removal of clothing. She helped, and in the growing headiness of heat and need and drive, he wasn’t sure who took what off who.

But he was sure he hadn’t felt like this in…forever. For a moment, after he kicked free of the last of his own clothes, he just stood there. Never had he literally shook at the sight of a woman’s bare curves, shoulders, soft, coral-tipped breasts, and his favorite, that luscious arc from waist to hip.

His gaze snagged on the deep green tattoo, that thin, delicate, intricate circle around her left wrist. He reached out, wrapping his fingers around her wrist over the art. He circled it easily, and it felt delicate yet strong and warm. He liked the mark, he thought. It suited her. Anything bigger or more garish wouldn’t have.

She reached out in turn, trailed a single fingertip down from the hollow of his throat to his navel, and he felt like she’d opened him with a hot blade, baring his heart and his very soul to her smokier-than-ever gaze. A shudder he couldn’t begin to hide went through him.

That finger veered, over to the scar from a long ago bullet. Her expression changed, just slightly, and he wondered if she was finally having those second thoughts. Maybe she found it repugnant. Maybe he’d accumulated enough scars to make any woman change her mind about wanting a body more battered than they’d expected.

“Someday,” she said softly.

He knew what she meant. That someday, she’d want to know the story behind that mark, and probably the others. And she’d want more than “Gun, knife, bomb.”

And then she moved that hand lower, laid it flat against his belly, just above the flesh that surged to meet her touch. And concern about what she might ask, want and deserve from him vanished.


No, wanting wasn’t enough of a word for it, not this. Desperate, maybe. Frantic, definitely.

Reckless. Risky.

Yeah, those too.

And none of it mattered. The only thing that mattered was her, and the simply, undeniable fact that if he didn’t have her in the next moment there’d be no point in living that long.

“Kai.” His voice was a raspy, strained thing he didn’t even recognize.

“Are we going to make it to the bedroom?” She sounded like he felt, and this echoing of his own need drove him over the edge.

“Next time,” he muttered, handling the condom in the last seconds before he reached for her.

They went down to her plush green sofa in a semi-controlled tumble. He shuddered at the feel of her slender, taut body beneath him. He couldn’t get enough, couldn’t touch enough. He sucked in a sharp breath when she stroked both hands down his back to cup his backside and pull him closer. And let it out in a long, slow, shivery exhalation as he cupped her breasts and they rounded warmly into his palms.

He ran his thumbs over her nipples, loving that they were already tight and waiting for his touch, shuddering anew at the tiny gasp of pleasure that burst from her.

And then she slid her hand in between them, seeking. He twisted slightly, giving her access he hoped like hell she wanted.

She did. Her fingers curled around him with a sweet, perfect pressure that nearly sent him over the edge right there.

He tried to slow down, tried to rein himself in. And as she so often did, Kai read him perfectly. “There’s a time for ballads,” she said against his ear, “and there’s a time to just let it rip.”

She guided him into her slick, welcoming heat. He heard a strangled sound, realized it had come from his own throat. It was difficult at first, and he found that the thought of hurting her had the power he hadn’t had himself, the power to slow him down.


“It’s been—” her breath caught as he eased a little deeper “—a long time.”

He could tell that. “Stop?” he asked from behind gritted teeth; if she said yes, he thought he just might actually die.

She went still. He lifted his head, sensing her gaze on him. “You would, wouldn’t you,” she said; it wasn’t a question.

“There’d be a word for me if I didn’t.” He ground it out with his jaw still clenched.

She reached up, cupped his face, brought his mouth down to hers. And this time she kissed him, long and deep and impossibly sweet and hot at the same time. In that moment he drove home, smothering her gasp with his mouth, his tongue. And then she was with him, pleasure lacing a deep, heartfelt moan as he began to move. Just the sound of it sent him careening to the edge once more.

And when it became too much, when the caress of her body and the sound of her, the scent of her, the high-strung energy of this vivid free spirit overwhelmed him, he had no choice but to give in and let go.

And she was with him then, too, as her name broke from him in a rush echoed by his body. She cried out, and in the instant before he lost all awareness, he felt the tight, hot squeeze of her around him.

And he thought that if he did die right now, it would be worth it.

 

“I like your bedroom.”

“What’s not to like, at the moment?” she teased. A little to his own surprise, he smiled.

“Not a damn thing. But I do like it.” He glanced around at the bold blocks and stripes of color. “It’s not frilly.”

She laughed. She was snuggled against his side as he lay on his back in satiated exhaustion. What had begun as explosive had, over the course of a long, luscious afternoon, turned into a sweet, slow exploration that had fine-tuned the chemistry between them until the slightest move, the barest whisper set it off all over again.


“Nope,” she agreed, “not a frill in sight.”

It had been a very, very long time since he’d felt this relaxed. If he ever had. He wished she would have put off the intrusion of reality a little bit longer, but then he glanced at her bedside clock and realized there was no choice.

“When does Jordy get back?”

So much for relaxed. “In about an hour, if things go as scheduled.”

“You’re picking him up?”

“At school,” he confirmed. “He’s supposed to call me if they’re early.”

“Will he?”

“I doubt it.”

She propped herself up on one elbow to look at him, a wry smile curving those soft lips. Odd, he thought. She still seemed so new, so exotic and striking to him, even now. He’d learned every line and curve of her, and she had, to his gasping pleasure, studied every inch of him in a way he’d never known, in a way that made him feel oddly honored, that she thought him worth the effort.

“Are you worried about how he’s going to react to this? To us?”

“Do we have to tell him?”

She went very still. “You want to keep it secret?”

That sounded wrong, the way she said it, like he wanted to hide her away as if he were ashamed.

“Not like that,” he said awkwardly. “It’s just…he already hates me.”

“And you think this will make that worse?”

“I think he’ll feel like I’m…trespassing.” She considered that, watching him all the while, in a way that made him feel compelled to add, “It’s not that I want to hide it, Kai. If it were just me, I’d be yelling it to the world, along with ‘eat your heart out.’ I wouldn’t care who knew.” And to his own shock, he realized he meant every word of it.

She smiled then. And reached out to lay her hand on his chest, palm over his heart.


“Good thing we’ve got an hour, then,” she said, her voice soft and husky.

He wondered if she could feel the sudden leap of his pulse, the sudden flush of heat that swept him at her touch. And then she slid her hand downward, over his belly and beyond, and he could barely think at all.

He’d meant it, that he wouldn’t care who knew. But it hit him, in the last moments before the firestorm that cascaded through him wiped out all coherent thought, that he should care. That he had to care. Because somewhere out there were people who would like nothing better than to know how to get to him.

He’d had no choice about Jordy. But he’d chosen this, chosen her. And it was too late to change that now. Much too late.

It wasn’t until he lifted himself over her and she guided him home, and that exquisite, searing sensation of sliding into the hot, slick heart of her swamped him, that he realized he hadn’t had any choice about this, either.










Chapter 20



Kai awoke early on Sunday morning. And at first, in those moments suspended between sleep and complete awareness, thought of just going back to sleep simply because she was just so darned comfortable. And then she stretched, and a sudden awareness of certain parts of her body jolted her awake, her breath catching in her throat.

She laid back, closing her eyes, willing the visions of yesterday to play in her head. She’d never known anything like it, not just the fact that they’d spent the entire afternoon in bed, but the succession of changes. The first time had been a flash fire, rising out of nowhere to consume completely. Wyatt had been almost desperate, a feeling she understood perfectly, since she’d been feeling it herself. The second time he’d been gentler, as if he felt he had to make up for his own wildness. The third time had been a long, sweet, savoring kind of thing, that gave her the chance to study him, marvel in what he was doing, and delight in how much pleasure she herself took in simply looking and touching and feeling.

The fact that he had looked and touched in turn, with an expression of awe on his face, hadn’t hurt things any. Kai had always assumed the attraction was mutual; Wyatt seemed stunned that it was. She’d thought that one day Jordy’s eyes would knock some girl on her backside. She’d never, ever expected his father’s to do it to her.

She only realized how widely she was smiling when the muscles of her face reminded her. Pill counter he might be, but Wyatt Blake was one hell of a lover. Who knew? she thought with a tiny laugh.

Now she did. And it had been more than worth closing the store for.

When she finally bestirred herself to get up and head for the shower, she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror. The only outward signs of what had happened were a red mark on her skin here and there, the fullness of thoroughly kissed lips, and nipples that were tightening at just the memories. She wondered if he, too, wore mementos of their wild afternoon, then felt herself blush as she remembered that she knew he wore at least one; her nails had dug into his back that first time, when they had both gone a little crazy.

“A lot crazy,” she admitted to her image in the mirror. “But wow.”

If this was what doing without for so long did for you, she’d have to quit thinking of it as, as her friends teasingly called it, a dry spell. From now on, it would be simply building up strength, she thought with a grin at her reflection before she turned and got into the shower, where another encounter had occurred, one that told her without doubt that Wyatt was as strong as she’d thought he might be, from that day with the ax.

Of course, she knew better. She knew that what had happened here had only a little to do with a long stretch of being alone, and much, much more to do with Wyatt. The man was just full of surprises.

She felt a twinge of concern as she finished up and reached for a towel. Wyatt’s reluctance had been unmistakable, in fact she’d taken a certain perhaps illaudable feminine pleasure in the fact that he’d wanted her too much to win that fight. Jordy would adapt, she told herself. It might take him a while, but he would. She hoped.

But what she couldn’t rationalize away was the feeling that part of Wyatt’s reluctance had been for his own sake. To anyone who didn’t know the real story, they might assume it was because of his wife’s death, but she knew that he had, indeed, barely known Jordy’s mother. So what made him hesitate had to be something else, and she didn’t know that that something was.

And the fact that you’ve had sex with him now doesn’t give you the right to pry into every corner of his life and psyche, she told herself as she dressed.

Not even if it had been the hottest, sweetest, most life-changing sex ever.

 

“What’s that big building?” Jordan asked.

Wyatt glanced at his son, who was casually—or intentionally—looking out the car’s side window and not at him as they headed for his school. It was the first time he’d probed about HP since their first dispute over his sudden interest in his father’s job.

“Which one?” he asked, keeping his voice level.

“The green one.” He gave Wyatt a quick, sideways look, obviously trying to judge his mood. “Up by the entrance.” The boy hesitated, then added in a rush, as if Wyatt had asked for an explanation, “We drove by there in the bus on Saturday, and somebody asked.”

Wyatt was fairly certain that had been Max, not someone on the bus. But then, Jordy hadn’t exactly said that, had he? He’d worded it ambiguously enough that it was defensible as not being a lie. Not exactly, anyway.

Great. Maybe he was headed for a career as a politician.

Wyatt’s mind raced. He’d wrestled with this for the rest of the weekend, time spent keeping Jordan busy when he would have rather been keeping himself—and Kai—very, very busy in that nearly dramatic bed she’d told him was called a sleigh bed. That conjured up images that took his breath away, and memories of her that made him nearly laugh with a kind of joy he’d never experienced. Something she seemed to have the knack for, no small miracle considering how long it had been since he’d laughed about anything.

Even when he’d called her Sunday morning, before Jordan had gotten up, she’d made what he’d been afraid would be awkward joyous instead—he hadn’t been sure how you thanked a woman for the most amazing afternoon of your life. But Kai’s rich, wonderful laugh and her heartfelt, “It was breathtakingly fantastic, wasn’t it? We’re magic,” made him feel things he couldn’t even name.

But the questions he’d been pondering since then were anything but laughable. Because they all involved Jordan, and keeping him out of serious trouble. He could, he knew, open up some channels, talk with some people who knew some other people, and get some action. But he’d sworn to never open that door again. Besides, once one group from his past knew where he was, the word would spread, and until he knew why someone—or several someones—had been looking for him already, it wasn’t safe.

“The metal building?” he asked Jordan, as if he wasn’t answering right away because he wasn’t sure what the boy meant, when in fact he was stalling, thinking, wondering.

“Yeah, that one.”

If it was anyone else asking, he wouldn’t hesitate. The building was, after all, simply the repair shop for that packaging equipment that occasionally broke down.

But this was his son, and he didn’t know what to do. He, the man who could always be counted on to have plans A through D going in, and be able to come up with E through G on the fly, couldn’t think beyond the fact that his son was headed for trouble. And it seemed like there was nothing he could do about it, short of uprooting them both and moving again.

Which would mean leaving Kai.

The thought of leaving her, at the very time when they’d discovered this amazing thing between them, wrenched at him in a way he’d never felt.

“So what is it?” Jordan asked again.

Control what you can control, be ready to roll with the rest.


The old maxim shot through his mind. Maybe he needed to start thinking of this tactically, and not like a panicked father. If Max thought he’d gotten what he needed from Jordan, maybe he’d drop the boy like a tool he no longer needed. And whatever Max and his cohorts had in mind, it was likely going to happen whether Jordan helped them or not. He couldn’t control that.

But maybe he could control what they thought they knew. That building Jordan was asking about was near enough to the main road to be fairly easy to get to from the outside. That made it easy for Max.

But it was also in a cleared area, away from the offices and other peopled areas, which made it easier and safer to defend.

“It’s a storage building, where they keep the incoming shipments so it’s out of the way until they’re ready to package.”

It wasn’t perfect, but it was the best he could do on the fly. He doubted Jordan realized he was lying; he might be rusty, but even rusty he was better than most. And the way the boy went rigidly still, as if he were afraid to even breathe, told Wyatt that that answer had been, as he’d thought it might be, exactly what Jordan—meaning Max—had wanted to know.

It felt right, doing something besides holding back and worrying. And that Jordan had probably had to tell Max he was having trouble getting the old man to talk would make it more believable when he finally delivered the goods.

He supposed, had he been a real father, a good one, he wouldn’t have done it. But then, if he was a real father, he would have somehow gotten the boy to talk, to tell him the truth. But he’d already long accepted he was lousy at this, so it was time he dealt with it the way the man he’d once been would have. Strategically.

Then again, if he’d done this before, maybe he wouldn’t have had to resort to begging for help from the one person his son trusted. And he would have missed out on the most incredible experience of his life.

He again fought down vivid, sizzling images of that afternoon spent in a place he’d never expected to be, feeling things he’d only heard about, wild, huge, crazy things that he hadn’t thought himself capable of.

No, running, leaving this place, leaving Kai, wasn’t an option he was willing to consider. And all the warnings from that little voice he’d once trusted with his own and other lives couldn’t trump that determination.

“I’m sorry, Jordan,” he said, almost startling himself; he hadn’t intended the words.

Jordan shot him a sideways look rife with suspicion.

“I didn’t really realize, before, what it must have been like for you to have to leave everything and everyone you’d ever known.”

But now I do, because I know how much I don’t want to leave here, leave Kai.

And that scared him. Both the thought of having to leave, and the thought that it hurt so much. How had that happened, and so fast?

Jordan muttered something unintelligible. Probably just as well, Wyatt thought.

“Someday I hope you’ll see I was trying to do the best thing for you.”

“Right.”

The single bitter word told him Jordan wasn’t buying. Not that he’d expected him to, it was just that it had hit him that he’d never really let the boy know that he understood the enormity of what he’d done to him, relative to the teenager’s still-limited world.

Later, he thought. He’d have to try again later. Along with all the other things that were being pushed to the rear for the moment. Even the warning emails were filed away. He had to put that nagging concern about possible shadows from his past on hold. He had to trust the assessment that the inquiries had been from friendlies, and thus could likely wait. They had to wait. Just as the questions of why so many and why now—and why they’d stopped—had to wait.

Whoever was looking for him and why didn’t matter at this moment. Because right now Jordan and his safety had to come first. His priorities, he realized, had been permanently changed.

Ironic, he supposed, and typical of the tangled web his life had become, that in order to accomplish that priority, he had to lie, as he had to so many others so many times before.

Jordan would just have to understand, when the time came. Maybe Kai could help with that. Although he wasn’t sure exactly where her boundaries were; as much as she hated drugs and what they could do, would she think trying to stop Max would justify lying to his own son? In effect, using the already existing conduit of Jordan to Max to plant false intel? In effect, using Jordan?

He could only hope she would understand. Maybe not agree, but understand.

Right, he thought. You’ll have them both never speaking to you again before this is over.

The thought clawed at him, leaving bloody furrows he’d swear he should be able to see across his chest over his heart. This is why you don’t get involved, he told himself. He’d known that, all along. And he’d managed to live that way, for a very long time.

But that old axiom had never run into the likes of Kai Reynolds.










Chapter 21



“He said he hasn’t talked to Max in days. He seemed kind of…hurt about it.”

She felt Wyatt, lying beside her with his head cushioned by one upraised arm, go still. He’d been especially fervent this afternoon, hungry, demanding, yet at the same time he still seemed so amazed at what happened between them that it filled her with a wonder of her own. It would have been awful if it had only gone one way. But then, she thought she was right; nothing this incredible could happen if it was only on one side.

“Hurt?” he asked.

“When I was setting him up in the sound room today, he was awfully quiet. He finally told me Max showed up when he was walking over here from school on Monday. Max said he was busy, and that was the last time they spoke. And Max hasn’t been into the store, either.”

“Good.”

Kai shifted so she could see Wyatt’s face. “I guess your warning took.”

It surely would have convinced me, she thought. Just one of the many surprises this man was capable of. Not a few of which she’d experienced in the last half hour.

She’d appreciated that he hadn’t assumed, when they’d come upstairs after Jordy was settled in the sound room, that they’d immediately leap into bed. Although the idea had a lot of merit, she liked that he left it up to her.

“We only have an hour,” he’d said.

“I think we can accomplish a lot in an hour,” she’d teased, but had been touched when he’d protested.

“I don’t want this to always be some rushed, sneaky thing.”

“Never done it on the sly, huh?”

“I have. No more. Not with you.”

The simple explanation had moved her in a way she couldn’t completely explain. There were depths to this man that weren’t just cloaked, they were hidden so deep she wondered if anyone would ever find them. Wondered if he even knew them all himself.

“It wasn’t my warning,” Wyatt said now. “At least, not completely.”

“What do you mean?”

He sucked in a deep breath as he gave her an assessing look. As if he were trying to calculate her response to something.

“Wyatt?”

He sighed. “Max got what he wanted from him.”

She blinked. “What do you mean?”

“He got what he was after.”

“I thought he was after information on Hunt Packing, on the drugs.”

“Yes.”

“But Jordy doesn’t really know anything….”

Her voice trailed off as it dawned on her just what he meant. And she realized why he’d been wondering about her response to it.

“He pumped you again.”

“Yes.”

“And this time you answered him.”

“Yes.”


She supposed she should appreciate that he didn’t lie to her, but she was too busy trying to process this. Why on earth would he risk his job, and his apparent friendship with John Hunt, by giving Jordy information that he knew would be passed along to Max? If he was right about Max’s intentions, and she thought he probably was, why would he do something that would help that along?

More importantly, why would he risk Jordy getting caught up in the middle of it?

The answer hit her with stark clarity.

He wouldn’t.

Everything else aside, the bottom line was simply that he would not risk Jordy.

“You told him so he’d tell Max, who would have no further use for him then. And would leave him alone.”

“Yes.”

A beautifully simple solution, she thought. Except for one thing.

“But…if you’re right about Max and his intentions to steal the stuff from HP, haven’t you just helped him?”

“No.”

She studied him for a moment, then it came to her.

“You lied,” she breathed, staring at him. “You told Jordy exactly what you wanted Max to think.”

She thought she saw the faintest trace of a smile begin, perhaps that she had gotten there fairly quickly, before he quashed it and solemnly nodded.

Several things tumbled through her mind in rapid succession. First, relief that she was right, Wyatt would never knowingly endanger his son. Second, that he would also never do harm to someone he felt he owed, like Mr. Hunt.

And third, that for a pill counter, he was awfully darned good at this.

 

“I thought maybe we could all go get pizza.” Wyatt eyed his son’s stunned expression. “Unless you’re burned out on it.”


“Is it possible to burn out on pizza?” Kai asked lightly. “I’d love to. Jordy?”

The boy stared at them, as if sensing the undercurrent between them. Wyatt knew Kai knew this was the beginning. He’d meant what he said, he didn’t want to hide this or sneak around. But he also didn’t want to slap Jordan in the face with it, and he knew she understood that, too.

There wasn’t much her quick mind and sometimes startling perceptiveness missed.

Jordan seemed torn, likely between the pain of being with him, and the lure of being with Kai. The latter, he understood completely.

For that matter, he understood the former, too. And he wondered just how torn the boy would be if he knew that his hated father and his beloved Kai were having rocket-hot sex while he was in that little soundproof room? He’d like to think the boy didn’t even know what that meant, but he knew better.

In the end, the lure of more time with Kai—oh, yeah, he understood that—won out, and after she locked up, they walked the three blocks to DiNozzo’s. Wyatt said little, just watched and listened as Kai drew Jordan into a conversation about chords and capos and open tuning that was way over his head. But Jordan clearly got it, and he regretted not having realized sooner how passionate the boy was about playing.

They ordered a large pizza, to Kai and Jordan’s specifications. He raised a brow at his son.

“I thought you hated mushrooms.”

Jordan flushed slightly, since he’d been the one to order them. “I like them on pizza,” he said defiantly.

“Just not in spaghetti sauce.”

“Yeah.” Jordan looked unexpectedly uncomfortable. “I’m gonna go play a game,” he said, gesturing toward the small bank of nearly-antique arcade games in the far corner of the dining room.

“What was that all about?” Kai asked.

“A plate of spaghetti he threw at me our third night here.”

“With mushrooms, I gather.”


Wyatt nodded. Kai gave a slow shake of her head. “He’s still very angry at life.”

“Funny, I thought it was me he was angry at.”

“You’re just the convenient target.”

Wyatt’s mouth quirked. “Been there,” he muttered. Then, before she could ask what he meant, he added, “But he’s better. Much better, since he’s been playing. Thank you for that.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Thank you,” he said again, “for…a lot of things.”

She smiled, the faintest tinge of color touching her cheeks. “Back at you,” she said, her voice taking on that husky note that was like her finger tracing his spine. He had to suppress a shiver as a flood of memories swept over him.

He lowered his gaze to the table, a wooden plank affair most often seen in backyards or parks, for picnics. That would be nice, he thought suddenly, a picnic with Kai.

He nearly laughed aloud at himself even thinking about such a normal thing. But the urge faded; wasn’t that why he’d come here, why he’d brought Jordan here, for just that sort of thing, the sort of thing he’d left behind long ago to tread in darkness and too often with evil all around?

He would like that picnic, he thought. A lot. Just as he would like a million other things he never would have thought of, if they were shared with her.

This kind of feeling had never been in his plans when he’d walked away. But then, in the beginning his plans had been simple. Leave it all behind. Go somewhere safe, and tell no one. Try to stay alive.

But as with all plans, the unexpected tended to disrupt them. And in this case, the disruption was indeed unexpected. Unexpected, uncooperative and permanent. He glanced over at Jordan, who was intently blasting something out of existence on an old-fashioned arcade video game.

Probably wishing it was me, he thought glumly.

“He’s coming around,” Kai said softly. He’d almost gotten used to her reading him so accurately. He who had more than once been told he was the most unreadable man on the planet.


“Maybe,” he said, shifting his gaze back to her.

He couldn’t quite believe she was there. Or that he was here with her. Something. But she was, and it was far, far too late to backtrack. So now he had to deal with the second major disruption of his plans. Kai and a host of feelings and urges so intense, and so completely new to him that when it came down to it, he had no idea how to deal with them.

“What now?” he asked, not even sure what he meant by the question.

“What do you mean?”

“Never mind,” he muttered, wishing he hadn’t said it, since he had no idea what he meant.

“Whew,” Kai said, in a teasing tone. “For a minute there I thought you wanted to Talk.”

He blinked at the way she said the last word. “Talk?”

“You know, with a capital T. Usually preceded by a very intense ‘We have to.’ I hate those.”

He laughed, aloud. He couldn’t stop himself. “I thought women usually—”

He did manage to stop himself then. And Kai grinned at him. “A broad generalization nipped in the bud. This is good. You’re coming along, too, Mr. Blake.”

What I am is crazy, he thought. Stark, raving, nuts-out-of-the-bag crazy.

There was a bustle of sound from the doorway, and Wyatt looked up. He was seated with his back to the wall, facing the doorway, a habit he’d never even tried to break. Three young men were there, with a fourth, even younger, standing a few feet away. The fourth left, and the first three sat down at a table outside. Two he recognized vaguely from having seen around town.

The third was Max.

Even through the window he could see that Max was wound up. He was shifting constantly in the chair, one foot bouncing in a quick rhythm. He was tapping his right thumb on the table even faster than the foot was bouncing. None of the three came inside; clearly they weren’t here to order pizza.

“Hopefully he’ll stay outside,” Kai said, and only then did Wyatt realize she’d turned to look at almost the same moment he had.

“Is that what they usually do?”

She nodded, letting out a small, compressed breath. “Yes. He’s here almost every afternoon and evening. Most of his customers are thankfully out-of-towners, and I guess they can’t find him unless he’s out front and visible.”

An edge had come into her voice, and he wasn’t sure if it was anger or bitterness.

“Then they go around the corner into the alley to complete the transaction?” he asked, remembering what she’d told him.

Kai nodded, and when she looked at him again, her eyes were troubled. “I am sorry, Wyatt. I should have told you right away.”

“It’s all right.” He meant it, he’d long gotten past that.

She shook her head. “I just didn’t want to believe it was happening here, in quiet little Deer Creek. That it had…followed me.”

He hadn’t thought of it quite that way. After a moment he said quietly, “It didn’t follow you, Kai. It was already here. You just noticed it because you’ve been there.”

“I should have said something to somebody. The deputy, he could have investigated Max and stopped him before Jordy—”

She stopped when he held up a hand. “Stopping Max doesn’t cure the problem. It’s like a weed, unless you get the roots, it’s just going to come back.”

“You mean…whoever it is that’s behind Max?”

He nodded.

She looked at him. “You seem to know a lot about this kind of—”

“I suck at Donkey Kong,” Jordy announced, plopping back down at the table. On Kai’s side, of course, which Wyatt completely understood. And since he was glad at the interruption, he only smiled at the boy, earning him a grimace.

“I’d be better at it if we had a game system at home. And I could play Guitar Hero. But he barely lets me watch any TV. I don’t even have one in my room.”


“Not sure you’re missing much there,” Kai said neutrally. “And third person is very rude, when the person’s right here.”

It took Jordan a moment to work it out. Then, to Wyatt’s surprise, the boy said, “Yeah. Sorry,” in a tone quite unlike the usual grudging insincerity of his forced apologies.

A callout from the counter told them their order was up, and Jordan jumped up without asking and went to retrieve it.

Wyatt couldn’t believe this. Couldn’t believe he was sitting here, with his son and the woman who had turned his world upside down, doing something as normal as having pizza in a small-town pizza parlor. Only the presence of Max outside was a niggling reminder that all was not blissful, small-town serenity. And for the moment, other than keeping an eye on that table outside, he was willing—no, happy—to ignore that.

Jordan dug into the steaming pizza, and Wyatt himself found it surprisingly good; it had been a while. Kai limited herself to two slices, but she ate those with a relish that made him hot all over again, especially when she unconcernedly licked a drip of sauce from the corner of her mouth. He remembered that mouth on him, kissing, licking, and he nearly groaned aloud at the sudden pressure of a body that hadn’t had anywhere near enough of her.

He didn’t think he’d ever have enough of her.

They’d finished the pizza, Jordan had gone another few rounds with his game while Wyatt had simply enjoyed being with Kai, talking of simple things that somehow seemed profound to him just now. He felt no desire to put an end to the evening.

It was, however, not the easiest thing for him to sit and watch the occasional customer approach Max. He supposed the upside was that so far there hadn’t been anyone he recognized, the downside was that two of them had been Jordan’s age, or younger. It went against the grain to just sit there, but he did it.

He heard a distant musical sound and his peripheral vision caught a movement from outside. His gaze shifted in time to see Max taking out what was obviously a smartphone.

Probably needed it to track his business, Wyatt thought, wondering what he’d find if that phone managed to fall into his hands. Perhaps he should facilitate that. There had to be calls to and from his boss there, whoever it was. In fact…

Max’s entire demeanor changed as he looked at the phone and saw who was calling. The cocky, local dealer vanished, and an attentive, almost respectful follower appeared.

The boss? Who else could shut Max’s smart mouth up and make him simply sit and listen intently?

Maybe Kai, he thought. She sure worked that kind of magic on Jordan.

Who, thankfully, was now sitting with his back to the window and was oblivious to Max’s presence. Again, most likely thanks to Kai; if it had been just he and Jordan, the boy would be looking any and everywhere except at him, and would have spotted Max long ago. He wasn’t sure what would happen, but he didn’t want to find out.

He was just thinking of how they were going to get out of here without walking right by Max’s improvised sales counter, wondering if there was a back door out of this place, when Max finished the call and put the phone back in his pocket.

Then he leaned forward to talk to his two companions, gesturing them in closer, giving a conspiratorial air to the whole tableau. The two others instantly became alert, glancing at each other with excitement. Max said something to the two, then one of them checked his own cell phone, the other glanced at a heavy, flashy gold watch on his wrist.

Coordinating time, Wyatt realized.

Then they all stood; the local drug connection was apparently closed for the day. Max said something else, there was another checking of the time, then they all nodded and departed to their cars parked near the door; Max to a shiny, near-new German sports sedan, the other two to a Japanese coupe that was much less expensive but covered in flash and bling and with a stereo that could break windows a block away; he’d seen—and heard—it around town.

For a moment after they were gone, he just sat there. But there was no denying what had just happened, and his gut was screaming. He knew too well, had seen it too often to be able to deny it now. The sudden tension, the repeated checking of time, the excitement, the last instructions and the abrupt departure all spelled one thing to him.

Add to it that they’d just gotten a big delivery, in a plainly visible truck, and the sum was clear.

Tonight was the night.










Chapter 22



He had no choice.

He had to get involved in what was going down at HP.

Wyatt sat in the chair again pretending to read while Jordan finished his homework, hearing the refrain in an endless loop in his head.

He had no choice.

Jordan grudgingly but dutifully sat at the table in the den reading a schoolbook. The boy had protested when he’d called an end to the evening out, and it was all he could do not to snap at the boy; it wasn’t like he wanted it to stop, that idyllic outing with Kai.

“Homework,” he’d said.

Jordan had opened his mouth, then glanced at Kai and shut it again. Probably, Wyatt thought, on that word I promised him hell to pay if he used it again. Although there was no doubt in his mind it had been Kai’s presence and not his own threat that had forestalled the boy.

But it hadn’t stopped him from trying to enlist Kai’s support. “He makes me do my whole weekend’s homework on Friday night, can you believe it?”

“Ouch,” Kai said empathetically. Then, without even a glance at Wyatt, she’d added, “But at least that means it’s done and you don’t have to worry about it all weekend.”

“Well, yeah,” Jordan had admitted grudgingly.

So maybe that was his problem, Wyatt thought now. He’d never explained it to the boy that way, just told him it had to be done because there was other work to do on the weekends.

At first the boy had grumbled every Friday, but gradually the complaints had slowed, whether out of resignation or actually seeing the advantage, Wyatt didn’t know. But the whines were seemingly in proportion to the length of the list of chores the boy had for that weekend; if he saw the chance for some real free time, he didn’t protest as much.

Wyatt felt a little like protesting himself. But having no choice was not an unfamiliar place for him; he’d been there countless times before, facing something he didn’t want to do but had to. And on his own; oh, yeah, that was old, familiar territory.

And this he had to do, for so many reasons. Not the least of which was he owed it to John. The man had paid him back tenfold for whatever he’d done for him, long ago. And if he’d taken the job John had wanted him to take, this would be his baby anyway. But he’d refused, and now the only thing between John and Max and his crew was a twenty-three-year-old rent-a-cop who had never faced anything more dangerous than an errant raccoon. This was way out of his league.

But it was dead-center in Wyatt’s.

And to top it off, he’d probably accelerated the timetable, with his confrontation with Max. He should have thought of that, but the only thing that had been in his mind at the time was keeping the slimy predator away from his son.

The question was, how was he going to do what he had to do when he had Jordan to worry about? What were the chances the rebellious kid would stay put just because he told him to?

Or should he tell him at all? Maybe he should just get Jordan settled in for the night and then leave, do what he had to do. The boy hadn’t tried sneaking out again; in fact once he was in his room he always stayed there, reading or listening to music—Relative Fusion, no doubt—probably happy to avoid his father for the rest of the night. He might never know. And he’d be safe enough here in the house; the action was going to be elsewhere.

He was certain Jordan wasn’t involved in this portion of it. There would be no reason, and they wouldn’t want a kid hanging around to mess up their operation. No, he’d been a source, that was all. Max’s abrupt abandonment of the pretense of friendship proved that.

With an effort he kept things seeming normal until Jordan finished and got up to go upstairs, an hour later than usual because it was the start of the weekend. Jordan thought it a ridiculously short concession, and Wyatt wasn’t sure he wasn’t right, in fact had been thinking about letting the boy have more time, but clearly tonight wasn’t the night.

But it might not hurt to put the boy on his best behavior, he thought.

“Jordan.”

The boy didn’t answer, but he did stop and look back from the foot of the stairs.

“Sometime this weekend, let’s talk.”

The boy’s expression became wary, and Wyatt had a sudden image of Kai—like that was unusual, he thought wryly—saying Whew, for a minute there I thought you wanted to Talk.

He smiled in spite of himself, and Jordan’s expression shifted from wary to puzzled. Wyatt sighed inwardly; maybe he really should lighten up on the kid.

“About you maybe staying up a little later on Friday and Saturday.”

Jordan blinked. “Really?”

Wyatt nodded. “If you behave and we can work out an agreement on the terms.”

The boy grimaced, but Wyatt had a feeling it was more about the businesslike wording than anything. Jordan gave him a quick nod, and an expression that was as close to a smile as he’d gotten from the boy since this chaos had begun.

He wondered if that smile would get wider or vanish when he found out about his father and his beloved Kai. Wyatt had no idea. And he didn’t have time to think about it now, he had other things he had to focus on.

He found himself pacing as he thought. If it were him, he’d wait until the deadest hour of the night, but these guys were amateurs. They might jump the gun, just wait until the last of the late shift employees left, which would be in about another hour.

He had to be at HP by then. Before Max and his crew got there, so his arrival wouldn’t draw their attention.

He walked into the living room and stood at the foot of the stairs. He just stood there for a long, silent moment, knowing he was on the brink of doing something he’d sworn he was done with.

He had no choice.

Once it had been easy, turning off everything but the focus on the job. Now it was hard. So hard he wondered if he was going to be able to do it.

He had no choice.

So if you can’t do it, at least act like you can.

He went to the drawer in the kitchen where the usual household tools accumulated. He took out both a Phillips and a flat-bladed screwdriver. He walked back to the stairs.

The urge was there, to stand and stare again, but it would accomplish nothing. It wouldn’t change what he had to do, no miracle answer would appear.

He didn’t want to do this.

He had no choice.

He crouched down and went to work with the Phillips, unscrewing the brass crossbar that held the stairway carpet runner snug against the base of the riser of the first, the widest step. He set the bar aside, then used the flat blade to pry the carpet loose from the tack strip at the bottom. Then it was back to the Phillips to undo the wood screws that held the tread of the bottom step in place.

In moments he had removed the tread and was staring down into the storage locker he’d built there. He remembered the day he had sealed it up, the time he’d spent arguing with himself, telling himself that if he was really walking away he’d get rid of it all.

But he’d known even then he couldn’t do that. He’d made some very nasty people very angry over the years, the kind of people who would come after him in an instant, if they could find him. And he knew those same people wouldn’t hesitate to take their anger out on an innocent boy, if he was connected to him.

He gave himself a fierce mental shake. You know what the motions are, go through them, he ordered silently.

He took out the long protective storage pack that held the Mossberg pump shotgun, since it was the biggest and took up the most room and blocked everything else. It had been untouched since he’d cleaned, prepped and sealed it into the protective storage bag. He set it on the floor beside him. He took out the canvas pack that held in various pockets cable ties suitable for use as flex-cuffs, a pair of wire cutters, a single strand flexible saw blade, a small bag that in turn held a powerful monocular, a K-bar style knife and a couple of grenades. He kept the monocular, flex-cuffs and one of the grenades; not the lethal one, but the stun grenade commonly known as a flash-bang.

In the right side of the locker was a sealed storage can holding nine boxes of .45 caliber ammunition. He took that out and set it aside as well, leaving in place the similar can of shotgun shells.

Two smaller sealed storage packs came next. He chose the larger of the two, and used the flat-bladed screwdriver to tear it open. He undid the brown gun wrap, revealing the weapon that had saved his life more times than he could count. The compact .45 HK USP looked as pristine as the day he’d put it into storage, with the promise to himself that in ten years, if he hadn’t had to come for it, he would then empty the cache and take his chances.


And here he was, barely a year later, doing what he’d never wanted to do again. And telling himself all the reasons he should do nothing more than keep Jordan safe didn’t change a thing. He wondered if there was something in his DNA, buried deep, that made him as incapable now as before to just walk away.

He had no time for useless questioning, he reminded himself. He started to move quickly then, as if speed of motion could overcome the reluctance. He put the shotgun bag back in the step-locker. He stripped down the HK, wiping parts as he went, although he’d taken such care in packing it up it wasn’t really necessary. He did it anyway; he hadn’t survived without taking every possible precaution.

He was slower than he used to be putting the weapon back together, this time putting back the spring that he’d kept separate to avoid it losing any strength from long storage. He’d lost a step there, and he’d better remember that he’d likely lost a step elsewhere, too.

He slid the HK’s magazine out of the bag, and the spare. Then he opened the ammo can, took out the first box, and loaded the first magazine. Then began the second; if he needed more than that, he was probably going to die anyway.

At the thought he hesitated, then opened the second bag, taking out the small, two-inch .38 revolver. He dug down until he found that ammo, loaded it, then pulled out the black nylon ankle holster from the bottom of the locker. He strapped it on and slipped the little five-shot inside. Insurance, he thought. He had to think about that now.

That done, he turned back to the HK. He finished loading the backup magazine, his fingers remembering automatically what his mind had tried so hard to forget.

He put the magazine he’d just filled in his back pocket. He picked up the first one, aligned it with the slot in the grip. For a moment he just crouched there, staring at the tools he’d put away with such care, because it was so ingrained in him. Resistance was still growling inside him.

“No choice.” He said it aloud this time, as if that would finally pound it into his head.


He slammed the magazine home, and the sound of it was like a trigger, and he felt the old, cool determination start to well up in him.

A small sound came from above. He froze. Looked. The familiar weapon tracked the change, like an extension of his vision.

His son was staring down at him from the top of the stairs, eyes wide with shock.










Chapter 23



Trying to solve the enigma that was Wyatt Blake was exhausting, Kai thought. That he’d wanted them to go out, all three of them, was touching. Although he hadn’t said anything to Jordy to indicate this was anything more than just grabbing a meal together because they happened to be together, it still seemed significant to her. Proof he’d meant what he’d said, that he didn’t want to keep it—them—a secret.

And he’d seemed to enjoy the evening, even with Max conducting his slimy business just outside the door. And that was on her list of things to do tomorrow; maybe Wyatt didn’t think there was enough proof, but she was going to call somebody anyway. She wanted there to be a record that someone had reported it, even if it took them forever to get to it.

All through dinner, and after, when they’d just been chatting, Jordy even joining in a little, Wyatt had been watching Max. And then he’d gone…not cold, but distant somehow, as if his mind were completely elsewhere, and he’d ended things rather abruptly. She thought it might have something to do with the way Max and his buddies had also left rather abruptly, but Wyatt had said nothing about it. And Jordan’s homework was a legitimate excuse, but she couldn’t help thinking that was exactly what it was, an excuse.

And something about Wyatt nagged at her. He hadn’t just changed in his demeanor, he’d changed in a deeper way, right before he’d ended the evening. It was almost visible to her, a sudden steely determination and cool detachment. This wasn’t the man struggling with a teenage son, or even the passionate lover who had so startled her. This was the suspicious, edgy man she’d first met in her store that day, only much, much worse. There had been something almost frightening about him, in those last few minutes, although Jordy had seemed unaware. But she was aware, she felt it coming off him in waves.

She told herself to give it up, she had no answers so it was useless to keep pacing her living room wondering. She thought of going down to play, but for one of the few times in her life the idea held little appeal. She should do that paperwork she’d been putting off, or update her banking data, count strings, something.

Or just go to bed, she thought. It was nearly ten anyway. Early for her, but late enough for most, she thought.

Sure, she muttered inwardly. You can lie there awake for a couple of hours, trying to figure out the man while you toss and turn wishing he was here.

Because, she realized with a little shock, she wanted to sleep with him. Literally. She wanted to feel his warmth in the night, and more urgently, wake up with him in the morning.

A little shiver went through her at the thought. She shook her head sharply, warning herself she was falling too far, far too fast. For all the good it would do. She might not be able to figure Wyatt out, but what she did know—that he was an edgy, sometimes harsh man that half the time she suspected wasn’t at all what he appeared to be—should be enough to convince her to tread carefully. And yet here she was….

Her cell phone rang, a welcome distraction tonight. Wyatt? she wondered as she ran to the kitchen counter where she’d set her purse. He’d called her several times before, in the evenings after Jordy had gone to bed, once she’d told him she was nearly always up until midnight. She’d found the calls sweet and a little awkward, because he’d sounded like he didn’t even know why he was doing it, when they’d just been together a few hours before.

And that was a thought that made her smile as she pulled the phone out and glanced at the screen. Not Wyatt. This was the call she’d been waiting for for days now. And for a moment she pondered whether she really wanted to answer, if she really wanted to know….

With a sigh, she clicked on.

“Hey, girl!”

David King’s cheerful greeting echoed in her ear.

“Hey, Davy. How are you?”

“About the same as when you called before,” David said, and she could see her old friend and bandmate’s irrepressible grin as clearly as if he were standing there, twirling a drumstick madly with his fingers as if it were a propeller.

“A little nuts, you mean?”

“I’m a drummer at heart, y’know? Comes with the territory.”

They shared the laugh about old times, and then he turned to business. Which in this case, revolved around his other skill; David’s nimbleness with drumsticks was more than matched by his nimbleness with a computer keyboard. He’d run the band’s internet presence with skill and knowledge, taking Kai’s ideas and running with them. He had once considered hacking a hobby. He’d thankfully retired that for the most part.

Except when it was a favor for a friend.

“So, what’s your interest in this guy?”

Uh-oh. David hadn’t asked that before, as she knew he wouldn’t; he was a no-questions-asked kind of friend if you needed help. That he was asking now told her he’d found something that made him, at the least, curious, at the most, protective.

“He’s the father of a kid who comes in here every afternoon to practice.”


“Okay, that tells me who he is to you, but not what.”

David, for all the jokes in the music world about drummers, was far from stupid.

“You tangled up with this guy?” he asked.

An image shot through her mind, of herself, quite literally—and nakedly—tangled up with Wyatt just hours ago. He’d learned her so quickly, found every sensitive, nerve-loaded spot on her body, and then proceeded to play them better than she played BeeGee. And she’d tried to learn him in turn, returning the favor. And she’d succeeded, except for the scars he bore and his reluctance to talk about them, insisting they were the result of simple accidents. He’d distracted her—intentionally?—by asking if they bothered her, with just enough uncertainty to trigger a protective urge in her. She’d proceed to make those scars a starting point for caressing him, kissing him, until she was sure he knew that nothing could detract from how beautiful she found him.

Because she did find him beautiful, lean, strong and with that subtle grace that sent frissons of heat through her every time he moved.

But the nature of those scars, especially the one she had finally realized was from a gunshot, had always run a tiny thread of unease through the joyous passion that was so utterly new and precious to her.

And now she was very much afraid she was about to find out that unease was well-founded. She drew in a breath to steady herself, then said it.

“How bad is it?”

“Bad?”

“Is he on the run?” It was one of the many ideas that occurred to her when she pondered the mysterious Mr. Blake and his scars.

“Maybe,” David said. “But probably not the way you mean.”

She blinked. “What is he, a protected witness or something?”

“Closer,” he said. “You really don’t know?”

“Obviously,” she said, trying to keep annoyance out of her voice; David did like to play people a bit.


“He’s not a protected witness, but he’s put a few people there.”

She frowned. “What? Come on, David, don’t play with me.”

He relented. “He was a fed.”

She blinked. “What?” she repeated, stunned. A fed? A federal agent? FBI or CIA or something?

“And he’s something else, Kai.”

Something had come into David’s voice that made her shiver inside. “What?” she asked weakly for the third time.

“He’s a freakin’ hero.”










Chapter 24



She’d been right all along, Kai thought. Wyatt Blake was not what he seemed.

She sank down into the big, overstuffed chair that took up the space by her front window.

“Give it to me,” she ordered David.

“You want the whole list?”

“Yes.”

She could almost see the stocky drummer shrug. “Joined the FBI right out of college—”

“Where?”

“College? UCLA. Cum laude. Big time. Bet they recruited him.”

“Yes.” She wasn’t surprised. She’d known he wasn’t stupid.

“According to what I found, took the usual path, heavy training, tactics, weapons, all that. Moved around a bit the first couple of years. But he racked up some awards, commendations and stuff, bank robberies and the like. He was given his own field office fairly early, although I guess it was a small one, only two agents.”


“Where?”

“Montana. Lot of territory there. Anyway, they foiled what would have been a nasty terrorist plot, stopped a truckload of explosives and weapons smuggled in over the border. Lots of news articles about that one. The bad guys had built a false floor in a livestock truck, then put real sheep in it. Clever.”

She grimaced. “Scary.”

“Yeah, that too.” He chuckled. “Your boy was a hero, they decorated him like a Christmas tree, but he got in a little trouble too. Turns out he told the bad guys the truck had originally transported pigs. Didn’t go over well.”

Kai nearly laughed aloud at that.

“Anyway, he apparently got a say in where he went from there. Transferred to the L.A. office, saved a couple of kidnap victims, took down some seriously armed bank robbers, piled up a ton more awards and medals, or whatever they give those guys. Then he went under.”

“Under?”

“Only thing I could find was that he ended up on a crack special assignment team. A supersecret special assignment team. I don’t think he was still FBI at that point. Maybe not even CIA. This stuff is way, way under.”

Kai fought to absorb it all. She felt nearly dizzy with all the revelations, and had to force herself to focus.

“He really was a hero,” she said, shaking her head in shock.

“Several times over, from what I found.”

“But…why did he leave?” Her breath caught. “He did leave? You did say he was a fed.”

“Yeah. I found a record of his resignation from federal service as of about a year ago.”

“Was it…because he’d been shot?”

“Shot? Don’t know about that. No record of that, so it must have happened after he went into that supersecret unit. How’d you know?”

“I’ve seen the scar.”

There was a moment’s pause, and she could imagine what David was thinking, what he was guessing. But for once, he didn’t tease her. Maybe something was sounding in her voice that warned him off.

“I don’t know why he quit,” he said briskly. “He’d been at it for almost seventeen years. Maybe he just burned out. I’d think that kind of work would do it to you.”

“Yes. Yes, it would.” No wonder he assumed most people lied. In his work, the ones he dealt with probably had.

“I could keep digging, if you want, but those walls are high and thick. Not sure I could get much further without crossing some dangerous lines.”

“No, David. You’ve done enough, don’t get yourself in trouble over this.”

“Thanks,” he said, sounding relieved.

“One more thing, though,” she asked as a cogent thought finally worked its way through her daze. She hesitated. She wasn’t a snoop by nature, figuring that most people would eventually tell her what they wanted her to know.

But she wasn’t in love with most people.

She smothered a gasp as her mind formed the words for the first time. David’s words cut off her thoughts, and she’d never been more grateful for an interruption.

“Sure, Red, what?”

She shoved the stunning revelation aside for the moment and calculated quickly back from Jordy’s birthday, which he’d glumly told her was right after he’d moved here, and that it had sucked.

“Where was he fourteen years and three months ago?”

David didn’t comment on her specificity. “Let’s see, I’ve got it all here…he was in L.A. by then, but barely. And he was there for a couple of years before the uber-secret stuff started. So that would cover your fourteen and three.”

So it fit, she thought, that that was where Jordan was conceived. And born. And had lived until tragedy struck and he found himself out in the woods of the great Northwest.

“Any more details on what he did in L.A.?” she asked.

“Looking,” David said, as if he were scanning data, as she supposed he was. “Yeah. He was there barely long enough to unpack before he landed a kidnapping that got him yet another decoration. Bet that’s what got him the attention of this other unit, because he went in undercover, news article says, saved a woman and got back the ransom, practically single-handedly.”

“A woman?”

“Yeah. Some rich guy’s daughter. Got snatched right out of her college dorm.”

Jordy’s mother? Had he gotten involved with a victim? Wasn’t that verboten?

“Hmm,” David said. “Twins.”

“What?”

“The woman had a twin sister. Sounds like she was a big help in the case. She was all ‘my hero,’ but your boy said they couldn’t have done it without her.”

Your boy. She tried to get a grip on emotions that were piling up behind the dam she’d hastily thrown up. She fought for calm, for logic.

“Can you find anything about the sisters? What happened to them after?”

“Probably. Hang on.”

Kai waited, heard the faint sound of keyboard keys clicking, then a pause, then more clicking. She focused on the sounds intently, making herself try to imagine what he was keying in, postponing the moment when she was going to have to start processing all this.

“Michelle Price, the kidnapped sister, moved to Europe. Wanted to leave it all behind, I guess. Oh, wow, that’s sad,” David said.

“What?”

“Melissa, the other sister, died a few months ago. There’s an obit online. Cancer. Sucks.”

Melissa. Jordy’s mother. She had her answers.

“Thanks, David.”

“You okay?”

“I’m not sure.”

“You having a problem with this guy? Want me to come kick his ass?”


She thought it much more likely it would go the other way around, but she didn’t say so.

“Not that kind of problem, but thanks for the offer,” she said. “He’s just been…less than forthcoming about who he is. Or was.”

“Maybe he’s got reason,” David said. “Sounds like he could have some nasty memories piled up.”

“Yes,” she agreed, thinking of the first time she’d seen him, of the exhaustion she’d noticed even then, dulling the eyes that were so vividly green in his son.

Pill counter indeed, she thought. But she was beginning to see, perhaps, why he’d gone for such a mind-numbing job. Maybe he’d wanted exactly that, his mind numbed into forgetting.

She thanked David again, and after reassuring him once more that she was all right, she hung up. And for a long time simply sat there, a little numbed herself. She couldn’t believe this. She, the one-time rebel, had fallen—and fallen hard—for an ex-fed.

There was a time when, flush with youthful rebellion, she might have been angry that he’d been a cop. But she’d outgrown that some time ago, and what she valued had grown up as well.

He’s a freakin’ hero….

David’s words echoed in her head. A hero. No denying that.

She could even picture it, how Jordy had happened. The long hours of tension about her missing sister, the relief, the promises of no recriminations, no strings. She could believe it now that she had the last missing piece.

She jumped to her feet, unable to sit still any longer. At last the anger had broken through. Not at what he had been, but that he had kept it so hidden. Not just from her, although that was perhaps the worst. She had the right to know exactly who she had handed her heart over to, didn’t she? Who she was having body-blasting, life-altering sex with?

She was barely aware of pacing the room. Or gradually going faster. Her thoughts were still racing far ahead of her actions.

It wasn’t just her, he hadn’t told anyone. He’d let all of Deer Creek think he had just vanished out there after college, doing nothing of note. Certainly not being a hero.

He hadn’t told his own son.

He used to be a paper pusher and now he’s a pill counter…how lame is that?

Boring.

Maybe he had his reasons for keeping his heroic past a secret. But couldn’t he at least have had the decency to acknowledge he was doing it? A simple “It’s there, but I don’t want to talk about it,” would have done. Maybe “I have a past but I haven’t done anything criminal or immoral.” Maybe even just, “I was one of the good guys, Kai.” That would have been nice. Didn’t she have the right to know at least that much?

She was building up a good head of steam now, and was about at the end of that fuse she’d worked so hard to lengthen over the years. Maybe she was more upset than she realized about…not being lied to, at least not directly, but not knowing who she’d fallen in love with.

Because she most definitely had fallen.

And she wanted some answers.

She quickly changed into heavier shoes, and grabbed up her jacket and a scarf; the days were still end-of-summer warm, but the nights held the scent and coolness of encroaching fall.

She belted down the stairs. Glanced at her car, sitting and dutifully waiting.

No, you should walk, she told herself. Get a grip on your temper. Burn some of it off before you jump down his throat.

And figure out how you’re going to explain that you went snooping into a part of his life he obviously wanted kept secret. Yeah, that was a problem.

He was just going to have to understand. And if he didn’t, or couldn’t, or wouldn’t, well, better she know it now, before she got in any deeper.

Yeah, right….

Even to herself the sarcasm was sizzling.

It didn’t take her long to cover the few short blocks. The main street still had some activity on this Friday night, but the residential streets were quiet and calm, as befit the near-rural little town. There were no streetlights out here, but with the almost full moon it was hardly necessary; the lighting was stark and silver, but she could probably read by it if she had to.

Her steps slowed as she got close enough to see the house. The house was dark except for one faint light in an upstairs window. Had he already gone to bed?

Tough, she thought; the walk had taken the edge off her anger, but only just.

She sped up again. She would confront him anyway. Wake him up if she had to. Make him talk to her. You just didn’t keep that kind of secret from somebody you were intimate with.

Unless, of course, you didn’t feel the same way.

Her steps slowed once more as she reached the foot of the long driveway. Maybe that was it. He hadn’t told her because he wasn’t all that emotionally involved with her. Maybe it was just all hot sex for him. He’d never said anything to indicate it was anything more. She was the one who had—

A movement caught her eye, somewhere near that lit window. She narrowed her gaze, trying to see in the moonlight that exaggerated the shadows. She changed course and walked up the driveway; the walkway veered away from that side of the house, the side where Wyatt had been chopping wood that day.

Heat flooded her, warding off the night’s growing chill easily. She’d thought he was fit and lean and taut that day.

Now she knew exactly how right she’d been, inch by glorious inch.

Stop it, she ordered herself. You’re not going to get this done if you can’t stop salivating over the guy.

And then she stopped dead, finally able to see what had caught her eye.

Jordy. Dropping from the big tree beside the house to the ground, obviously having climbed out his bedroom window. She nearly called out, then stopped herself; she was far enough away that if she made enough noise to catch his attention, she’d end up waking the whole neighborhood. She doubted Wyatt would appreciate that.


She hurried up the long driveway. Saw Jordy dart into the garage through a small side door. He came out wheeling a bike she’d seen before. He never even glanced her way, even though by now she was barely twenty feet away. He jumped on the bike and took off, not as she’d half expected, toward town, but to the west into the woods behind the house, the small red light on the rear of the bike glowing.

She did call out then, but Jordy either didn’t hear or ignored her. He’d left that side door open, and she instinctively went to close it. And stopped.

This made no sense. He never, ever left Jordy home alone. But there was no denying the simple, obvious fact that the garage was gapingly empty. No black SUV was parked inside.

She glanced back at the house. Up at where the light still gleamed in the window.

The broken window.

She took a step closer, but there was no doubt that the bottom half of the window glass was broken; the edge of a blue curtain was fluttering through to the outside.

She looked toward the woods, where Jordy’s red light was growing fainter. Go, she thought. Doing nothing was not an option; for her it never had been. Not even now, as angry and confused as she was.

She had to do something. Because she couldn’t deny one simple fact, whether it made sense or not.

Wyatt was gone, and Jordy was alone.










Chapter 25



Amateurs, Wyatt thought.

Definite amateurs. And that bothered him. If an illegal drug manufacturer had survived to the extent that he felt capable of both expanding to larger quantities and going after the ingredients to do it, he would have expected a little more polish. But then, he would have expected them to have their own talent, and not hire local. Especially not clearly inexperienced local kids like Max and crew.

He admitted his specialty had never been drug enforcement, but he’d come across enough of it, since it was frequently used to finance other types of operations. And this just didn’t feel right.

He braced his left arm on the large limb of the tree—nearly a twin to the one next to the house—and leaned forward with the small monocular lens in his right hand. Even without the night vision capability, the moon was so bright he’d figured it could help. He’d picked out this spreading tree days ago, when he’d first realized what Max was planning. When skulking around where they shouldn’t be, especially outside, people tended to look around, behind, over their shoulder and ahead, but rarely up.

Unless they were pros, which Max and his buddies certainly were not. They’d arrived in an unmarked bobtail truck painted a bright white that gleamed in the moonlight, about as concealable as a neon sign, and instead of parking some stealthy distance away as he had, they’d driven all the way to the edge of the HP property.

They’d tried to pull it off the road and into the trees, but the box of the truck was too tall to go very far that way, and there was some significant noise as branches scraped along the top and sides. Plus, they nosed it in, so that the more difficult backing out would have to be done if they were discovered.

Wyatt had already been here and in position when they’d arrived. He’d been used to much longer, often uncomfortable hours of patient waiting. Being in a rush had killed more agents than anything else but poor planning or being just plain stupid.

And he tried not to dwell on the fact that too many times, smart agents got stupid when emotions were involved. And Jordan was in this, even if only on the fringes.

At least, he hoped it was only the fringes.

Wyatt knew he was going to have a hell of a lot of explaining to do when he got home. Talk about stupid, he should have realized when he’d seen the boy’s music player on the desk in the den that he’d be coming back down for it once he realized he’d forgotten it. He seemed to live half the time with earphones on, blocking out the world.

More likely blocking you out, he told himself sourly.

His mouth tightened. Locking Jordan in his room, even locking the window with a warning that if he tried to leave he would regret it for the rest of his possibly shortened life probably hadn’t been the best approach, but he didn’t know what else to do. The thought that what he’d done was worthy of his own father’s approach was something he was trying not to think about.

Just as he was trying not to think about that stunned look on his son’s face as he had silently watched his father dig out the past he’d hoped never to see again.


Yes, a lot of explaining. And not just to his son. If he’d told Kai the truth, he could have left Jordy with her. But it was all too much to explain when seconds were critical.

It was not something he was looking forward to. He’d wanted to put that life behind him and keep it there. He wished he could do the same with the memories, wished he could regain the trust and faith in his fellow man that let most people function in a much more pleasant world.

Like Kai.

Maybe I just don’t want to live my life assuming everyone’s guilty until proven innocent.

Yes, just like Kai.

He fought down the ache that rose in him. He didn’t want to think about how this might affect her, affect them, either. Would she be angry, stunned, or repelled by who he really was? He had little doubt that she’d be all of those if she knew some of the things he’d done, and no amount of telling himself it had been necessary, and even believing it, could assuage the fear that he was going to lose them both, before he’d ever really had either of them.

Later, he muttered to himself, and shoved the confrontation that was sure to come into its own compartment until this was over.

He waited. If it had been him, he would have gone in through the roof vents, secured only with a pressure latch. But he was guessing these guys would go for the side door that faced away from the main packaging building.

That seemed to be their intent when, wearing ski masks, they carried a large pair of wire cutters to the fence that surrounded the HP property. They argued—loud enough to be heard by anyone within fifty feet—over who was going to make the cuts. In the stark, high-contrast moonlight, it was a bit like watching a very old black-and-white cartoon, and in the old days Wyatt might have been grinning to himself.

Now he just wanted this over.

They cut a path through the chain-link fence. Instead of doing it low and harder to notice, they simply cut a big gap, obviously not caring if it was found.

They went through the fence relatively quietly. This is where it got tricky, because they were now in the very dark shadow of the metal building, and in their dark clothes and ski masks—they’d thought of that, at least—they were for all intents and purposes invisible.

Wyatt dropped from the tree, landing with the faintest of thuds in the spot he’d already cleared of betraying leaves and sticks. In a crouch he moved quickly to his pre-chosen spot, just above the fence and behind a large juniper bush. He heard one of them say something, but they had apparently realized their error and were whispering now.

He heard movement, and it seemed to him that it was farther away, but now was the time he really missed the night vision capacity; he couldn’t see a thing. But then he heard the sound of metal on metal, a push-pull kind of sound, and he guessed they were trying to poke a hole in the metal of the building. He focused on that sound as he reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out the small cylinder he’d taken from the locker.

The sound changed then; he heard them start on the door, apparently using the hole they’d made to insert the same wire cutters to cut through the metal sheeting around the door lock. Not a bad idea, if you had unlimited time. Which apparently they thought they had.

He gave them enough time to get thoroughly focused on the job. Then he moved, edging forward until he was within range of an easy toss. He lobbed the flash-bang.

The stun grenade landed neatly between the two working on the door. Wyatt turned away and covered his ears to avoid the blinding flash of light and the explosive, ear-splitting sound. A split second later he was moving, drawing the HK as he went. The man with the wire cutters was howling, rolling around on the ground with his hands over his ears. His partner had staggered back against the metal wall of the building, completely disoriented.

Wyatt had them rounded up and flex-cuffed before they fully recovered from the shock. He swiftly fastened them with more plastic ties to an intact pole of the fence, his mind screaming all the while; the third man had vanished. That was the movement he’d heard, after the whispering.

He yanked the ski masks off the two he’d caught.

Max. Max was the missing man.

He swore under his breath. “Where is he?”

Neither man answered.

“I don’t have time to play nice with you two,” he said, leveling the HK at the one who looked like he was recovering faster from the shock of the stun grenade. “Where’s Max?”

The man looked so shaken Wyatt wasn’t sure he was even comprehending. He jammed the barrel of the HK up under his chin, digging it in deep, until the man gagged.

“He…saw something move,” the man choked out. “Over in the trees.”

The man jerked his head toward the thick stand of cedars at the far corner of the building.

“Is he armed?”

“He’s always got his knife.”

Well, he may have a knife, but it wasn’t his knife, because I’ve got that, Wyatt thought. He pulled back the HK, slid it into the holster at the small of his back, and took off in a low, crouching run in the direction the man had indicated. He wanted this wrapped up tonight, and until Max was where he should be, this wasn’t over.

The shadows in the grove of cedars were different, in some places just as dark as beside the building, but some places lighter where moonlight shone through. All his newly reawakened instincts were screaming, and the skin at the back of his neck was tingling in the old way that used to warn him someone was watching. The motion of the branches in the slight breeze made it even more difficult, and he slowed to move carefully.

“Stop right there, asshole.”

From his left, Max’s voice. Laced with a confident, even arrogant tone that said he knew he had the upper hand.

Wyatt spun around, weapon raised into plain sight. If Max indeed had only a knife, best he knew he was literally outgunned from the get-go.

And then relative armament, and everything else, became a moot point. Because even in the oddly dappled shadows Wyatt couldn’t deny the grim truth of what he saw.

It was Max, all right.

He indeed had a knife.

And it was pressed to Jordan’s throat.










Chapter 26



Jordan had been struggling, so strongly that Wyatt’s throat tightened; Max wasn’t that good and he didn’t want him slicing the boy by accident. But he wasn’t sure his son would listen if he told him to stay calm. Hell, he wasn’t sure if he’d listen if he told him to breathe.

He kept his weapon rock-steady and high; Max was a half a foot taller than Jordan, so there was plenty of clear target.

But there was also that knife, a near duplicate of the one he’d taken from him. He guessed Max didn’t want anyone to know about that. Or maybe he lost them all the time and bought them by the dozen. He should have been doing research on the guy, he thought in disgust. He should have been assessing the enemy, but instead he’d been…

His mind, which had been racing at light speed, threatened to seize up at the memories of how he’d been spending his afternoons.

“I should have known you’d try to mess things up,” Max said. “I knew you were gonna be trouble.”


With a tremendous effort Wyatt made himself shove it all aside, everything but the moment and keeping Jordan safe.

“Since I told you what would happen if you came near my son again? You should have believed me.”

Wyatt had been told, more than once, that he could stare down a charging bull. He’d thought the joke hyperbole, but he did know he could have a certain effect when he wanted to.

He wanted to now. Desperately.

It took a greater effort than it ever had to summon up that focus, that intensity. Especially since the back of his neck was tingling in warning that there was something he was missing.

“You have one chance,” he said, barely aware that his voice had dropped to a low, lethal-sounding rumble. “Let him go and leave here alive.”

He heard a tiny gasp. He knew it had come from his son, but he didn’t shift his gaze from Max’s face, his eyes. He was aware that Jordan had stopped struggling. With his peripheral vision he could see that the boy was staring at him.

Max blinked. Instinctively drew back a half-step. Wyatt closed in. For the moment he had to ignore that lingering sensation, hoping it was just a misfire after lack of use.

“You’re a cop, aren’t you? Asshole Hunt brought in a narc, undercover.”

“I’m not a cop anymore. Worse for you.”

Max blinked. “What?”

“I don’t have to follow their rules.”

Again Jordan gasped, but he kept his gaze on Max, who tightened his grip on Jordan.

“You can’t shoot me,” he said. “I’ll cut his throat.”

Wyatt shrugged. “Your muscles might try to move after the bullet scrambles your brain. He might need some stitches. You’ll need a coffin.”

Max’s fingers trembled. He immediately tightened them around the handle of the knife, but Wyatt knew he’d seen the betraying motion.

“But you won’t get a coffin. Because nobody will ever find you. You’ll just…vanish.”


Max was sweating now, despite the cool air.

“Toss the knife here and step back, Max. Now. Last chance.”

There was a silent split second when Max hovered between pride and death.

He tossed the knife. As it landed halfway between them, he let go of Jordan.

Wyatt breathed again, but didn’t relax. The boy didn’t move, just stood there, staring, his eyes wide with shock.

Wyatt took a step toward his son.

“I don’t think so.”

The voice came from the trees, and Wyatt whipped around. The dappled shadows masked everything. And then a more solid shadow separated from the rest, and stepped out into the moonlight.

For an instant it was like a situational target range, where a silhouette target popped up and you had to assess in a split second whether it was a danger—mother with baby or suicide bomber with explosives?—and whether to fire.

He would have shot this one, instantly. Because there was no mistaking, even in the dark, the lethality of the Beretta in his hand.

Wyatt’s finger tightened on the trigger. He didn’t, couldn’t fire. Because there was no mistaking where the pistol was aimed.

Jordan.

And there was no way the man, who looked vaguely familiar, could miss the boy at this range.

It was a standoff.

“I knew you were there,” Max sputtered at the newcomer. “I knew you’d have a gun on him, so I—”

“Shut up.”

Max’s stumbling explanation for his quick capitulation told Wyatt his guess was right. This was the man in charge, the real brains behind the operation he knew Max hadn’t been smart enough to mastermind. He’d probably been ordered to cozy up to Jordan, to get the boy to quiz him on the setup at HP.

“We’ll go get the stuff now, finish the job—”


“I said, shut up.” The man’s voice was cold, and as vaguely familiar as his face. “You’ve served your purpose.”

“I caught the boy,” Max said, sounding desperate now, “I heard him up here in the trees, Mr. Stark, and—”

The man shot him in the face.

Jordan yelped in terror as Max collapsed soundlessly in front of him. The boy backed up hastily but stumbled, and Stark was on him before he could recover. The casualness of the murder, and the speed with which he did it and then shifted his aim back to Jordan, was chilling. He clamped a hand on the boy’s shoulder and yanked him to his feet.

But just as chilling was the name Max had used, the name that had pulled together that vague familiarity of face and voice. Phillip Stark.

Odd that he’d thought about him not that long ago, the crime boss whose son, also a killer with a minimal claim on sanity, had died during an operation three years ago. His father, this man, had gone to prison himself. Not for long enough; although he’d been the mastermind again, they hadn’t been able to prove it, and he’d been convicted on much lesser charges. And there’d been sympathy, however undeserved, for the man who’d just lost his son. The man who so publicly and emotionally wailed over the death of a son who had, in his short but productive career, murdered at least nine people in cold blood, probably more.

Like father, like son….

He’d gotten five years. And been released after three. And that ludicrous inequity, in a system that was supposed to bring justice, had been the beginning of the end for Wyatt.

“At last, Agent Blake,” Stark said with deep satisfaction.

He should never have put all those odd inquiries on the back burner, Wyatt thought. Because suddenly it all made sense, the flurry of inquiries from people, people who could come across as friendlies, people he’d helped over the years. No doubt approached by this man, posing perhaps as another of them with a good, benevolent reason to want to find and thank the agent that had helped him in some way. Or maybe, since his face wasn’t unknown, he’d had someone else do it. Some other dupe like Max, who was probably also dead by now. But either way, Wyatt guessed he’d been looking for him ever since he’d gotten out.

It was all Wyatt could do not to launch himself at the man. But he had no doubt the man wouldn’t hesitate to shoot, he’d just proven that, and right now his weapon was jammed against Jordan’s ear.

If he could distract him, give Jordan a chance to run, get to Kai, she’d help him, Wyatt knew that down to his bones. But there was no guarantee he could take the shot that would inevitably come and keep moving long enough to give Jordan a chance to get away. Besides, he knew too damned well he was rusty. Rusty enough to cost his son his life? Had he slowed down that much, been away from the game too long?

Possible, he thought grimly. Too possible.

All this tumbled through Wyatt’s mind in rapid succession. But above it all stood one imperative that outweighed all the rest.

Jordan.

He had to get Jordan away from the man. He raced through every bit of information he could remember about the man, searching for a tool he could use. He grabbed the first one that occurred to him, because he didn’t have time to think of others.

He looked at the man with what he hoped was a puzzled expression. And prayed he’d picked the right button to push.

“Do I know you?”

The reaction would have been almost comical had the man not had a gun on Jordan, who was struggling manfully not to show how scared he had to be.

Stark swore, sharply. “You bastard, you ruin my life, you kill my son and you don’t even remember me?”

Right button, Wyatt thought. And interesting what order he put things in. You’d think the loss of a son would come first.

It hit him then, hard and fast, exactly what this was all about. It was a leap, but he knew in his gut, that gut that had never failed him back when dealing with this sort of human debris had been his job, that he was right.


This had never been about drugs at all, or stealing those materials.

From the start, this had been about getting to him.

Payback.

A son for a son.

He was going to kill Jordan. And he was going to make Wyatt watch him do it.










Chapter 27



Hidden back in the trees, Kai barely breathed, terrified the stranger with the gun might hear. Although the hammering of her heart seemed so loud to her she was amazed all three of the people in that horrible, moonlit tableau didn’t turn to look.

She’d seriously regretted her decision to walk tonight. She’d known the moment Jordy took off on his bike that she was going to have a hard time keeping up with him. Still, it was easier in the woods than if he’d been on the road. But it was also scarier; in the moonlight everything looked spooky. She clung to the distant red dot of his bike’s taillight like a beacon.

She had realized, once she oriented herself, where Jordy was headed. HP was the only thing out here, in this literal neck of the woods. It all came together for her then; Wyatt gone unexpectedly, leaving Jordy behind, apparently locked in, and now the boy breaking out and heading for HP.

Max.

Wyatt must have seen something earlier, something that Max had done, that told him tonight was the night.

He had been right, all along. Those suspicions that had so angered her in the beginning had been right on, just misdirected at first. He might have left the work, but he still had the instincts of a pro.

Jordy looked so scared. The stranger, with his back to her, had the boy held tight against his left side, so that while she couldn’t see the stranger’s face, she could see Jordy’s. And the gun rammed against his right ear.

But he also looked stunned, no doubt at the incredible transformation of the most boring guy in the world. He was staring at his father in utter shock. She couldn’t blame him. Even she, who had been somewhat prepared, barely recognized the man she saw. She’d seen glimpses, especially in the suspicious man who had first come into her store, but nothing like this. And any doubt she’d had that everything David had found out was the truth vanished.

If I was a bad guy, I’d give up just to stop him looking at me like that, she thought.

She wondered how many of those bad guys he’d put away with just that look.

A federal cop. It was still stunning to her, too. As did her certainty, even without any explanation, that if Wyatt truly had killed this man’s son, it was with good reason.

“Before, I was just going to track you down and kill you,” the man said to Wyatt. “Now, watching you watch me slaughter your own son will be so much more delicious.”

Kai shivered involuntarily at the very idea that anyone could use those words about the murder of a child. Jordy whimpered, and her chest tightened at the sound. Yet Wyatt’s face betrayed little; had she not come to know him so well she’d never have seen the emotion in the set of his jaw and the intensity of his gaze, fastened on the man who held his son.

“You so much as scratch him, and you’re a dead man.”

Wyatt’s voice was cold, so cold that she couldn’t see why the man didn’t start shivering just like she was.

Maybe because he’s so cold inside already, she thought. You’d have to be, to use a child, to threaten a child like that. She should do something, find a rock, a big stick, something, but she had no idea what she could do against a gun.

The other man snorted. “Always the hero, aren’t you, Blake? I met a few other people in prison who had you to blame for destroying their lives.”

“Your beef is with me,” Wyatt said. “I’ll make you a deal.”

“You have nothing to bargain with, Blake. I hold all the cards.” He tightened his grip on Jordy’s shoulder so much the boy went white. But he made no sound. In fact, Kai thought, the set of his jaw made him suddenly look more like his father than ever.

“I’m the one who killed your son. You let the boy go, and take me. I’ll go without a fight.”

“Self-sacrifice? How noble of you.” He shook Jordy. “Isn’t that touching? Your father’s willing to die in your place.”

Jordy made an unintelligible sound. But he was staring at his father a whole new way yet again.

“If you knew enough to find us, you know we barely know each other,” Wyatt said. “He hates me. Kill me and he’ll think you did him a favor, and never say a word.”

Wyatt said it matter-of-factly, like a man who believed it completely. Her heart nearly broke for him. He’d been trying so hard. She thought there’d been a small bit of progress, a slight softening in Jordy’s attitude, but obviously Wyatt didn’t believe it.

“Well, well. Perhaps he’s smarter than I thought. But nevertheless, an eye for an eye. Shall I start there, with his eyes? They are rather like yours.”

Kai gasped, unable to quite smother it. Again she was amazed they all didn’t turn to look.

Turn to look.

As she thought the words, David’s voice suddenly echoed in her mind.

Heavy training, tactics, weapons…

Then her own thought. The instincts of a pro.

She took a deep breath. Perhaps it wasn’t the wisest thing, but it was the only thing she could think of that she could do. She just had to trust it would be enough.


 

Wyatt kept his gaze fastened on Stark’s face. On his eyes, eyes that would betray intent in the instant before he was going to shoot.

And Wyatt had no doubt the man would shoot. Because insanity also lurked in those eyes, just as it had in the man’s son, who had taken great pleasure in not just kidnapping and killing but torturing and carving up his victims with a blade that made Max’s look like a butter knife.

Jordan squirmed against the tight grip. Wyatt’s breath caught in his throat.

“Don’t move, Jordy,” he said.

The boy froze. For an instant their gazes locked, although his aim at Stark never wavered. Those eyes, so like his own, looked back at him with a steadiness that made his heart pound. Was there more of him in his son than he’d ever realized? Had he been so loaded down with the weight of it, with the concept of having a child he was suddenly responsible for, that he’d never really looked at that child as an individual?

And if this goes south, you’ll never get the chance, he thought grimly.

He’d just better make damned sure if it did go south, he—and Stark—were the only casualties.

Wyatt knew all the numbers, what fraction of time that Stark would still be able to pull the trigger depending on where in the head he shot him. He knew what his best target was, knew what the chances were.

He didn’t like any of it. Not when Jordan was the one most at risk.

A sound came out of the shadows. From back in the trees. A voice. Not talking, or even yelling, but…singing. A glorious, beautiful burst of sound.

Kai.

He thought the name, felt the recognition well up in him like a joyous greeting, in the split second before Stark reacted. The man jerked around, shocked surprise on his face.

His grip on Jordan loosened.


The barrel of his pistol slipped to the side.

Just enough.

Wyatt fired.

Stark went down. Jordan screamed. Jumped away. Stark lay motionless. Wyatt recognized the limpness inherent only to the dead. He wasn’t quite as rusty as he’d feared.

It was over.










Chapter 28



“That was insane. He could have killed you.”

Kai looked at Wyatt. She had herself back under control now, the wild shaking that had overtaken her in those first moments after her hastily conceived ploy had worked receding.

She heard the anger that made his voice razor sharp. But she knew him now, well enough to know what that anger was triggered by. And he was shaken enough himself that he let it show in his face; pure relief. It was that Jordy was safe, she knew, but she didn’t think it was egotistic to assume some of that relief was for her, too.

He stood with his arm around Jordy, who was allowing it without comment. The boy was pale, even in the moonlight, clearly stunned and apparently unaware that his father had carefully urged him around so his back was to the bodies. Another shiver went through her; she’d never been even remotely close to anything like this, and it would rattle her into paralysis if she let it. She couldn’t let it. Not yet.

“I’m insane?” she said, letting incredulity into her tone. “You’re the one who took this on alone. What would have happened to Jordy if you’d gotten yourself killed? Did you even think of that?”

His brow furrowed, as if he were merely puzzled. “Of course I did. That’s why I brought a second gun.”

And that, she supposed, said it all. And in effect, made her point. “Exactly. That’s why I figured,” she said with a level look at Wyatt, “that all a highly trained federal agent would need would be a slight distraction.”

Wyatt’s eyes widened a fraction. He drew back slightly, wariness leaping back to life almost palpably as she saw him process that she knew who—and what—he was. Jordy yelped in shock; what he’d seen had to have destroyed his perception of his father, but obviously he hadn’t quite put all the pieces together yet in his stunned young mind.

“Kai,” Wyatt began, sounding beyond uncomfortable.

“Yes,” she said. “You have a lot of explaining to do. To both of us.”

“I never meant to lie to you,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. “I just… I’m not that man anymore.”

“You’re wrong, Wyatt,” she said softly. “If I’ve learned nothing else about you, I’ve learned that. Once a hero, always a hero. Even if you don’t want to be.”

“I’m no—”

“Don’t even try to deny that one,” she said. “You proved it tonight, even if there weren’t sixteen years of other heroics before now.”

She had shifted her gaze to Jordy as she spoke, saw his eyes widen even further. She was guessing the boy had learned many, many lessons tonight, and that it was going to take a good, long time for him to sort it all out. But right now it was enough that he turned to look up at his father with awe and a raging curiosity.

Which left her to figure out how she felt about landing in a spot she never expected to be in. In love with a cop of sorts. And one who would ever and always end up being that hero.

Even when, like some Old West gunfighter who’d hung up his guns, he tried not to be.


 

Dealing with all the mess, statements to the authorities and late-arriving cavalry, explanations to his boss, was time-consuming, exhausting and undeniably familiar. And he’d do it all ten times over to avoid what was to come.

What he’d seen in Jordan’s eyes and in Kai’s face had sparked more emotion than he’d had to deal with in a very long time. His son, and the nervy, gutsy woman who’d risked herself to help them, had turned his quest for peace and boredom upside down.

And he knew Kai had been right.

He had some explaining to do, to both of the people he loved.

He nearly shuddered inwardly at the simple fact that he had used the word, and that he’d meant it. The realization shocked him almost as much as his own actions had shocked his son.

There was so much to work out, so much to talk about. With a capital T, as Kai had put it.

The thought made him smile. And suddenly the burden seemed lighter. And for the first time in a very long time, he felt the desire to do just that, work it all out.

Wyatt wasn’t sure exactly what John had said to the investigators, but he was a more than solid citizen whose standing in the community expedited the process. He knew there would be more to come but for now, there was a lull.

And sooner than he’d expected—and sooner than he’d have liked, he admitted, calling himself a coward in the process—he was back to facing the music.

The old phrase ran through his mind before he thought, and then it made him smile. Music indeed. Kai’s music may have moved hundreds of thousands, even millions, but he’d bet he and Jordan were the only ones who could say it had literally saved their lives.

He walked out of the HP office where the interviews had been taking place, and back to John’s private anteroom. He opened the door, and for a moment just stood there, looking at the woman and the boy who were waiting. His son stood up, his eyes wide and full of tangled emotions Wyatt could only imagine were reflected in his own.

“Jordy,” he said, his voice tight. Then, catching himself, he corrected it. “Sorry. Jordan.”

“It’s all right,” the boy said, his voice quiet. He flicked a glance at Kai. “She…told me. What you used to be. The stuff you did, people you saved.”

Wyatt’s breath died in his throat. She really did know. He shifted his glance to Kai.

“You can be angry if you want, that I told him,” she said. “But it was purely selfish.”

“Selfish?”

“I wanted your explaining to be why, not what.”

He closed his eyes. Drew in a long breath. Lowered his head. He couldn’t do this.

He had no choice. No more than he had last night.

He had to do this. She had the right. And she hadn’t said it, never would in front of Jordy, but she’d had the right to know before she’d gone to bed with him. Any woman had the right to know who she was really sleeping with. Not that they’d ever done much sleeping in those fiery afternoon hours.

He had to do this.

“My life then,” he said, his voice low and harsh, “was full of people like Stark. And the ones they harmed were never the same, after. For a long time it was enough, to put the bad ones away. But…it never ended. No matter how bad one guy was, there was always another who was worse.”

He opened his eyes then, saw them both looking at him. Quietly listening, as if his words were going to determine the course of all their lives.

Maybe they were.

He started again. “When they only sentenced Stark to five years, I knew I was done. When they let him out of jail early, I knew it was the right decision.”

“You knew he was out?” Kai asked.

He nodded.

“Had he…threatened you? Before?”


The memory of the day Stark had been dragged out of court screaming about what he would do to Wyatt when he got out was particularly clear in his mind at the moment.

“Yes.” Kai gave him a look that wasn’t too hard to interpret. “Why wasn’t I more on guard?”

“If you knew,” she began.

He sighed. “He was just the latest in a long line vowing payback. I tracked them, but if I assumed every one would follow through, I’d be living in a cave somewhere, with a machine gun.”

“How did he find you?”

“He did come up with a unique approach.”

“Unique?”

“He used friendlies.”

She blinked. “What?”

“He approached some people, civilians, who…had reason to be friendly. Pretended to be one of them.”

“People you’d helped.”

“Yes.”

Kai flicked a glance at Jordy, who was watching and listening silently. But at least it was an avid sort of silence, not the sullen withdrawal he’d been used to.

“People,” she said, “whose lives you’d saved. Or whose loved ones you’d saved.”

His mouth quirked. Was she trying to build him up in front of his son? “Some,” he admitted. “People known to the team, people they’d be more inclined to be open with.”

“They told them where you were?”

He shook his head. “They wouldn’t. But apparently he got little bits from enough people, through the friendlies he cultivated, getting them to call and ask about me, under the guise of being…thankful. Eventually, he got enough.”

“You knew this.”

“I hadn’t put it all together yet, but yes.”

“Why didn’t you ask for help?”

“I cut all my ties with that world. I even cashed out my retirement, so there’d be no trail to me.”


“I mean from me,” she said, startling him. “I thought we were…close enough.”

Fire shot through him at the images sparked by her careful words. She didn’t look at Jordy, but he knew they were both painfully aware of the boy’s presence.

She had every right, he supposed. They were sleeping together, they’d shared the most intimate moments he’d ever known, but he’d never told her the truth.

“I’m…used to doing things on my own. I’ve never had much choice. Until now.”

“And?”

“Now I don’t want to do it that way anymore. But I have to learn how…not to.” He glanced at Jordy. “And how not to be like my father.”

It was confused, convoluted, and as usual, Kai understood perfectly. The smile she gave him told him that. And then and there he made a silent promise to her—and his son—that he would learn, somehow.

Kai would help him. He knew that now, knew it bone deep.

“Why didn’t you ever tell me?” It was the first thing Jordy had said since this started. “Why did you let me keep thinking you were this boring old guy?”

“Because that’s what I wanted to be.”

Jordy frowned. “But why?” Then the frown vanished as something occurred to him. “You never told because you didn’t want him to find you?”

“Us.”

Jordy blinked. “Oh.” Then, in a voice with a slight tinge of hurt this time, “Why didn’t my mom ever tell me?”

Ouch. He’d figured that one was coming, and felt as if he’d opened the door on a roomful of time bombs, all set to go off simultaneously. How the hell did he explain a promise of no-strings sex to a thirteen-year-old?

“I never asked her not to,” he said. “I’m sure she had her reasons.” He took a breath, glanced at Kai, who gave him a barely perceptible nod. Trusting her, he plunged ahead. “Just like she had her reasons for never telling me about you.”


“Until she was dying,” Jordy said. It was a measure of his state of mind, Wyatt guessed, that for the first time he said it baldly, out loud, without a quiver in his voice.

“Yes.”

“Then she had no choice. You didn’t want to be my father.”

“Didn’t plan on it,” Wyatt admitted. “There’s a difference.”

“And he went from that,” Kai said softly, but still drawing Jordy’s attention, “to being willing to die for you last night.”

Jordy’s eyes widened, as if he’d forgotten that part. His gaze shot back to his father’s face. “You really would have traded with me?”

His first instinct was to dissemble, brush it off, pretend the situation hadn’t been as dire as it had been. But something in the way Kai had said it made him change his mind.

“In an instant,” he said, as softly as she had.

The look of wonder that came into the eyes that were like looking in a younger mirror told him he’d made the right call.

While you’re on a roll, he thought, and looked at Kai.

“Just like I’d do for Kai,” he said, just as softly. “In an instant.”

He’d caught her off guard, hard enough to do that it pleased him when she first gaped, then, very slowly, smiled that smile that set off urgent fires all through him.

“You’re sure about that?” she asked.

He nodded. “It’s what a man does, when he…loves somebody.” Her breath caught audibly. He reached out and brushed his fingers over her cheek. “But if you ever take a chance like you did last night again…”

She reached up and cupped his hand, holding it to her face. “It’s what a woman does, when she loves somebody. Takes a chance.”

Wyatt felt an odd sort of tumble inside at her words. He hadn’t realized how much he’d let himself hope until she said them.

“I’m a hell of a long shot, Kai. I don’t know how to…be with someone.”

“You didn’t know how to be a father, either, but you’re coming right along. Trainable is good.”


One corner of his mouth quirked. He wanted to grab her, kiss her senseless, but he had one more thing he had to get out. He was aware that Jordy was standing there, staring at them, he could almost feel the boy’s mind racing, processing, as if he were trying to figure out if what he was hearing meant what it sounded like.

“Besides,” Kai said softly, “we have a lot in common. We both gave up something we loved, because we couldn’t take what came with it anymore.”

He’d never thought of it that way before. Leave it to Kai to put it in a way that made so much sense.

“There could be more where Stark came from,” he said, finally getting out that last warning.

“At least now I’ll be prepared. But one thing, Wyatt.”

“Only one?”

“For now.”

“What?”

She glanced at Jordy then. “No more hiding. Anything from anyone.”

“Agreed,” he said instantly, meaning it.

They turned to face the boy who had, in his way, brought them together. He was staring at them both.

“You all right with this?” Wyatt asked.

Jordy looked from him to Kai and back again. “You?” he asked, very tentatively.

“Us,” Kai confirmed.

“You mean like…together? The two of you?”

“I was hoping,” Kai said, “it would be more like the three of us.”

Jordy’s jaw dropped. He swallowed visibly. He looked at his father. “You mean it?”

“More than I’ve ever meant anything,” Wyatt said. “Turns out I’m not quite through with life, after all.”

Jordy stared at them, speechless. Kai took pity on him. “You’ve had way too much thrown at you in way too short a time, haven’t you? Why don’t you go round us up some sodas from that machine out in the hall?”


The practicality of that seemed to distract the boy. “I don’t have any money.”

Wyatt reached into his pocket and pulled out what he had and handed most of it over. Still, Jordy hesitated.

“I’m about to kiss her, if that makes up your mind,” he said.

“Ew,” Jordy said, and wheeled around to dart through the door.

Wyatt laughed, for the first time in what seemed like forever. He pulled her against him. “Why did you pick that song?”

She blinked. As if it took her a moment to even remember.

“It was the only thing that would come out. It’s been in my mind, I guess,” she said.

As it had been in his. “Playing With Fire.”

“I’m not playing,” he said. “Not anymore.”

“Does that mean you’re to make good on that promise to kiss me?” Kai asked, rather archly.

He turned back to her, feeling an almost unbearable tightness in his chest as he looked at the woman who had burned through his walls so effortlessly.

“I’m going to make good on all of them,” he said. “But I’ll start with that one.”

And he did.
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Daniela clung to the front of Sean’s shirt, blinking the tears from her eyes.




Every time she looked at him, she was reminded of the way he’d touched her last night. Her body ached in secret places, hungry for more, and her heart swelled inside her chest, burdened with an impossible longing.


She loved him so much.


And she knew it was too late. She couldn’t ask him for a second try, or another chance. But maybe he would grant her some…closure.


Taking a deep breath, she snuggled closer to him, twining her arms around his neck. Beneath her fingertips, his muscles were tense. She could see the pulse point at the base of his throat, beating strong and fast.


They both wanted this.
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Chapter 1




Daniela Flores tightened her grip on the cold, wet aluminum railing. Keeping her eyes on the horizon and her feet planted on the deck, she took a series of calming breaths.

She wasn’t seasick. She’d been on smaller boats in rougher water than this more times than she could count. The San Francisco Bay wasn’t known for smooth sailing, and many of the other passengers were feeling poorly, but Daniela’s discomfort had nothing to do with a rocking hull, unsteady surface or brisk salt spray.

Her ailment was more mental than physical. Since the accident, she disliked cramped quarters and confined spaces.

Across the crowded cabin, past whey-faced day-trippers and sturdy-legged sailors, the open sea beckoned, mocking her with its infinite expanse. Although a boat this size wasn’t as restrictive as the crushed cab of a car, neither did it offer a convenient escape route. The water below was a chilly fifty degrees.

She much preferred the cool blue waves of San Diego, her hometown, where ocean temps hovered at an agreeable seventy degrees. Or southern Mexico, her birthplace, where the sea was as warm and sultry as a hot summer night.

Here, the cold water wasn’t even the greatest deterrent for swimmers. Her destination, twenty-seven miles off the coast of San Francisco, was a seldom-visited place called the Farallon Islands, an infamous feeding ground for great white sharks.

The captain’s intercom crackled with distortion as he made an announcement. “Devil’s Teeth, dead ahead.”

The Farallones had earned this moniker a hundred years ago from the fishermen and egg collectors who dared eke out a living here. With no docking facilities, the rocky crags were inhospitable to the extreme, rising from the sea in a jumble of sharp, serrated edges. Although teeming with animal life, every nook and cranny filled with birds and seals and sea lions, the surface area was devoid of greenery.

During the spring, the islands were grassy and lush, dotted with small shrubs and speckled with wildflowers. Now, in late September, the salt-sprayed granite was noticeably bare, picked as clean as old bones.

Daniela watched the godforsaken place materialize before her with a mixture of dread and anticipation. On this cold, gray day, the islands were shrouded by fog, cloaked in mystery. If anything, the landscape was even less appealing than the pictures she’d seen. And yet, she could make out the pale brown coat of a Steller sea lion, the subject of her current research project. He was reclining near the top of a cliff like a king lording over his realm.

Her heart began to race with excitement, thudding in her chest. The Farallones were a wildlife researcher’s dream come true. Surely she could set aside her phobia and enjoy her stay here. Six weeks of uninterrupted study were almost impossible to come by, and she’d been waiting over a year for this unique opportunity.

Whenever she was feeling closed in, she could do her breathing exercises. She would stay focused on the present, rather than letting the trauma of the past overwhelm her, blurring the edges of her vision and squeezing the air from her lungs. She would keep her eyes on the horizon and her feet on the ground.

As they drew closer to Southeast Farallon, the main island, she noticed a single house. It was a large, ramshackle dwelling, built over a century ago for light keepers and their families. The old Victorian stood stark and lonely on the only flat stretch of terrain, an ordinary structure on alien landscape. Like a gas station on the moon.

“They say it’s haunted.”

The deckhand’s voice startled her. She dragged her gaze from the whitewashed house to his wind-chafed face. “The entire island?”

“Nah,” he said with a smile. “Just the house.”

She cast a speculative glance at the simple, no-frills structure. It was the least intimidating feature on the island. And she, like most scientists, didn’t believe in ghosts. If she had, she might have believed in an afterlife, as well. Faith was a comfort she’d been denied in her darkest hour, and she wasn’t going to start being superstitious now.

“I’m more worried about the sharks,” she admitted.

The deckhand grunted his response and jerked his chin toward the shore. “They’ll be coming for you now.”

She caught a glimpse of two dark figures walking along a footpath etched into the side of the cliff, a few hundred yards from the house. With no docking facilities, setting foot on the island was a tricky process. The research biologists had access to a beat-up old Boston whaler, hoisted above the surface of the water by a formidable-looking crane.

At fifteen feet, the boat was smaller than a full-grown great white.

While she watched, one of the figures boarded the whaler, and the other lowered it to the pounding surf below. In a few efficient moments, the boat was speeding out to pick her up.

“Don’t panic,” she whispered, squaring her shoulders.

The man driving the boat brought it alongside the charter and killed the engine, exchanging a friendly greeting with a crew member.

When he stood, throwing the deckhand a rope to tie off the whaler, she studied him with unabashed curiosity. His legs were covered by dark, waterproof trousers and knee-high rubber boots, same as hers. Unlike her immaculate, just-purchased ensemble, his clothes were well-used and far from spotless. His jacket was splotched with what might have been bird droppings, and his face was shadowed by a week’s worth of stubble.

“Seen any sharks today?” the deckhand asked.

The man grinned. “Day ain’t over yet.”

Based on his dark good looks, she guessed that this was Jason Ruiz, the Filipino oceanographer she’d been communicating with via email. She’d seen a grainy photo of him once and it hadn’t done him justice.

The deckhand lobbed her duffel in his direction. After catching it deftly, Jason motioned with his gloved fingers. “Toss her to me. I’m ready.”

The deckhand’s eyes were merry, full of mischief.

Daniela took a step back. “I’d rather not—”


“We’re just messing with you,” Jason said, patting the aluminum seat beside him. “Jump over here.”

She moistened her lips, measuring the distance between the boats with trepidation. The expanse was less than two feet, but the drop went quite a ways down. And, although the whaler was tied off, it was still a moving target.

Her stomach churned as she watched it pitch and sway. “Jump?”

“Yeah. And try not to hit water. Just because we haven’t seen the sharks doesn’t mean they aren’t there.”

The deckhand laughed, as if this were a joke. It wasn’t. This time of year, the sharks were most definitely there. They came to the Farallones every fall to dine on a rich assortment of seals and sea lions.

Daniela stared at the surface of the water, feeling faint.

She’d been briefed about the boat situation, of course. But reading a matter-of-fact description detailing the steps needed to access the island was different than actually going through with it. Leaping from a charter to an aluminum boat in shark-infested waters was madness. One false move, one tiny miscalculation, and…

Gulp.

Jason gave the deckhand a knowing smirk. “Just throw her to me, Jackie. She can’t weigh much more than that bag.”

“No,” she protested, taking a step forward. She was pretty sure they were teasing again, but she also didn’t want to give herself time to reconsider. Chickening out before she’d begun was not an option.

She took a deep breath and grabbed Jason’s proffered hand, hopping over the short but frightening precipice.

She didn’t fall into the water. She didn’t hit the aluminum seat, either. She collided with Jason Ruiz, almost knocking them both off balance. He threw his arms around her and braced his legs wide, holding her steady until the boat stopped rocking.

Daniela clung to him, her heart racing. She hadn’t been this close to a man in a long time, and it felt good. Strange, but good. He was much taller than she was, and a lot stronger. She could feel the muscles in his arms and the flatness of his chest against her breasts.

He smelled good, too. Like salt and ocean and hard work. But even while she registered these sensations, there was one irrational, overriding thought: He’s not Sean.

“I’m sorry,” she said, clearing her throat.

“Don’t mention it,” he murmured, making sure she was ready to stand on her own before he released her. “I never get tired of beautiful women throwing themselves at me. I only wish I’d showered in recent memory.” The corner of his mouth tipped up. “There’s a shortage of hot water on the island, and we’re all a bit rank.”

She couldn’t help but smile. “You don’t smell bad.”

“Really? I thought I smelled like bird crap and B.O.”

Laughing, she shook her head. “Bird crap, maybe.” The faint odor of ammonia filled her nostrils, but it was coming from the island, not him.

“I’m Jason.”

“Daniela,” she said, grasping his hand. As quickly as it came, the sexual tension between them dissolved. He was still smiling at her in an appreciative, masculine way, and she was smiling back at him, unable to deny his considerable appeal, but there was no intensity to their mutual admiration.

With his easy charm and handsome face, he probably had a way with the ladies. She’d known men like him before. Her ex-husband, for one. Women had always dropped at Sean’s feet, and he’d done little to discourage them.

Feeling her smile slip, she pulled her hand away.


If he noticed her change of mood, he didn’t remark upon it. “Ready?” he asked, catching the rope the deckhand threw at him and tucking it away.

Nodding, she perched on the edge of the aluminum seat, paralyzed by self-consciousness. She was so far out of her element here. The past two years, she’d been in virtual seclusion, working from her desk at home and putting in late hours at the research facility. She’d interacted with more spreadsheets than animals. This trip was, in part, an attempt to get her life back. A return to her roots.

She hadn’t chosen conservation biology to spend all her time indoors.

Rubbing elbows with other scientists, most of whom were men, was nothing new, and she was no stranger to roughing it, but she hadn’t socialized, much less dated, in ages. The close proximity of a hot guy rattled her more than she’d like to admit.

And she couldn’t stop comparing him to Sean.

The two men probably knew each other. There weren’t that many shark experts in the world, let alone the West Coast, and Jason was from San Diego. They were close in age, although Sean was about five years older. Both of them were tall and fit and remarkably good-looking. They were also consummate outdoorsmen and staunch environmentalists, more comfortable on a surfboard than in a boardroom.

Upon closer inspection, Jason was the more striking of the two, with his dark eyes and sensual mouth. But Sean’s all-American ruggedness had always hit her in the right spot.

Daniela turned her gaze back to the calm-inducing horizon. She hadn’t seen Sean in over a year, but he still managed to monopolize her thoughts.

Jason maneuvered the whaler into position beneath the boom, a task that required concentration and dexterity. When he found the right place, he stood and hitched the heavy metal hook to the hull with no assistance from Daniela.

She did her best to hang on to her seat and stay out of his way.

Once connected, the whaler was lifted high into the air by the crane, and this ride was no less nerve-wracking than the two-hour boat trip to the islands or the precarious jump she’d taken a few moments ago. She gripped the aluminum bench until her knuckles went white. When the boat shuddered to a stop over dry land, she breathed a sigh of relief and flexed her icy hands.

She couldn’t believe she was actually here. Southeast Farallon Island was an odd place, like no other on earth, and the first thing that struck her was the noise. It was nature in chaos. The sound of crashing surf and cawing birds reverberated in her ears, and wind whipped at her clothes, like children vying for attention.

Jason grinned at the boom operator, clearly at home in this wild place. “Thanks, Liz,” he shouted, raising his voice to be heard above the cacophony.

The woman at the controls watched while Jason helped Daniela climb from the dangling boat, her expression cool.

Daniela stepped forward to introduce herself. “Liz? I’m Daniela Flores.”

“Elizabeth Winters,” she said, extending a slender, black-gloved hand.

Daniela accepted her handshake with an uncertain smile.

“I’m the only one allowed to call her Liz,” Jason explained, hefting the duffel bag over his shoulder. “Because we’re special friends.”


Elizabeth regarded him like he was something unpleasant stuck to the bottom of her shoe. Daniela didn’t know what to make of her. She was tall and slim, dressed in weatherproof fabric from head to toe, with a gray-blue windbreaker that matched the color of her eyes. A thick auburn braid trailed over one shoulder, and she had the delicate skin of a redhead. Her face was pale and freckled and very lovely.

“I’ll refrain from sharing my pet name for you,” she said drily.

He laughed, delighted to have irked her. Elizabeth seemed more annoyed than amused. Perhaps she was immune to charming men.

Daniela decided that she liked her. “How is your conservation project coming along?” she asked as they followed Jason down the steep, pebble-strewn path toward the house. “I was fascinated by the study you published recently on the black-feathered cormorant.”

Elizabeth’s cheeks flushed with pleasure. “Thank you. The islands get so much attention for their sharks.” She made a face at Jason’s well-formed back, as if he were responsible for the Farallones’ notoriety. “Many of the birds here are more unique, and in far greater need of protection, but the majority of funding is spent on shark research. Investors with deep pockets love to see red water and flashing teeth.”

“Watch your step,” Jason reminded, turning toward Elizabeth and placing his hand on her slim waist.

She tensed at his touch. “I’m fine.”

Nodding, he released her and continued on.

Daniela traversed the slope with caution, feeling rocks crumble and roll like ball bearings beneath her booted feet.

“Where was I?” Elizabeth asked.


“‘Flashing teeth,’” Daniela supplied, eyes cast downward.

“Oh, right. The tourists come for the sharks as well. Boatloads of gawkers cruise by every weekend. I mean, this is supposed to be an animal sanctuary. Last Sunday they all but ruined my chances at seeing two blue-crested warblers mate—”

Her rising voice shut off like a switch as she lost her footing. Quick as lightning, Jason caught her by both arms and hauled her against him, saving her from a nasty tumble down the side of the cliff.

She stared up at him, wide-eyed and short of breath.

“Like I said,” he murmured, letting her go. “Watch your step.”

“Sorry.” With a trilling laugh, she glanced back at Daniela. “I tend to get overexcited, talking about my causes.”

“No need to apologize for being passionate,” Daniela said, intrigued by the subject matter. Not to mention the byplay between Elizabeth and Jason. “How close do the tourists get?” she asked as they started down the hill again. “I thought the waters here were too treacherous for recreational boaters.”

“Oh, they are,” Jason replied. “But a cage-diving operation comes during shark season. They dock a couple of hundred feet offshore, drop the cages and throw out chum.”

Daniela was shocked. “They chum? Near the islands?” The practice of throwing out shark bait, a noxious mixture of blood and fish parts, was looked down on by scientists. It changed the animals’ natural behavior and made them less wary of humans.

“Yeah. It’s not illegal.”

She arrived at the base of the slope, where the ground was more stable. “I can’t imagine getting in the water here. Even with a steel cage for protection.”

“Crazy thrill seekers,” Jason said, winking at Elizabeth. Obviously, his profession as a shark researcher put him in the same category. “Daniela is here to observe the Steller sea lion. She’s from the Scripps Institute in San Diego.”

Elizabeth’s brows rose. “Excellent. That’s a top-notch organization.”

“Oh, yes,” Daniela said, unable to contain her own excitement. “We’re collecting the necessary data to keep the Steller on the endangered list. I hope my work here makes a difference.”

“So do I,” Elizabeth said kindly.

“We’ve got an awesome crew this season.” Jason shifted the weight of her duffel as he approached the front door of the house. “Brent Masterson is here, filming some footage for his documentary. Taryn Evans is one of the most enthusiastic interns I’ve ever met. And although Dr. Fitzwilliam had to back out at the last minute, his replacement is a name I’m sure you’ll recognize. We’ve snagged the leading shark expert in the Western Hemisphere—”

Daniela’s stomach dropped as soon as he opened the door. For, standing behind it was a man she recognized very well, indeed. The leading shark expert of the Western Hemisphere had his hands all over a gorgeous blonde, laughing as he tried to wrestle her to the ground.

“—Sean Carmichael,” Jason finished, gazing upon Daniela’s ex-husband with hero-worship in his eyes.










Chapter 2




Sean disentangled himself from the young woman quickly, his face going slack. The football the pair had been grappling over dropped to the threadbare rug with a solid thud.

Still laughing, the girl picked it up off the floor and straightened, running a hand through her long, wavy hair.

Daniela hated her immediately.

“I’m Taryn,” the girl said, a dimple appearing in her sunny cheek.

“Daniela,” she murmured in response, managing a limp handshake. She felt bloodless, as though her spirit had been drained from her, sucked out by the island wind and taken far away, across the turbulent sea.

Why was Sean here? He was supposed to be in Baja California. She’d checked.

An uncomfortable silence, punctuated by the ticking of a clock on the far wall, seemed to stretch out into an eternity. Jason looked back and forth between Daniela and Sean, puzzled by the tension in the room. “Do you two know each other?”

Sean recovered first. He’d always been quick on his feet. “She’s my ex-wife,” he said, explaining their relationship in the same tone he’d have used to mention a vague professional connection. He gave her a polite nod. “Hello, Daniela.”

Although it took an effort, she inclined her head, acknowledging him in the same detached manner. “Sean.”

Taryn nibbled on her lush lower lip, as if trying to figure out if Daniela’s presence meant her fun and games with Sean were over.

Jason also seemed to be considering the ramifications. “Is there a problem?”

“Yes,” Sean said.

“No,” said Daniela at the same time.

Jason frowned. “She doesn’t have a restraining order against you or anything, does she?”

Sean shot him a dark look, insulted by the suggestion that a woman would require protection from him. “Of course not.”

Accepting the answer without question, Jason turned his attention back to Daniela, a hint of regret in his eyes. Being a lowly seal researcher, rather than a leading shark expert, she was the more dispensable of the two.

Her mood plummeted. She didn’t need a weather diagram to know which way the wind blew on Farallon Island. Sean was a superstar in this field, and his unscheduled visit here was a coup. Compared to him, she was nobody. Jason Ruiz wouldn’t care how pretty she was if Sean wanted her gone.


She forced herself to meet Sean’s eyes. “Can we talk outside?”

“Sure,” he muttered, grabbing a jacket off the dilapidated couch in the living room. On his way out, he exchanged a glance with Taryn, conveying a silent, intimate message that cut Daniela to the quick.

Taryn watched them depart with undisguised interest.

Daniela walked about a dozen steps from the house and stopped, hugging her arms around her body. Because the island was covered by sharp rocks, kamikaze seagulls and 5,000-pound elephant seals, it was no place to take a leisurely stroll.

At least the wind would make their conversation impossible to overhear. It blew her hair in every direction, whipping the shoulder-length strands against her cheeks.

She stared out at the horizon, collecting her thoughts. Although she disliked being at Sean’s mercy, she’d have to suck it up and make nice. There was so much riding on this project. Her career, the cause…her peace of mind, even. In a way, she’d come here to find herself.

She’d been lost for so long.

Spending time on a deserted island with her ex-husband wasn’t going to be easy, but she was a survivor. She’d lived through worse than this. Compared to some of the other challenges she’d faced in her life, his presence was a minor roadblock.

They’d been married for more than five years; surely they could put up with each other for a few short weeks.

“You look good,” he said, after a long moment.

Surprised by the compliment, she turned to face him.

“Your hair is longer,” he added unnecessarily. “And you seem…” His gaze dropped to her breasts, which were impossible to hide, even in a boxy windbreaker. “Healthier,” he muttered, a flush creeping up his neck.


If he meant to flatter her, he was off base. After the accident, she’d cropped her hair short, and in the following year she’d lost a lot of weight. She’d overheard him telling his best friend that she resembled a scrawny boy.

One careless remark, never discussed, never repeated, but it had damaged their already strained relationship. The last thing she needed was a reminder that he liked long, luscious hair and generous curves.

Sexist pig.

He was looking a bit rawboned himself, but she didn’t say that. Lean or not, he was the picture of health. Shedding a few pounds only made his shoulders appear broader and his face more angular. Underneath his clothes, she knew he would be perfectly cut, all lovely muscles etched into sun-bronzed flesh.

Beautiful bastard.

His hair was longer, too, curling at the edge of his collar, as if he’d been too busy to have it trimmed. He hadn’t bothered to shave in a few days, either. His whiskers appeared thicker than ever, but she knew from experience that they would feel soft to the touch. Her fingertips tingled at the memory of exploring his stubbly jaw and hard mouth. Both were deceptively rough-looking.

She resisted the absurd longing to lift her hand to his face. “I need this,” she said in a low voice.

Sean shook his head. “You don’t belong here, Dani. It’s too harsh, too volatile. You’re…not equipped.”

“That isn’t fair,” she said. “You haven’t even seen me since—”

“When’s the last time you had an anxiety attack?” he interrupted.

Crossing her arms over her chest, she studied the horizon instead of him. Breathe, she reminded herself. Just breathe.


“A month ago? A week?”

“I can handle it.” He’d witnessed her worst breakdowns, so she couldn’t blame him for being concerned. She could, however, resent him for treating her like an invalid, and for thinking she was weak. “I’m stronger now.”

His eyes wandered over her face. “Are you?”

“Yes! You really think that teenybopper you were playing full-contact with is tougher than I am? After all I’ve been through?”

“She’s twenty-four.”

Jealousy burned within her, hot and bright. “Did you interrogate her this way, too? Make sure she was mentally fit?”

“I didn’t have to. She’s very…easygoing.”

Daniela choked out a laugh. Nothing he could have said would hurt more. Compared to her, everyone seemed easy. “How perfect for you.”

He didn’t disagree.

She pushed the pain of his betrayal aside, searching for the right words to convince him. “I’ve been on the waiting list for over a year, Sean. Don’t take this opportunity away from me because you came out here on a whim. Please.”

He shifted from one foot to the other, his face taut. “There’s been an incident.”

“What kind of incident?”

“Someone skinned a seal pup.”

The breath rushed from her lungs. “When?”

“A few days ago. We found it on the north side.”

Daniela blinked a few times, struggling to understand. “The body washed up?”

“No. It was fresh.”

“That’s impossible! The island is virtually inaccessible.”

He inclined his head in agreement. “Virtually.”


“Who would do that?”

“Maybe a disgruntled fisherman, or a member of the cage-diving crew. Either way, it’s been damned odd around here lately. We’re all on edge. The last thing I want is for you to come across some crazy…anti-environmentalist.” He was quiet for a moment, his gaze searching hers. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

A lump rose to her throat. She swallowed hard, thinking she’d much rather deal with his criticism than his tenderness. “I won’t,” she promised, her voice huskier than usual. “I appreciate your concern, but I can’t run away at the first sign of trouble. I need to face my fears, Sean. I came here to move on.”

His eyes darkened with a sharp, indefinable emotion. She knew the situation was difficult for him, too. Much of what had gone wrong between them had been her fault; she’d given up on their marriage long before he had.

And when she realized her mistake, it had been too late.

The radio under his jacket crackled with disturbance. “Shark attack, southwest side. Near Skull Rock. Looks like a big one.”

It was a man’s voice, one she didn’t recognize. Sean unclipped his radio and responded with an affirmative, glancing up toward the lighthouse. Beside it, there was a lone figure, waving his arms in the direction of the attack.

Jason flew out of the house, a digital video camera in his hands, his open jacket flapping behind him. There was no more time for negotiation. “Who’s with me?” he said, heading toward the landing.

It went without saying that Sean was. He lived for this.

He started after Jason, following him away from the house. Daniela had to jog to keep up with his long strides. The man at the lighthouse tower also hurried down the path, eager to accompany them.

“Sure you want to see this?” Sean asked over his shoulder. “It’s a bloody mess.”

As soon as he spoke those words, she was assaulted by images from another disturbing scene. Shrieking metal and shattered glass. The warm, wet rush of blood and the agonizing pain spreading through her belly.

“Yes,” she said anyway, fighting to clear her mind of memories. This was a test, like jumping from boat to boat, and failure was not an option. Heart racing, she scrambled along behind him, her feet seeking purchase on the rocky soil.

 

He should have checked the roster before signing on.

It had never occurred to Sean that his ex-wife would be on the list of researchers. Southeast Farallon was the last place on earth she should be.

He was glad she’d decided to return to the world of the living, but this wasn’t it. In fact, native Californians had called the Farallones “The Islands of the Dead.” The conditions were too extreme for someone who’d gone through what she had.

It was like tossing a soldier with PTSD into a battle demonstration. Only, this was no demonstration.

Maybe after witnessing a twenty-foot shark decapitate an elephant seal, she’d go back to the mainland on the next charter. He hoped so. It wasn’t as if he didn’t wish her the best. It was just that the best thing for her was to be somewhere else. Somewhere peaceful.

She didn’t need to rub her face in carnage to prove to him, or anyone, that she could handle the sight of blood again.

When they all loaded into the whaler, Jason passed the handheld camera to Sean and got behind the wheel. Brent, who’d managed to grab his own video equipment, settled in across from Daniela, and Sean took the space beside her.

Elizabeth operated the crane, lowering them down to the surface of the water.

“You must be Daniela,” Brent said, offering her his hand. “I’m Brent Masterson.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

Although her smile was bland, he scanned her face with undisguised interest, recording every line and angle. Sean knew he was thinking that Daniela would look great on camera. Her big brown eyes and captivating features made her spectacularly photogenic.

As soon as the boat touched the surface, Jason unhooked the chain and revved up the engine, speeding toward Skull Rock.

Sean passed the handheld camera to Daniela. “Film.”

Her cheeks paled. “What?”

“I tag,” Sean said. “Jason drives. You and Brent can film.”

“You’re going to tag it?”

He nodded. “I need my hands free.”

Tagging was a quick, easy process, and Sean could have filmed himself, but getting Daniela behind the lens would be good for her. It was a task to focus on, a small insulation, one step removed from the horror.

“B-be careful,” she mumbled, lifting the video camera to her face.

Even in a state of shock and uncertainty, she was breathtaking. Being with her again was a jolt to his system, as powerful and disturbing as the first time he’d set eyes on her. He remembered that day with perfect clarity.

She’d been hurrying toward the parking lot at San Diego State, a stack of textbooks under one arm, a sleek leather tote bag in the other. With her stylish clothes and arresting good looks, she was a world apart from the granola girls he usually gravitated toward.

One glimpse of her, and his heart had stalled in his chest.

He was a post-grad student, teaching his first class, and if he hadn’t already been late he’d have followed her. As it was, he’d turned to watch her go, ogling her in a way that was gauche and obvious and embarrassingly impolite.

Maybe it was fate, because she showed up in his classroom a few minutes later. Apparently, she’d forgotten the syllabus and had gone back to her car to retrieve it.

He was sure he’d babbled nonsense for most of the hour, but she hadn’t seemed to mind. In fact, she’d approached him after, claiming to have enjoyed his lecture. Every time the class met after that, she sat closer to the front of the room.

During the final exam she’d been in the first row, wearing a low-cut top so distracting he’d stuttered whenever his eyes tripped over her.

That was ten years ago.

He didn’t know how they’d arrived at this painful juncture, and it hurt too much to retrace the steps. Trying to live without her the past year had been agony for him, but it hadn’t been as bad as living with her, watching her slip away.

Was she truly on the mend?

He hadn’t lied when he’d told her she looked good. She was lovelier than ever, to be honest. The new hairstyle worked for her, framing her heart-shaped face and feathering out against her cheeks, drawing his attention to her mouth.

He wished he didn’t remember all the things she’d done to him with it.

Pulling his gaze away from her, he searched the horizon, looking for a seal carcass or a boil on the surface of the water. The tearing motion great whites used while feeding, tails whipping back and forth, created a unique disturbance.

Skull Rock, the islands’ most striking natural feature, loomed in the near distance. While most of the rock formations were jagged, jutting toward the sky like a row of wicked teeth, the Skull had a rounded shape and two distinctive, cavernous indentations. One went all the way through to the other side, giving the impression of a gaping eye socket.

It was a fitting place for a kill.

Jason saw the body before he did. “Starboard side, twenty meters,” he said, cutting the boat’s speed to a crawl.

Daniela turned her head, doing a visual sweep of the area.

Sean placed his hand on her shoulder. “There,” he said, pointing her in the right direction. She was trembling, and that would affect the video, but it hardly mattered. He’d taken some shaky footage himself.

A certain amount of fear was normal. Hell, if you weren’t scared of a lightning-quick predator with razor-sharp teeth and the striking power of a Mack truck, something was fundamentally wrong with you.

Of course, the shark was nowhere to be seen at the moment. Only the headless body of a California sea lion was visible, floating in a slick red bath. The water wouldn’t keep the color long, for the Pacific Ocean was a vast expanse, but while the animal bled out it was surrounded by a shock of crimson, pure and dark and undiluted.

“Wh-where is it?” Daniela whispered, camera focused on the corpse.

“Close by,” he said, dropping his hand from her shoulder. He wanted to keep touching her, to make sure she stayed put. Which was foolish, as no one in their right mind would leap from a boat in this situation. “Zoom in.”

She fumbled with the camera for a moment, familiarizing herself with the controls before she resumed filming. Her face was pale and drawn, her eyes stark.

Brent attached his underwater camera to a pole with a crooked arm and lowered it into the water. He didn’t talk much while he was filming, claiming that the man behind the lens shouldn’t be seen or heard.

Next to him, Jason Ruiz was silent at the helm. Although he was more loquacious than Brent, he knew shark behavior as well as Sean, and kept his comments to a minimum while they were out here. He was a good scientist, if a little overeager, and they got on well.

When Jason glanced up at Sean now, his eyes narrowed for a split second before he looked away.

The younger man’s disapproval wasn’t obvious, and Sean was almost convinced he’d imagined it. Over the past few days, Jason had treated him with deference and respect and damned near adoration. It was kind of annoying, actually.

Less than an hour with Daniela, and he’d switched sides.

Jason hadn’t known about their marriage, but perhaps he’d heard a few random details about the divorce. They’d separated after she almost died in a car accident, which didn’t cast Sean in a very positive light. His ex-wife also had a singular effect on people, especially men, and Jason had a weakness for the ladies.

He’d never met a beautiful woman he didn’t want to sleep with.

Sean could practically hear him thinking, “You dumped her? Are you insane? She’s hot.”

She’d dumped him, not the other way around, but almost everyone assumed the failed relationship was his fault. They were right, in a way. He’d been unable to protect her, incapable of comforting her and at an utter loss for the right words to say to her.

“Why isn’t it…eating?” she whispered, her voice wavering.

“A pause between the first strike and a feeding isn’t unusual. We think they’re making sure the prey is in no condition to fight back.”

This sea lion wouldn’t put up a fuss—not without a head. White sharks often attacked by ambush, rocketing toward the target from underneath and incapacitating it in one fatal blow. The current victim had been in the wrong place at the wrong time, swimming too far from the shallows and too close to the surface.

Although blood no longer gushed from the wound, the animal’s exposed vertebra was a grisly sight, and the air was thick with the smell of death. Seabirds waited on nearby perches, feathers fluttering, ready to snap up a meaty scrap.

Sean watched Daniela’s throat work as she swallowed back her nausea. She was holding up well, considering. As a marine biologist, she’d interacted with dangerous animals before. They’d worked in the field together on a regular basis, so he knew her level of expertise.

He’d seen her reach out to stroke the slippery back of a stingray, grin with delight when visited by a school of blue sharks, stand up to a braying Northern seal and get bitten on her pretty little backside as she beat a hasty retreat.

Daniela had a way with animals, a confidence gained from experience and a natural ease that couldn’t be taught. She wasn’t a shark expert, however, and the great whites at the Farallones were like no other predator on earth.

With her unsteady nerves and devastating personal history, she wasn’t the best candidate for this kind of research.

The sight of a white shark breaching, or propelling its massive body above the surface of the water during the initial attack was heart-stopping. There was also no way to predict this occurrence, so footage of it was rare. Unlike in the movies, most sharks didn’t advertise their locations by flashing fins before a bite.

Feeding frenzies were also unusual. After the kill, whites ate with economical efficiency, and they weren’t the most dexterous of fish. If their movements caused the surface of the water to bubble like a pot of seafood gumbo, it was because they were powerhouses, not because they were doing underwater gymnastics.

Sean knew what to expect, but the wait always created tension. Anticipating Daniela’s reaction made the situation more uneasy.

The whaler was only fifteen feet long, and it seemed to shrink as time dragged on. A patch of coastal fog settled over the upper half of the island, bringing with it an eerie quiet, a silence charged with dread and unholy glee.

At Skull Rock, beady-eyed scavengers shuffled their clawed feet.

When the shark broke through the surface of the water, Daniela startled, almost dropping the video camera. She took a series of short, quick breaths, fright apparent on her fine features, the rapid beat of her pulse visible in her slender neck.

Sean didn’t need a Ph.D to diagnose her anxiety, or any special intuition to realize she was reliving the trauma of the wreck. Her face was so pale, he feared she would faint. He considered dropping the tagging equipment to offer her his assistance. Brent, whose attention should have been focused on directing the underwater camera, seemed concerned by her distress. And it went without saying that Jason was enraptured.

Just as Sean was about to call off the shoot, Daniela pulled herself together. Spine straightening, she held the video camera in a steady, if white-knuckled, grip.

The evidence of her courage caused a strange welling of emotions within him. Pride, and sadness and regret. His eyes watered and his throat closed up. How ironic, he thought, if he turned out to be the one who couldn’t hold it together.

After a moment, the pressure in his chest eased and he was able to drag his gaze away from her. The white had moved in and was nibbling a big chunk of flesh from the decapitated sea lion’s side. By the looks of it, the shark was an adult, and good-sized, too. At least eighteen or nineteen feet.

“It’s Shirley,” Jason said, a grin lighting across his face.

“It sure as hell is,” Sean replied, returning his smile.

Shirley was a breeding female, and that was always a welcome sight at the Farallones. She had a crescent-shaped scar above her left eye, small but easy to recognize, and she was often spotted with her full-figured friend, Laverne.

The pair had been named by Sean a couple of years ago. Jason had seen them both last year, but hadn’t been able to tag either. The number of great whites in the world was ever-dwindling, and the circle of shark researchers was small. Although Jason and Sean didn’t know each other that well, they knew a lot of the same sharks.

They studied Shirley in reverent silence while she tore and chewed and swallowed. A flurry of greedy seagulls dogged her every movement, snatching up stringy bits of gore, wings flapping. While the effect wasn’t aesthetically pleasing, the mood on the boat was no longer sinister, and any hint of animosity from Jason was gone.

Still smiling, he eased the whaler in closer.

“Wh-what are we doing?” Daniela asked, one hand reaching out to grab the edge of the hull, steadying herself.

Sean’s blood turned to ice. “Keep your hands inside the boat.”

“Why? It’s over there.”

“One of them is over there,” he corrected, trying not to visualize Laverne breaching beside the boat, taking most of Daniela’s arm with her.

She snatched her hand back. And just like that, she lost her focus. Letting the camera sag, she searched the surface of the water with terrified eyes, pressing her palm to her lower abdomen in a way that was familiar and absolutely heartbreaking.

Sean wanted to kick himself. He didn’t know what he should have said differently, or what to say now to calm her down.

“Look at me,” Jason said.

Gulping, she met his steady gaze.

“We’re going in closer to tag her. It only takes a minute. And Sean’s a pro. You know that, right?”

Her eyes darted from him to Sean. “Yeah,” she said, moistening her lips.


“Good. You just keep filming. You’re doing a great job.”

Brent nodded helpfully. “You’ll be fine.”

Like a trooper, she put the camera back up to her face and resumed filming. Her movements were stiff, even robotic, but she was working through the fear, maintaining her composure and refusing to let the past overwhelm her.

He hazarded a glance at Jason, who merely shrugged and maneuvered the whaler into position. Sean should have felt grateful that someone had been coolheaded enough to help Daniela. Instead, he was sick with envy.

And Brent knew it. Sean could tell by the way he averted his eyes, turning his attention back to the surface of the water.

Unlike Jason, Sean didn’t have an easy way with words. He wasn’t suave, expressive or articulate. His inability to communicate his feelings to Daniela had played a major role in their breakup. And just now, his thoughtless comment had caused her panicked reaction.

By trying to keep her safe, he’d only put her in more danger.

A muscle in Sean’s jaw ticked as he located the tagging equipment, clicking the various components into place with swift, angry motions. This was what he knew. Scientific gadgets and cold-blooded animals.

Here, no words were necessary.










Chapter 3




Coming here had been a mistake.

Sean was right. Daniela knew that now.

Why had she thought she was strong enough to keep her cool on a tiny aluminum boat in turbulent, shark-filled waters? She wasn’t. Anyone who found this type of situation exciting, or even remotely safe, was certifiable.

The whaler they were sitting in was a joke. What would prevent one of those ferocious beasts from bumping it? One nudge, and they’d all be overboard, swimming for their lives in noxious, red-tinged water.

She almost gagged. The air smelled like a rendering plant.

What would stop Shirley from biting into the boat? A great white had some of the most powerful jaws in the animal kingdom. Those teeth could cut through the hull like it was a soda can.


Shirley had devoured a 500-pound sea lion in less than a dozen bites.

Jason and Sean had watched her chow down with identical expressions of pride on their handsome faces, grinning like the maniacs they were. Brent’s demeanor was more circumspect, but no less pleased. He was getting great footage.

As they moved in closer, Daniela’s unease grew. The shark was not only longer than the boat, she was wider. Her mouth gaped open, larger than the circle of Daniela’s arms, ringed by rows of serrated white daggers.

This shark could swallow her whole. And that toothy grin was less than two feet from the side of the boat.

It was all she could do to keep filming while Sean stood and leaned out, tagging the shark’s slippery back as easily as if he’d been giving a fellow surfer a high five.

Daniela had been fighting a breakdown for most of the day. The sight of him taking such a shocking risk, and doing it with ineffable nonchalance, almost sent her careening over the edge. Somehow, she continued to point the camera at the thing in the water, a now unrecognizable mass of shiny black flesh and red-soaked teeth. Birds swooped down around them from every direction, literally plucking strings of meat from the mouth of the monster.

Time seemed to slow down and speed up after that. One moment, they were out on the water, watching the brutality of nature, survival of the fittest in action, a violent blur of sound and motion and color. The next, they were sailing through the air, disappearing into a blanket of late-afternoon fog.

Too numb to speak, she held herself as stiff as a board while the crane lifted the whaler up to the landing.

The day was almost over, she realized with bleak surprise. In this bizarre, uncivilized place, what would nightfall bring?

All three men were staring at her, so she took the camera away from her face, finally, and felt the world crash into sharp focus. The landscape was too foreign, too harsh for tender eyes. The sea was too dark, too blue, too vast.

“Here,” she mumbled, turning off the camera and handing it to Jason.

Sean helped her out of the boat. The instant her feet hit ground, her knees buckled. “Easy,” he said, steadying her. His arms felt even stronger than Jason’s, and twice as disturbing. She righted herself, her face growing hot.

“When did you eat last?”

“This morning,” she said, embarrassed by her shakiness, and annoyed with him for calling her on it. Worse, her body tingled from his touch. Even through layers of clothing, his hands left an imprint on her skin.

She backed up a step, bumping into Jason.

“You’re in for a treat, then,” he said, putting his arm around her shoulders. “It’s my turn to cook. Have you ever had lumpia?”

She nodded. “I like it.”

Jason walked forward, leading her toward the footpath. “I knew you would. The rest of the week, we have to suffer through bland, ordinary fare. On my night, we dine in style.”

Her lips curved into a wobbly smile.

“Please tell me you’re planning to make something spicy and Mexican and extra-delicious when it’s your turn to cook.”

She glanced back at Sean and Brent, who were trailing behind them. Sean seemed displeased, perhaps because Jason was acting as though he wanted her to stay. “I’m not a big fan of super-spicy food, actually. The part of Mexico I’m from isn’t known for that. But if you have the right ingredients, I can make tamales.”

Jason made a murmur of interest and inquired about the recipe, keeping his hand at her waist as they continued down the hillside. If Sean had touched her this way, she’d have bristled, but with Jason, she didn’t care. In a far corner of her mind, she knew he was humoring her, trying to get her to focus on mundane pleasantries rather than the nerve-jolting bloodbath they’d just witnessed.

As they reached the end of the path, the sun dipped low on the horizon, leaving the island cloaked in shadows and damp with mist. The temperature had dropped considerably, and there was a chill in the air that seemed to invade her very bones.

The inside of the house was warmer, but the creaky old Victorian had been built to withstand pounding rain and gale force winds, not for enjoying cozy nights by the fire. There was no lighted hearth, no golden glow and no central heating.

The place lacked ambiance, with its sturdy furniture and bare walls, but it had a certain dorm-room, flophouse charm. Adding to the collegiate atmosphere, Taryn was sitting at a worktable, scribbling in a notebook under the light of an antique lamp.

The sight of her sunny, California-girl beauty made Daniela’s stomach twist.

Elizabeth headed upstairs, escaping any possible future drama. “I think I’ll go freshen up before dinner.”

“No need for formal wear,” Jason said. “We’re dining en famille.”

Rolling her eyes at his lame joke, she left the room. No one in their right mind would bring anything but work clothes to Southeast Farallon.

Brent sat down on the couch by the window and began checking his camera equipment. It registered with Daniela that he had strong, elegant hands. Sculptor’s hands. He was also handsome in an understated way, with short brown hair and fine blue eyes.

In the chaos of the attack, she’d hardly noticed.

Daniela snuck another glance at Sean, feeling raw, emotional and distinctly out of place. He stared back at her, saying nothing. It was obvious that he didn’t want her to stay, but she couldn’t go anywhere tonight.

Jason cleared his throat. “I already put your bag in your room, Daniela. Taryn will show you the way.”

The girl’s chair scraped against the scarred hardwood flooring. “I’d be happy to,” she said, standing.

“I think I can find it.”

Taryn waved her off. “Don’t be silly. I’ll give you a tour.”

Before Taryn and Daniela went upstairs, Sean and Jason beat a silent retreat, disappearing through the door and into the twilight. It didn’t take a genius to know they were going outside to discuss her. And decide her fate.

“Come on,” Taryn said, smiling as if there was nothing amiss.

Brent looked out the window, craning his neck for a glimpse of the other men and making no attempt to curb his curiosity.

With a sigh, Daniela followed Taryn, forced to stare at the girl’s perky little bottom as she ascended the stairs. Taryn was tall and coltish, model-slim in her formfitting leggings and oversized sweatshirt. The same outfit would have made Daniela look like a tree stump.

“Do they always do that?” she asked.

“Do what?”

She nodded toward the front door, where Sean and Jason had just exited. “Give each other dark, brooding looks and talk outside?”

“No,” Taryn admitted. “They acted like best pals until…”

You came. Daniela knew what she’d been about to say.

Terrific. One afternoon on the island, and she was like a disease.

“This is the bathroom,” Taryn said brightly, opening a door on the right side. It was small and dreary, with old-fashioned fixtures and a plain white sink. “The downstairs toilet flushes better, but this one works if you have to pee in the middle of the night. And here is the ever-popular shower.” She slid open the frosted glass door, inclining her slender arm with the panache of a television model.

Daniela peered into the putty-colored stall. It wasn’t fancy, but it was clean. “Jason said there’s no hot water?”

“It comes and goes. Tricky pipes. We take turns and hope for the best. Sometimes I have to heat a pot of water on the stove to wash with. Of course, the boys don’t seem to mind being grungy.” She wrinkled her adorable, sun-kissed nose. “Soon, we’ll have more rainwater. We cache it in the cistern and use it for the rest of the year.”

Daniela nodded. Working in the field meant dealing with whatever conditions were available. Running water, at any temperature, was a luxury.

Taryn continued the tour, opening the first door on the left. “This is us. Brent’s room is the next one down. Jason and Sean are there, on the opposite side. And Elizabeth is the last door on the right.”

The room was sparsely furnished, boasting a set of bunk beds, a small desk and one ladder-backed chair. She frowned, confused by the sight of her duffel bag on the lower bunk. “This is…our room?”


“Yes. I hope you don’t mind. Elizabeth likes to keep to herself, but I prefer having a roommate.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Just between you and me, it gets kind of spooky around here at night.”

Daniela fell silent, wondering if Sean was Taryn’s preferred roommate. Maybe he wasn’t sleeping with her. At least, not here. Daniela should have been too tired to speculate. All she wanted to do was lie down and close her eyes for a few minutes.

Taryn paused at the doorway, nibbling at her lower lip. “I thought I should let you know that you don’t have to pretend like nothing happened. It must be exhausting, putting on a polite smile for strangers.”

Daniela gave her a blank stare.

“Sean told me about the baby,” she explained.

The blood drained from her face. “He did?”

“Well, yeah. We’ve discussed it several times, actually. And I was here the night he got the phone call about the accident. So I knew already.”

“You were here,” she repeated, her mind going numb. “With him.”

“Yes. It was pretty awful, watching him go through that. The Coast Guard wouldn’t make a special trip, so he had to wait until the next morning to go back to the mainland. He wanted to take the whaler—alone, with no lights or navigation system, when it was pitch black out.” She shook her head, disturbed by the memory. “It was too dangerous, of course, so we couldn’t let him. He stayed up all night, pacing the living room, practically going crazy.”

Daniela felt her throat tighten. She couldn’t imagine Sean acting that way. He was always strong, sensible and calm.

She was the one who panicked, paced rooms and went crazy.


Taryn gave Daniela a closer inspection, frowning at her bewildered expression. “You didn’t know?”

“I knew he was here….”

Thankfully, Taryn didn’t press for more details. “Anyway, I just wanted to say that I’m sorry for your loss. I know Sean’s all torn up about it, too.”

“He told you that?”

She blinked her wide blue eyes. “Well, sure. Who wouldn’t be?”

Daniela remained silent, unable to answer. Sean hadn’t discussed any of his feelings with her. He’d never let her know what he’d gone through that night, never told her how he was dealing with the death of their child. And she’d never asked.

She’d been too busy falling apart.

Daniela wasn’t able to comfort Sean in his time of need, or even accept his comfort. After she’d come home from the hospital, she’d been an emotional wreck. Every time he’d tried to reach out to her, she shrank away.

So instead of confiding in her, he’d turned to Taryn. Beautiful, fun-loving, easy-going Taryn.

What man wouldn’t be tempted by a knockout blonde?

Taryn glanced around the room. “If you don’t need anything else—”

“I just want to be left alone,” Daniela said coldly.

Taryn’s brow furrowed. She was pretty, but far from dumb. Behind her perfect features and pleasant smile, a not-so-sweet personality lurked. Daniela saw a hard-edged intelligence and a hint of dislike.

“Of course,” she said, nodding. Her mouth twisted, making her look even less like a bubbleheaded college student and more like a woman who knew her own mind. Turning, she left the room without another word.

Daniela fell back on the bed the instant she closed the door. Snubbing Taryn hadn’t made her feel any better. She wasn’t a vindictive person, and she didn’t enjoy hearing about Sean in pain. But she was shocked by the news that he’d opened up to Taryn, after being unable to share his feelings with her.

She hadn’t felt this bitter since he’d filed for divorce.

“Damn you,” she whispered, punching the pillow beside her. She wasn’t sure whom she was angrier with, Sean or herself. She was the one who’d had the emotional breakdown. She was the one who’d driven him away.

She squeezed her eyes shut, bombarded by images of the past and flashes from today. Grinding metal and gnashing teeth.

No one understood, but the least of her worries was personal injury. After spending those agonizing moments trapped in a crushed vehicle, eight months pregnant and literally bleeding to death, she was afraid of confinement and pain.

But her greatest fear, by far, was loss.

Losing their daughter, never experiencing the miracle of her birth, being robbed of her first smiles and first steps and first words…

It was a thousand times more traumatic than any amount of physical distress.

Feeling the agony wash over her, again and again, Daniela curled up in a little ball on the lower bunk, and, pressing her hands to her now-flat stomach, began to cry.

 

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

Avoiding Jason’s question, Sean shoved his hands in his pockets and watched the day fade away, contemplating this crux of his life.

The last rays of sunlight stretched out across the water, hitting the chop and bathing the rippled surface with golden tips. At Skull Rock, only one eye was still visible, glittering darkly, like a demon waiting for the cover of night.

Before Daniela’s accident, he’d loved this place.

He’d been fascinated with sharks ever since he was a kid. Point Reyes, his hometown, was just north of San Francisco, in the heart of the Red Triangle. The area encompassed a portion of the California coast, including the Farallon Islands, and boasted more fatal shark attacks on humans than anywhere else in the world.

The summer he turned fifteen, his parents separated, and Sean moved to San Diego with his dad, but he never forget his idyllic childhood in Point Reyes, those halcyon days before the divorce. They’d lived just blocks from the beach, and he and his dad had gone surfing together damn near every day.

One unforgettable morning, when Sean was about twelve, they’d been out on the water, waiting for the next swell. A creepy sensation had come over him, making the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. The “sharky” feeling was one every surfer on the planet recognized. His dad felt it, too. They left the water immediately.

Later that afternoon, another surfer had been bitten by a great white and bled to death on that very beach.

From that moment on, Sean knew what he wanted to do. Studying sharks in general, and the white shark in particular, was his greatest ambition, his ultimate goal, his life’s dream. Just being near them made him happy.

Or, it used to.

Now he loathed this island. If he hadn’t been trapped here, fulfilling his last professional obligation before he took family leave, he’d have been with Daniela. He’d have been driving instead of her.

“Damn it,” he muttered, running a hand through his hair. He wouldn’t have agreed to come to the Farallones again if he hadn’t owed Dr. Fitzwilliam a favor. Fitz had covered for him during the family emergency.

“Do you think she should stay here?” Jason asked.

“No,” he said, his voice grim. The sun had gone below the horizon, taking every hint of warmth with it. “But she says she can handle it.”

“What happened to her?”

Sean pulled his gaze from the water. “You don’t know?”

“I haven’t spent much time in the States for the past couple of years. To be honest, I never connected her name to yours.”

He hesitated, reluctant to tell the tragic story. In the weeks following the accident, Sean had been responsible for notifying dozens of friends and family members about Daniela’s condition. Although he had the words memorized and could speak them without inflection, they were no easier to say the hundredth time than the first.

“She was in a car accident during the third trimester of her pregnancy,” he began, his voice flat. “A drunk driver blindsided her SUV, leaving her trapped inside for several hours. She lost the baby.”

Jason stared at him for a moment, trying to process the information. He swallowed hard and put his hand on Sean’s shoulder. “Jesus, man. I’m sorry. Really sorry. That’s terrible.”

Sean clenched his jaw, hating this part of the process. But then, he hated all the parts. He knew Jason meant well, but Sean felt like a bear with a thorn in his paw. Watching another man comfort his wife, when he couldn’t, had put him in a very dark mood.

It was all he could do not to shrug off Jason’s touch. He was more interested in a rousing fistfight than this clumsy display of kindness.


“I had no idea,” Jason continued, a pained expression on his face. “No wonder she’s having a hard time.”

“Yeah, well, maybe you should have done a basic background check before you signed her on.” He cast Jason a cutting glance. “Although, judging by the look of the crew this season, I can guess the criteria you used to make your selections.”

Jason dropped his hand. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

Knowing he was being an asshole, and not giving a damn, Sean tilted his chin toward the house. “All of the ladies inside are very easy on the eyes. I don’t think you could find a prettier group of female scientists if you tried.”

The jibe was beneath them both. And Sean couldn’t have cared less.

To his credit, Jason refused to take him seriously. “I chose them based on expertise and project diversity, not physical appearance, but what can I say? I got lucky. Next time you visit, I’ll make sure the girls are uglier.”

Sean shook his head and sighed, his anger fading as quickly as it came. Jason was impossible to stay mad at. And Sean couldn’t begrudge his appreciation for the opposite sex; he’d always liked the ladies, himself. Although his parents’ divorce had been bitter, and his own more devastating still, he continued to enjoy the company of women.

Just not with the same…vigor.

Daniela used to tease him about his female friends, calling them his “followers,” but she’d never acted jealous. Not even when he was working in the field for weeks at a time. Of course, he’d always jumped on her the instant he walked through the door. It was one of the aspects of their relationship he missed most. He’d loved coming home to her after spending time apart. They’d never been able to get enough of each other.

“Let’s keep a close eye on her for the next few days,” Jason said, returning to the topic of most importance. “She can always go back to the mainland if she needs to. The last thing I want is for anyone to get hurt here.”

Feeling his throat tighten, Sean moved his gaze to the uneven shoreline, watching midnight-blue water slosh and slap against gray, perforated rocks. In the distance, the Skull was shrouded in darkness now, wearing an impenetrable mask.










Chapter 4




As Daniela came down the stairs, the aroma of sautéed vegetables and the sizzle of oil assailed her senses, along with the faint, sweet fragrance of sticky rice.

She was hungry, she realized with surprise. Really hungry.

Jason was in the kitchen, doing his magic. The top half of his black hair, which was even longer than Sean’s, was caught up in a Samurai ponytail. Despite the chill, his upper body was clad in a thin white T-shirt. The muscles in his arms flexed as he moved the sauté pan, and the edge of a tattoo flashed from beneath one short sleeve.

He was very nice to look at, but her eyes slipped by him almost immediately, resting instead on Sean. Her ex-husband stood in the back of the kitchen, leaning against the counter with a beer bottle in his hand.

Men. Hot water wasn’t a necessity, but they always had beer.


Under the harsh fluorescent light, he appeared older than the last time she’d seen him, a little wearier and a lot more weathered. His hair was still the same thick golden-brown, his eyes the same shade of dark honey and his skin as tanned as ever, but his demeanor had changed. When his gaze met hers, it was shuttered. He was hiding something from her, and he’d never done that before.

Daniela became aware that a hush had fallen over the room. On the other side of a wall partition, but in full view of the kitchen, Taryn and Elizabeth were seated at the dinner table, laptops open. After a brief pause, they resumed tapping at the keys.

Brent Masterson stood by the front window, hands in his pants pockets, as still and quiet as a shadow. He gave her a wry smile, acknowledging the awkward moment rather than pretending it wasn’t there.

She drew in a deep, calming breath. “What can I do to help?”

“You can set the table,” Jason said. He pointed with the spatula, indicating the cabinet behind Sean. “Plates are up there.”

The kitchen was small, and she had to get very close to Sean in order to take the plates down. He flattened his back against the side of the refrigerator, but her elbow still almost touched his chest as she opened the cabinet door. The dark green sweater he was wearing looked familiar—she’d given it to him for Christmas, at least five years ago. Like him, it appeared a little worse for the wear. Used hard and work-roughened.

Not that it mattered, on his body. Even threadbare, wash-faded fabric suited his rangy, well-muscled frame.

Swallowing drily, she looked up into the cabinet. A stack of colorful ceramic plates sat on the top shelf.

“Do you need me to get them?” he asked.


“I can reach,” she said, standing on tiptoe. He was so close she could feel the heat of his body and smell his skin. If she lived to be a hundred years old, she would never forget his scent, warm and musky and deliciously masculine.

Sean.

She took down the stack of sturdy, mismatched plates, aware of his proximity and his watchful eyes.

Her red long-sleeved thermal was a utilitarian item, sturdy and comfortable, but it fit snugly, outlining her breasts. She’d always had trouble finding clothes that weren’t too tight across the chest. Under Sean’s gaze, the fabric seemed to shrink further, making her feel overwarm and underdressed.

It wasn’t as if he was ogling her. It was just that she couldn’t help but think of the many times he’d lifted her against any convenient flat surface, including the kitchen countertops, in their apartment.

Heat rose to her cheeks. The memories seemed foreign to her, as if those intimacies belonged to someone else. The person she’d become didn’t respond like that, tearing a man’s clothes off as soon as he walked through the door.

The woman she was now didn’t respond at all.

“Silverware?” she murmured, avoiding eye contact.

“In the top drawer,” Jason said. “Just forks will do.”

Nodding, she counted out six forks and placed them on top of the stack. Adding a handful of napkins, she carried the bundle to the table, trying not to let her arm brush against Sean’s midsection as she walked out of the kitchen.

Elizabeth and Taryn put their laptops away, helping Daniela set the table.

After Jason brought out the food, there was a minor commotion as everyone gathered around the table. When Sean took the seat opposite Daniela, she found herself staring at him. She dropped her gaze to the forest-green knit across his chest, her heart racing in a way that had nothing to do with anxiety.

The sweater was seven years old, now that she thought about it. She’d given it to him on Christmas Eve, the same night he’d proposed. He’d hidden the ring in a lingerie box with a ridiculously sexy red teddy.

It was a joke, because he knew she hated gifts like that. She hadn’t seen the ring at first. Annoyed by his poor taste, giving her trashy underwear on Christmas, after she’d bought him an expensive sweater, she’d almost thrown the box at him.

Then she saw his eyes sparkle with humor, and she looked again, finding the diamond. With a smile, he got down on one knee and asked her to be his wife.

That night, she’d worn the ring and the teddy.

Daniela rubbed the empty place on her finger, blinking away the memories. Now the ring was hiding in a jewelry box at the back of her lingerie drawer. The teddy was in shreds, having been torn from her body by Sean on one of his homecomings. Blushing slightly, she lifted her gaze from the sweater to his shadowed jaw.

His scruffy, don’t-give-a-damn appearance only added to his appeal.

In contrast, Brent, to his right, seemed almost elegant. And then there was Jason. With his dark good looks and easy smile, he had an edgy style that was neither rugged nor refined.

All three men were handsome—and eligible—as far as Daniela knew. The table seemed to shrink in their presence, and she felt acutely self-conscious. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten a meal with strangers.

Jason proposed a toast. “To new beginnings?”


“To new beginnings,” Brent agreed, lifting his own glass.

Sean’s expression was sardonic, but he went along with it, and Daniela followed suit, clinking her water bottle against Taryn’s. It didn’t escape her attention that a barren, inhospitable island was an ironic choice as a place to start over.

Jason served the lumpia fresh, rather than fried, and it was a build-your-own affair. The ingredients were placed in the center of the table, and everything looked delicious.

Daniela scooped up sautéed vegetables and shredded chicken, the filling for the moist, paper-thin wrappers. Rolling them up into neat little packages wasn’t easy, and no one but Jason was entirely successful. Although she was hungry, her frayed nerves wreaked havoc on her appetite, so she focused on chewing and swallowing, one small bite at a time.

“This is your first visit to the Farallones, Daniela?” Brent asked.

“Yes,” she said, glancing up from her plate. “How about you?”

“It’s my first time, too. And Elizabeth’s, I think?”

She nodded.

“That can’t have been the first time you’d seen a shark attack,” Daniela commented. “You were as cool as ice.”

Laughing, he shook his head. “I was scared witless, I assure you. But you’re right, I’ve filmed sharks feeding many times. The trick is to cultivate a courageous facade.” Arching a brow at Sean, he asked, “Or do you become inured to it, eventually?”

Sean shrugged. “It would be a mistake to get too comfortable out there.”

“Says the man whose pulse never climbs above seventy.”


Sean lifted a forkful of rice to his mouth, not bothering to dispute him.

“Well, you couldn’t pay me to watch a shark feeding,” Elizabeth said with a shudder. “If this island wasn’t home to so many species of birds, I wouldn’t have come at all.”

Brent gave her an odd look. “Really? I could have sworn I’d met you before, on a shark expedition. I’ve been wracking my brain, trying to remember where and when.”

Jason perked up at this news. “Liz is secretly a shark groupie?”

“Don’t be absurd,” she said, her tone frosty. “I hate sharks.”

“My mistake,” Brent murmured, but Daniela was left with the impression that he didn’t think it was.

The tension in the room was palpable. Elizabeth seemed uneasy in her surroundings, and reluctant to share personal information. Sean wasn’t thrilled with Daniela’s unexpected arrival. And Taryn picked at her food, looking depressed by the turn of events.

“I heard that the house is haunted,” Daniela said, changing the subject.

Unfortunately, her attempt to lighten the mood failed. No one said a word.

“Is there a local superstition?” she asked, pressing on.

Taryn stopped pretending to eat and set her fork down. Sean shot her a warning glare but she ignored it. “Some people think the house is inhabited by a lady in white. She was a light keeper’s wife, a pioneer woman who lived here a hundred years ago.”

“What’s her story?”

Her lips curved into a humorless smile. “Apparently, she threw herself off the cliffs. One night, she went to the lighthouse tower to check the lamps. Instead of refueling them, she walked to the edge and leaped to her death.”


A chill traveled down Daniela’s spine. “How do they know she jumped?”

“She washed up at Dead Man’s Beach, pockets full of stones.”

“Oh.” Now she knew why Sean hadn’t wanted her to hear the tale. He’d always been protective, and there was a time, not so long ago, that she’d contemplated a similar fate. “Why wasn’t she eaten by sharks, do you think?”

“It wasn’t shark season,” Jason said, matter-of-fact.

Daniela stared down at her plate, silent. She was curious about the skinned seal, but she hesitated to bring up a second unpleasant topic. Instead, she ate a few more bites and took sips of water, pretending to relax.

 

After the dinner plates were cleared, Sean disappeared into the office, Brent cleaned his camera equipment and Jason washed dishes.

Taryn and Elizabeth took out their laptops to write daily logs.

Daniela hadn’t brought hers, as she preferred to write notes by hand and input the information later. There was another computer in the office, an older desk model that stayed on the island, but Sean was using it.

She wandered over to the bookcase, perusing its contents. There were a lot of dog-eared paperbacks, mostly fantasy and science fiction. Not what she was looking for. “Have you always done computerized logs?”

“No,” Taryn said. “There’s a stack of ledgers in the cabinet.”

“Ah.” The wooden cabinet was situated against the back wall, above an old Formica countertop. Daniela opened the cabinet doors, eying the rows of books with interest. Being vertically challenged, she couldn’t reach the back, or see all the way inside.


“I’ll get them,” Elizabeth offered.

“That’s okay,” she muttered, boosting herself up and perching one hip on the edge of the countertop. “Short girls know how to get by.”

In addition to the ledgers, she found dozens of history books, some decades old. She took them out, one by one, smoothing her hands over the scarred leather surfaces. There would be a wealth of information here.

The story about the lady in white had piqued her interest. Since her own near-death experience, she had a morbid fascination with other people’s tragedies.

After choosing one of the newest ledgers, and the most intriguing history text, she put the other books back in the cabinet. Taking a seat in the armchair in the far corner, because it couldn’t be seen from the office, she opened the ledger. Sean’s jagged scrawl leaped out at her from the pages, line after line of dark, confident script.

When they were married, he’d often written her notes in the morning before he left the house. Nothing wildly romantic, because that wasn’t his style. Just your basic grocery lists and gentle reminders and the occasional “I love you.”

Putting those notes out of her mind, with some difficulty, she flipped though the pages of the ledger. A single date jumped out at her: September 25th, just over two years ago. The anniversary of the accident.

Sean had jotted down the time and a detailed description of an incident with the cage-diving crew. Apparently, he’d driven the whaler out to their diving boat to ask them to stop chumming, and some four-letter words had been exchanged. Just as the dialogue started getting interesting, the script cut off, midsentence. There were no new entries from Sean until recently. He must have been writing this when he heard—


Daniela closed the book abruptly. She picked up the history text instead, learning about the islands’ tumultuous past.

When the words began to blur on the page, she knew it was time to turn in. She’d taken a red-eye flight from San Diego to San Francisco, and a rocky, four-hour boat trip from there out to the islands. Her afternoon had been spent watching a shark attack. She’d had a difficult day, to say the least.

Although it was still early, just shy of 9:00 p.m., she was dead tired.

“I’m beat,” Taryn said, echoing her thoughts. “I won’t be able to drag myself out of bed at the crack of dawn if I stay up much longer.”

Murmuring in agreement, everyone else began to put their work materials away. Daniela returned the books to the cabinet, and Elizabeth ducked into the downstairs bathroom.

Brent, who’d just gone outside, came back in, bringing a rush of cold night air and the faint scent of tobacco with him. It wasn’t the acrid stench of filtered cigarettes, but the mild aroma of roll-your-owns. The smell reminded Daniela of her father.

“I guess I’m ready to go upstairs,” she said to Taryn.

The girl forced a smile. “Good night, then,” she said, nodding at the others.

“Good night,” Daniela parroted, avoiding Sean, who had come out of the office. It hurt too much to remember all the nights they’d spent together, most of which had been very good indeed.

In their shared room, Taryn kicked off her furry boots and climbed into the top bunk, her body a slight curve beneath her sleeping bag. Daniela changed quickly, removing her weatherproof trousers and pulling on soft flannel pajama pants. After laying her own sleeping bag on the lower bunk, she slipped inside, reaching out to turn off the lamp.

She froze, thinking about frigid air and black nothingness. Gushing blood and razor-sharp teeth.

“There’s a night-light,” Taryn said, her voice muffled by blankets.

“What?”

“There’s a night-light. It turns on automatically.”

“You’re afraid of the dark?” she asked.

The question was met by silence. After a pause, Taryn said, “No. But this house is really creepy. Sometimes I wake up and feel out of breath. The dark can be suffocating.”

Daniela’s antagonism toward the girl softened. “My panic attacks are like that,” she admitted. “I know what you mean.”

“If you can’t sleep with it on, I’ll unplug it.”

“No,” she said, switching off the lamp. The night-light in the corner illuminated a small section of the wall, creating a halo effect. Chasing the shadows away. “It’s fine. Waking up in a strange place can be disorienting, and…I have nightmares.”

“If I hear you, should I wake you up?”

She rolled onto her back and closed her eyes, struck by a slew of unpleasant memories. Not all of her nights with Sean had been good. Sometimes, she’d woken up screaming, hitting him with both fists.

“No,” she said, hugging her arms around her waist. “Don’t wake me.”

 

Daniela opened her eyes with a start, her heart pounding against her ribs, her breath coming in quick, short pants. In the bunk above her, Taryn’s sleeping form caused an almost imperceptible dip in the thin mattress.


No hint of light peeked through the window. The desk clock read 1:45 a.m.

Fumbling for the bottled water at her bedside, she took a slow sip, struggling to regulate her breathing and hold her panic at bay.

Her nightmares came less frequently now, but they still came. She’d figured sleep would be elusive in these strange surroundings. To her surprise, exhaustion had overtaken her and she’d drifted off, minutes after lying down.

She’d dreamed of being trapped inside the 4Runner, impaled on a piece of twisted metal frame. Intermittent rain came through the broken front windshield, wetting her cheeks, rousing her from semiconsciousness. With lucidity came pain and terror and sorrow. She turned her face away, seeking to drown herself in the bliss of sleep.

Sean’s hand reached out, yanking her from the car. Pulling her out of comfort’s arms and away from sweet oblivion.

The nightmare was always the same.

When her heart no longer threatened to burst from her chest, she rose from the lower bunk, her sock-covered feet padding silently across the hardwood floor. Outside of her cozy sleeping bag, the air was bracingly cold.

Shivering, she eased into her hooded sweatshirt and slipped out the door. When she had bad dreams, she preferred to get up and move around. She knew from experience that going right back to sleep was impossible, and lying in bed only increased her anxiety.

Pacing the hallway was out, so she went downstairs to make a cup of tea. Walking was therapeutic, but simple tasks also calmed her nerves.

Halfway down the stairs, she felt a chill. In fact, she could see it. Fog crept up the stairwell, curling around her fuzzy wool socks.


The front door was open.

Daniela couldn’t believe her eyes. Had someone just left the house, in the dead of night? Even more unsettling, had an unexpected visitor dropped in?

For a moment, fear kept her rooted to the spot. She imagined diaphanous white gowns and dead limbs, rising from the mist.

“Don’t be a fool,” she whispered, shaking her head. Perhaps she was prone to panic attacks and crying jags, but she wasn’t fanciful or weak-minded.

Straightening her shoulders, she hurried down the last few steps, moving toward the front door with purpose. The wind had forced it open, nothing more. Brent hadn’t closed it properly during his last smoke break.

She took a quick peek outside, making sure he wasn’t standing there now, puffing away. She didn’t see anything but fog, so she drew it closed, shutting out the cold air and silencing the sound of the crashing surf.

When a hand touched her shoulder, she almost jumped out of her skin.

It was Jason.

“Puta madre!” she gasped, her heart in her throat.

He chuckled at her colorful language, his teeth very white in the dark. “I’m sorry. I thought you were sleepwalking.”

“You scared the hell out of me.”

“I can see that,” he said, still smiling.

“Were you going out for a stroll?” he asked.

“Of course not. The door was open when I came downstairs.”

His expression sobered. “Are you serious?”

“Dead serious.”

Frowning, he opened the door again, doing a quick search of the foggy exterior before he shrugged and closed it. After a moment’s deliberation, he engaged the dead bolt.

“You don’t usually lock it?” Daniela asked him.

“No reason to.”

She followed his logic. The island had no docking facilities, so it wasn’t as though any vandals or rabble-rousers could drop by. “Must have been the wind,” she murmured, wrapping her arms around her body.

He looked past her, studying the dark living room for signs of a disturbance. Everything was in its place.

“Sean told me about the skinned seal,” she said.

His brows rose in surprise. “Are you worried about that? I’m sure it was an isolated incident.”

She shrugged, crossing her arms over her chest. “I had a bad dream,” she said. “I came downstairs to make a cup of tea.”

His eyes softened with sympathy. “Would you like some company?”

Over the past two years, she’d been asked that question many times. With very few exceptions, she’d said no. She hadn’t wanted company of any kind. Everyone, including Sean, had been desperate to console her. But she’d been inconsolable.

Hiding herself away, locked in misery, was easier than interacting with people, and she’d needed time to be alone with her grief.

At long last, that phase had passed.

“Yes,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I would like company. Very much.”










Chapter 5




When Daniela awoke again, the room was gray with pre-dawn light. She was surprised she’d slept so well. After a quiet conversation with Jason, and a hot cup of tea, she’d returned to bed, but she hadn’t expected a restful night.

Taryn was still in the upper bunk, her breathing soft and even.

Daniela slipped out of bed, shivering. It was chillier than it had been a few hours ago. Moving quickly, she grabbed her toiletries kit instead of her work clothes. It would be easier to get dressed after she went to the bathroom.

Still groggy from sleep, she didn’t realize someone was already using the facilities until she was standing outside the door. The sound of running water stopped abruptly, and before she had a chance to retreat, the door opened.

Sean stepped into the hallway, a towel wrapped around his waist, his gloriously bare chest mere inches from her face.


They both froze.

She’d seen him more naked than this hundreds of times, from every possible angle, and he’d never shown a hint of modesty. Nor an ounce of shame. But, to be fair, what shame was there in having a body that could make a grown woman weep?

He was leaner than he’d been a few years ago, and even more toned, every muscle in his body standing out in clear definition. He looked like a human anatomy chart.

Although a part of her suspected his exercise regimen had been a little too grueling lately, she couldn’t help but stare at the hard planes of his chest and the straits along his rib cage. Her eyes followed the furrow of dark hair on his abdomen until it disappeared under the damp towel, which was slung precariously low on his hips.

She forced her gaze up to his face.

His expression was guarded, awaiting her reaction. He smelled fantastic, like clean water and spicy soap. Her mouth watered at the tantalizing scent, and her fingertips itched to touch his skin, but her mind registered that there was something out of place. Although she could swear she felt heat coming off his body, there was no shower steam.

“No hot water?” she blurted.

A flush stole across his cheekbones. “Not much.”

Because she was standing there like a moron, blocking his exit, he went around her, gripping his towel in a clenched fist.

Entranced, she watched him go. When he switched hands on the towel to turn the doorknob to his bedroom, the terry cloth slipped down another inch, rewarding her with a glimpse of his tautly defined hip.

As soon as he was out of sight, she snapped out of her stupor. What was wrong with her? He must think her an utter fool.

Smothering a moan of embarrassment, she stumbled forward into the tiny bathroom and pulled the door shut behind her. The woman in the mirror above the sink stared back at her in dismay, her skin too pale for her almost-black hair, eyes too big for her face.

Her nostrils flared, inhaling his soap, his skin, his scent.

Even his dirty clothes, which he’d left in a mesh bag on the tile floor, smelled better than a field of wildflowers to her sadly man-deprived nose. Fisting her hands in her hair, she sank into a crouched position, letting her back slide down the door.

She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed him.

When they were together, there was nothing he wouldn’t do to please her. In the months following the accident, he’d wanted to comfort her more than ever. Instead of taking advantage of that opportunity, she’d shied away from his touch.

In hindsight, she should have expected him to file for divorce. His need for physical intimacy had never waned, not once over the course of their five-year marriage, not even during her pregnancy. If anything, he’d reached for her more often, fascinated by the changes in her body, exploring every new curve.

After losing the baby, she’d had no interest in sex, and he hadn’t pressed the issue at first. When he had…it was the beginning of the end.

At the time of their separation, they hadn’t been intimate in over a year.

Sean had never been a monk. He was a man of strong appetites, and there would always be women lining up to indulge him. She didn’t think he’d cheated. But how often had he been in a remote location with a sweet young thing like Taryn? And how could she assume he would go without female attention while he was away if he wasn’t getting any at home?

Angry with herself for wondering—and for caring—she lurched to her feet. It hardly mattered if Sean had been faithful during their marriage.

It was over. Time to move on.

To say she had regrets was an understatement, but she’d come here to start again, not to dwell on the past, or to re-immerse herself in a pit of despair.

With swift, impatient motions, she turned on the faucet and bent over the sink. Cupping her hands together, she filled them with ice-cold water, gritting her teeth as she washed the dazed look off her face.

 

Cursing his unruly body for having a predictable reaction to the sight of his beautiful ex-wife, who looked enticingly sleep-rumpled and adorably mussed, Sean rifled through his belongings, searching for his deodorant.

“Damn,” he muttered, realizing he’d left his dirty laundry in the bathroom. He wasn’t going back for it until she’d cleared out of there.

Taking the cap off his deodorant, he swiped it under his arms and tossed the stick back into his pack. He’d stripped out of his wetsuit on a public beach more times than he could count, so towel-changing was second nature to him. Employing the same technique, he kept the terry cloth wrapped around his waist while he pulled on his boxer briefs, moving quickly because it was damned cold.

He’d tossed and turned most of the night, trying not to think about the way Daniela’s red thermal shirt cupped her luscious breasts. He wished he couldn’t imagine, in agonizing detail, the silkiness of her skin beneath his fingertips, the sounds she made when she climaxed and the soft cushion of her body under his.

She made him feel like an ungainly adolescent, with no control over his reactions. Christ, they’d been together for almost ten years. He should be bored by the sight of her in comfy pajamas, not reduced to drooling.

If nothing else, the cold shower should have kept him in check. He hadn’t expected to respond to her proximity, but when her eyes drifted down his belly, he’d felt a powerful jolt of lust, and could only hope she hadn’t noticed.

One almost-glance from a woman he longed to forget had him swelling with arousal, remembering far too much.

“Damn it,” he said under his breath, kicking into his pants. It wasn’t his fault she was still wearing that snug-fitting red top. And those baggy flannel pajama bottoms wouldn’t have been sexy if he didn’t know how easy it was to slip his hand inside the elastic waistband. One tug, and they would slide down her curvy hips.

Jason roused, throwing back his sleeping bag. He frowned at Sean blearily. “It was my turn to shower.”

“Be my guest. I didn’t use any hot water.”

His drowsy eyes narrowed. “You took a cold shower on purpose? What the hell is wrong with you?”

Scowling, Sean draped his towel over a chair and pulled on his jeans. Before he was finished buttoning his fly, Daniela appeared in the doorway, holding his mesh laundry bag. Her gaze wandered down his bare torso, coming to an abrupt halt at his fumbling hands.

“Oh,” Jason said. “Now I get it.”

Dani blinked at him, curious. “Get what?”

“Never mind,” Sean said, leaving his top button undone. Stepping forward, he took the laundry bag from her. “Thanks.”

“No problem,” she said, retreating into the hallway.


Jason gave Sean a knowing smirk. “Does she rattle your cage?”

“Shut up,” he muttered, lobbing the laundry bag at his bunk. To his disappointment, it missed Jason by a mile.

“She’s a beautiful woman.”

Sean couldn’t stop himself from growling, “Stay away from her.”

Jason laughed, letting his head fall back against the pillows. “I’ve never seen you act so stupid. I’m relieved by the evidence that you might actually be human. I was beginning to think you were a robot.”

Although Jason’s words annoyed him, they also spurred him into action. Moving quickly, he tugging on a sweatshirt and went after Daniela. “Hang on a sec,” he said, catching her before she entered her room.

She turned to face him, her expression wary.

A few damp strands of hair clung to her slender throat, and her breath smelled minty-fresh. He’d always liked kissing her before she brushed just as well as after, but right now he was struck by the powerful urge to press her back to the wall and taste every inch of her delicious mouth.

He massaged his forehead, wishing he could scrub the temptation away. Focus, Sean. “How are you?” he asked inanely.

Her brow furrowed. “I’m fine.”

“No…nightmares?”

“I’m fine,” she repeated, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Because I thought we could…” He faltered, floundering like a teenager asking her out for their first date. “We usually give newcomers an island tour. Taryn and Elizabeth will show you around the lighthouse, and take you out to the blinds, where they do research, but the best way to see the Steller is by boat.”

Her eyes brightened with interest. At certain times, she was so beautiful it pained him to look at her. “Will Jason go?” she asked, her excitement at viewing wildlife in their natural habitat tempered only by her distaste for being alone in his company.

“Yeah, sure,” he said, forcing a smile.

She smiled back at him. “Okay, then. That would be great. Thanks.”

“Great,” he muttered, raking a hand through his hair. Just great.

As soon as she disappeared into the room she shared with Taryn, he went down the hall, his jaw clenched. What was he thinking? He wasn’t the welcoming committee. He didn’t even want Daniela to stay here.

Not just for her own good. For his.

He hadn’t mentioned this to Jason, but her panic attacks could be extremely debilitating. After the accident, he’d watched her withdraw from reality on numerous occasions, almost to the point of becoming unresponsive.

Her nightmares were no less troubling. She’d bloodied his nose during one of the worst episodes. He’d gripped her wrists tightly, trying to calm her down, and she’d gone ballistic, screaming for him to let her go. From then on, he’d taken the hits without complaint. In a sad, dysfunctional way, her glancing blows were better than nothing.

It was the only time she touched him.

Pushing aside the memories, which were best left in the past—like his relationship with Daniela—he put on his boots, ignoring Jason’s amused expression. Downstairs, Elizabeth was sitting at the table, drinking coffee and reading, a pair of stretchy black gloves covering her slender hands.


“Morning,” she murmured, not bothering to glance up.

“Good morning,” he replied, ducking into the kitchen.

Still unsettled by the chance encounter with Dani, he located his portable mug in the kitchen cabinet and filled it to the brim with hot coffee. His knee-jerk sexual response to her was a simple matter of compatible physical chemistry.

Hard to predict, impossible to control.

It didn’t mean he was doomed to pine for her forever. He just needed to rewire his system. Reprogram his thinking. Engage with other women.

Other women. Like Elizabeth.

On his way out the door, he paused, studying the pretty redhead in a new light. Although he found her attractive, Sean had never been curious about her sexually. He stared at her for a moment now, trying to drum up some interest. She wasn’t built like Daniela, but neither was she skinny. He appreciated curves on women, and he could see that she had her share.

She had a nice figure. He just wasn’t eager to explore it. The idea of sleeping with her didn’t tempt him half as much as the faint scent of Daniela’s toothpaste.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, noticing his perusal. She smoothed her hand down the front of her sweater, as if checking for crumbs.

“Nothing,” he said, dragging his mind out of the gutter. “What are you up to today?”

“I’m going to the bird blind to collect waste samples. That’s why I’m dressed in these old rags.” She smiled ruefully. “Ready to get bombarded.”

“Oh.” Smiling back at her, he took a sip of coffee. Before now, he’d thought she was a little too reserved. After one harmless confession, she seemed much more down to earth. Or maybe imagining her naked had done the trick. “You look fine to me.”

She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Thanks.”

“Where are you from?”

“Florida, originally. Daytona Beach.”

“Shark central.”

Her eyes darkened. “Yes. There are more incidental attacks there than anywhere else in the world. More people in the water.”

Sean warmed up to the subject. “Ever had a run-in?”

“No. I don’t swim.”

“You’re joking.”

She shook her head.

“Well, you have to learn. What if you fell off a boat, or—”

“Around here? Drowning would be the least of my worries.” As if the conversation were finished, she opened her book and resumed reading. Water Birds of the Pacific Coast, ironically enough.

It took him a second to realize he’d been snubbed. Elizabeth was a cool customer, and Sean had been amused by Jason’s attempts to woo her over the past few days. She’d shot him down a number of times.

Sean hadn’t expected to get the same treatment.

He ducked his head, smothering a self-deprecating laugh. If he wanted to talk to a woman, he could at least find a willing one—like Taryn. “I’m on shark watch,” he said, muttering goodbye as he headed out the door.

 

The hike up to the tower was daunting.

A zigzagged path dealt with the sharp rise in elevation, and traversing it was akin to walking up a thousand stairs. The most dangerous area, a narrow space at the outer edge of the cliff, had a sturdy wooden handrail for additional support. A sheer drop on that side careened down the cliff at almost fifty feet, ending at a section of water they called the Washtub. Incoming waves converged there in a swirl of powerful currents.

The safety rail didn’t calm Daniela’s nerves. She could easily imagine flipping over it, falling into the treacherous waters below.

Once they reached the summit, and she had her feet planted on stable ground, she breathed a sigh of relief. Her chest was heaving and her leg muscles burned from exertion, but these were pleasant aches.

Perspiration covered her face like a fine sea mist.

The lighthouse tower afforded a three hundred and sixty degree view of the island, which made it an ideal location for shark watch. Sean was standing there now, binoculars poised. The tower itself was empty, its upper floors barred to keep out wild animals. Near the edge of the cliff, an unsightly metal structure housed the automated beacon. A flashing blip had replaced the bright lamps of the past, and the high-powered Fresnel lens had long since been retired to the mainland.

The scientists’ duties didn’t include guiding passing ships in the night.

Before the U.S. Coast Guard took over, a light keeper had kept the lamps going by hand. In the past, hundreds of people had stayed on Southeast Farallon, but few had considered it home. Early hunters had visited seasonally, sleeping in sealskin tents. Egg collectors, who raided murre nests for a meager wage during a time when chickens were scarce in San Francisco, rarely battled the elements to attempt permanent lodgings.

After the lighthouse was constructed, entire families had lived here. It was a hard life for men, even more so for women and children. The only fresh water came from a trickling ravine, dripping down over the face of the cliff like sweat from a wrung-out towel. When the weather was bad, no supplies could be brought in, and food was scarce.

With unreliable access to medical care, many sick children died of curable illnesses.

Daniela had learned all of this last night in the history book, which had offered an unflinching depiction of the island’s quality of life. The author of the text hadn’t romanticized the harsh conditions in any way.

And yet, standing atop the lighthouse hill, with the enormity of the Pacific Ocean around her and the immensity of the blue sky above, she was…exhilarated. Yes, this place was intimidating, even scary, but there was a strange, stark beauty here, too.

It was sort of like climbing Mount Everest. Few people had earned this opportunity. She felt as though she was on top of the world.

Taryn’s expression was proud. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” Daniela admitted, looking out at the dark blue horizon. It was a cold day, brisk and invigorating, a pleasant mix of clouds and sun. Early fall was her favorite time of year.

Or, it used to be.

“Sea Lion Cove is just there,” Taryn said, pointing down the opposite side of the hill. “There are a number of convenient haul-outs.”

Daniela could see dozens of tawny bodies, fat and supine, basking on the flat rocks along the shore. Much of the island’s perimeter was sheer cliff, and they weren’t the most graceful climbers. They needed haul-outs for easy access to and from the water.

“And that’s Dead Man’s Beach.”

Next to the cove, there were more sea lions, sunbathing on an inviting stretch of pale yellow sand. The small beach was edged by steep rock on three sides, which probably made it hard to get to, except via watercraft. During high tide, any boat stranded there would be dashed against the rocks by pounding surf.

Hence, the name.

Daniela pictured the light keeper’s wife, lying wet and motionless on the sand, her white skirts tangled around her legs, face gray. As she blinked that disturbing image away, another came to mind. “Where was the skinned pup found?”

“On the north side,” Elizabeth answered, gesturing in the general direction. “Jason has been doing some routine checks of the area, but we’re supposed to avoid it.”

“The boogeyman lives there,” Taryn said, rolling her eyes.

“It’s well off the beaten path, anyway,” Elizabeth said.

Daniela nodded, wondering what kind of sick person would kill a baby seal. Skinning had been illegal in this country for years, and this was an incredibly inconvenient place to commit a crime. Who could have done it, and where had they gone? Even if the island had a secret stowaway, no one could survive here without shelter.

She moved her eyes beyond the shore, staring out at the endless sea. A few hundred yards from the beach, there was a nice-looking break, creating a curling barrel of water that stretched far and wide.

“The Perfect Wave,” Taryn said with reverence.

“Jason wants to ride it,” Elizabeth added.

“No,” Daniela breathed, dragging her gaze away from the shoreline. “You must be joking.”

Elizabeth arched a brow at Sean, who was standing near them. Every day during shark season, one of the researchers kept an eye on the water. He’d been there since sunup. “Who do you think gave him the idea?”

He took the binoculars away from his eyes. “He won’t do it.”

Daniela’s stomach clenched at the thought of anyone paddling out into these waters. “You two have discussed this?”

“Yeah, we’ve discussed it,” he said, growing defensive. “Every surfer who’s seen that wave has talked about riding it. That’s all it is. Big talk.”

The women exchanged a glance, conveying a silent message about male stupidity.

“I surf,” Taryn pointed out, “and I’ve never once considered getting in the water here. It’s suicide.”

Elizabeth and Daniela turned to stare at Sean.

“What are you looking at me for? I wouldn’t go out there, either. Jason is the maniac who wants to do it.”

“You haven’t discouraged him,” Elizabeth said quietly.

His eyes darkened. “He isn’t serious.”

“And if he is?”

“Then you can discourage him,” he said, putting the binoculars back up to his face. “You’re good at it.”

Daniela sucked in a sharp breath, stifling the urge to apologize for Sean’s rudeness. He wasn’t usually so brusque with women. His handsome face and friendly demeanor had attracted a legion of adoring females.

She hadn’t thought him capable of being standoffish.

Taryn shot him a dirty look. “You’re grouchy this morning. Did you get up on the wrong side of the bed, or what?”

He let the binoculars drop a few inches, glancing at Daniela, then quickly away. “Jason couldn’t surf that wave without help. Someone would have to take him out there in the whaler, and I would never do it.” His gaze met Elizabeth’s. “Is that better?”

“Much,” she said, but her smile was chilly.

Well. There was no love lost between these two.

Taryn wrinkled her nose and moved on. “The bird-watching blind is closer, so we’ll go there first,” she said, gesturing toward a small outbuilding on the west side of the island. “Elizabeth can tell us all about the research she’s been doing.”

While the Farallones were famous for the great white sharks that came to feed on the plentiful seals and sea lions, one glance across the rocky isles proved they were first and foremost a habitat for birds.

On Southeast Farallon alone, there were more than half a million. The flat haul-outs near the shore were ideal for lounging sea lions, but the rest of the jagged terrain was bird territory. Every inch of space, every dip and peak, every nook and cranny, housed a roost.

There were cormorants and auklets, storm petrels and pelicans. Rare breeds, like the black-footed albatross and tufted puffin, could be spotted in the same general area as the common murre and Western Gull.

As they hiked toward the blind, hoods of their jackets pulled up to protect them from the inevitable outcome of having so many winged creatures overhead, the cacophony was deafening. Hundreds of thousands of birds, cawing, screeching, twittering, individual voices blending together in a chaotic blur of sound.

It was pure lunacy.

Daniela followed Taryn into the outbuilding, overcome with relief when Elizabeth pulled the door shut behind her, muting the noise.

“Can you believe it’s not even breeding season?”


Daniela’s ears were ringing, her senses reeling. “You mean this gets worse?”

“God, yes,” Taryn said. “The gulls are brutal in spring. They’ll dive-bomb anything. Last year Jason was out here, walking around in the open, and one of them almost knocked him unconscious. They’re crazy.”

Elizabeth bristled. “They do what they need to do to survive, just like any other animal. I don’t hear anyone calling sharks crazy.”

“True, but some species of birds are vicious. They eat their own young, rob other nests, swoop down with so much striking power that they actually kill themselves during an attack.” Taryn shrugged. “You have to admit, that is odd behavior.”

Daniela didn’t say so, but she agreed with Taryn. Flying scavengers weren’t her favorite. “What’s your area of interest?”

“Dolphins,” she said simply. “I love them.”

Of course she did, Daniela thought wryly. All young, idealistic surfer girls who wanted to save the world loved dolphins.

While Elizabeth outlined the basic premise of her research project, which had to do with the harmful effects of chemical pollutants on coastal birds, Daniela peered through the slotted peephole that gave the blind its name.

At eye level, there were several narrow openings in the wall of the outbuilding, allowing scientists to observe wildlife without being seen.

On the westernmost edge of the island, a flock of cormorants glided through the air, making a lazy tornado above an object hidden between two rocks near the shore. Their shiny black feathers glinted in the sun, catching the reflection off the water.

“Something’s dying out there,” Taryn murmured, watching them circle.










Chapter 6




At midmorning, Sean lowered his binoculars, watching Jason hike up the hill. Brent followed close behind, carrying his video equipment.

He felt a twinge of trepidation. Before Daniela came, he hadn’t minded Brent’s constant filming. Now it seemed unbearably invasive. He didn’t want the camera on his face while he made cow eyes at his ex-wife; he knew his longing was transparent.

After they reached the tower, Brent set up his tripod in a calm, leisurely fashion. To Sean, he seemed more like a casual observer than a director. The footage he collected was rarely prompted, and he asked few questions.

He just sort of waited for stuff to happen.

Most members of the media were impatient types, always rushing, so Sean appreciated Brent’s relaxed style. Shark research was all about waiting.

Sean continued to do a slow sweep of the waters surrounding the island. He’d divided the seascape into sections, checking them off one by one. Perfect Wave, West Side, Skull Rock, North Tip. There was a flock of cormorants in the air near the bird blind, not an uncommon sight. Maybe they had their eye on a sick pup.

Often, scavengers were the first indication of a shark attack. If they’d been flying over the surface of the water, wings flapping frantically, he’d have looked closer. A lazy circle over land didn’t garner a second glance.

When he was finished, he dropped his binoculars.

Jason stood next to Sean, situating himself in the frame of the shot. “Brent said he’d do shark watch again this afternoon.”

Sean muttered his thanks. Offering to take Dani on a tour had been a mistake, but he couldn’t change his mind now.

“Anything you want us to talk about?” Jason asked.

Brent shrugged. “Waves. Sharks. Whatever.”

Jason put his hand on Sean’s shoulder, nodding in the direction of the Perfect Wave. She was in fine form this morning. “Eight-to-ten, you think?”

“At least,” Sean said, smiling.

“You ever paddled out in double overheads?”

“All the time.”

“Maverick’s?”

Sean laughed off the question, shaking his head in regret. He’d surfed some big waves before, but Maverick’s was huge. The infamous spot in Northern California was for daredevils only. “Have you?”

“Just once. I got grinded.”

“Lucky you didn’t die.”

“Yeah. But I love being able to say I tried it.”

No one had ever tried the Perfect Wave, and Sean knew how much Jason wanted to. His own mouth watered for a taste of it. When he was near the ocean, he liked to surf every day. Going for weeks without his favorite sport was difficult, but he’d become accustomed to denying himself pleasure.

He was an expert in abstinence.

Talking about the Perfect Wave had become a morning ritual for them. Maybe it was pointless and immature, like bragging about women.

“What would you take out there?” Jason asked.

“Today? A short, for sure.”

“Yeah. Me too.”

“There’s a shortboard in the supply closet,” Brent commented.

Surfboards were very useful in shark research, so they always had a few on hand. Because of the time they spent in the water, surfers were the most likely victims of shark attacks. Sean had experimented with several different shapes, sizes and colors, trying to discover if the sharks had a preference. As far as he could tell, they’d bite anything. Many of the boards had chunks missing, but some were intact.

The shortboard Brent mentioned was a recent donation, and it promised a nice ride. Both Jason and Sean had both already expressed an interest in testing it.

Jason gave the Wave a hungry look, moistening his lips. He was young and bold, with a lust for life and an appetite for glory. Sean knew that having Brent film the feat, and include it in his documentary, made the idea even more tempting.

“The Foundation would never let you come back,” Sean pointed out. Farallon Island was a federal preserve. As government employees, they were expected to follow safety procedures and adhere to strict standards.


He didn’t bother to mention the obvious, that Jason could get eaten by a shark.

“I have a hoodie wetsuit,” he mused, glancing at Brent. “You’d have to shoot wide, and promise not to tell anyone it was me.”

“Done,” Brent said.

“You’re out of your mind,” Sean said.

“Would you tell?”

“No, but that doesn’t mean you should do it!”

His eyes darkened. “Maybe you want to get the jump on me. Is that it?”

“No, you idiot. I don’t want to explain to your parents that you got killed out there, showing off on a stupid dare.”

Brent raised his hands, claiming innocence. “I didn’t dare anyone to do anything.”

“You made the suggestion,” Sean said. “Footage like that would be a great addition to your documentary, and you know it.”

“Let’s just drop it,” Brent said. “I didn’t mean to cause trouble, and I don’t condone reckless behavior. You two have talked about riding that wave before. I thought you were serious. My mistake.”

Your mistake, my ass, Sean thought.

Jason fell silent, not bothering to draw out the argument. Sean had the sinking feeling that Brent and Jason would continue this discussion later, without him. Jason was a hardcore surfer and a damned fool. If he had his heart set on conquering the Perfect Wave, there wasn’t much Sean could do to stop him.

In the meantime, Brent was determined to get something besides boasting on film. “There’s another topic I’d like to address.”

Jason’s brows rose. “What?”


“I have this theory that life-defining moments inform our career choices. I remember the first time I held a video camera, for example. And, the other day, Sean mentioned an incident when he was young, surfing with his father.”

Sean scowled, irritated with Brent for weaseling that story out of him.

“Do you have a memorable experience, related to sharks or water?” he asked Jason.

Jason rubbed a hand over his eyes. “Yeah.”

“Great,” Brent said, making a few adjustments to the camera. “If you can share it, that would be cool.”

“My best friend drowned,” Jason said slowly. “Right after high school graduation.”

Sean was surprised by the admission. Jason was talkative, but not particularly open with personal details. He was a typical guy in that sense.

“We were eighteen, drunk as hell, surfing at night. I came in. He never did.”

Jason glanced at him sideways, and Sean wasn’t sure what to say. In his experience, nothing helped, so he kept his mouth shut.

“I was so wasted I didn’t realize what happened at first. Some of the other guys we were partying with asked where he went. Then his board washed up without him.”

“Do you think it was your fault?” Brent asked.

Jason made a harsh sound. “His mom sure did. His body was found on a jetty several days later. At the funeral, she wouldn’t even look at me.”

Sean couldn’t help but think about Natalie’s funeral. When they buried his daughter, he’d had trouble meeting everyone’s eyes. He couldn’t bear their sadness, when he could hardly stand under the weight of his own.

“I know she thought it should have been me. He was the good kid, and I was the screwup. It was my fault. I pressured him into partying. It was my stupid idea to go surfing. And then I came in without him, oblivious to the fact that he’d drowned.”

To his credit, Brent didn’t ask any more questions. He just waited.

“I almost quit surfing after that. But every time I went out, I felt better. The ocean is very important in Filipino culture. I guess I thought that if I studied it enough, I could understand it. Control it.”

Brent nodded. “Being behind the camera is also about taking control, to some extent. Do you feel the same way about your work, Sean?”

Sean frowned, considering his response. There were many times in his life he’d felt powerless, and he didn’t care for it. Out on the ocean, he was in his element. But was he in control? “I know we’re making a difference. Learning about sharks, and why they strike, can only help to prevent future attacks. I guess you could say it’s about taking control. Predicting the unpredictable. Beating the odds.”

Brent must have been satisfied with his answer, because he didn’t ask him to elaborate. Instead, he did a slow pan of their surroundings. Three hundred and sixty degrees of dark blue ocean and prehistoric predators lurking in the depths.

 

Daniela wanted to see what lay dead or dying near the shore, but the scientists only had access to certain parts of the island. Southeast Farallon was a nature preserve, and tromping all over protected land wasn’t encouraged. In some circumstances, protocol allowed them to step in and care for sick animals. Most of the time, they took a hands-off approach, favoring natural selection over human interference.


Survival of the fittest wasn’t for the faint of heart.

It was probably best that she didn’t see any undue suffering. Witnessing a shark attack had been gruesome, but the animal had felt little or no pain. A slow, agonizing death would have been much more difficult to watch. She hoped it wasn’t another skinned pup.

Daniela and Taryn continued on to the sea lion blind without Elizabeth. Once there, she forgot about the scavenging birds, and even Taryn’s strained company seemed unimportant. The slotted peepholes offered a close-up view of several full-grown Stellers. Daniela loved seals and sea lions of all kinds, and she could have happily watched them bark and belch and waddle around all day.

Before she knew it, it was time to return to the house for lunch.

She felt a twinge of excitement, along with a flurry of unease, in her belly. Touring the island by boat promised to be a unique experience. Doing it with Sean, who symbolized her deepest heartache and greatest failure, would take the edge off her enjoyment.

At the end of the path, Taryn paused, looking at Daniela over her shoulder. Her pretty face was tense. She capped a hand over her forehead, using it like a shield. “I don’t like seeing Sean unhappy.”

Daniela felt her mouth drop open. She closed it quickly, saying nothing.

“I mean, you obviously have issues, and that’s unfortunate, but—”

“You don’t know anything about me,” Daniela interrupted.

“I know why you came here. And I’m not fooled by your damsel in distress act.”

Her stomach tightened, as if she’d been punched. “What are you talking about?”


“You want to get back with Sean.”

Daniela let out a harsh laugh, brushing by her. “You couldn’t be more wrong. I had no idea he was even here.”

Taryn dogged her heels. “It’s clear to me that he’s uncomfortable around you. Your presence is creating unnecessary tension, and we don’t need the drama. Why don’t you reschedule your visit for another time?”

“Why don’t you? If you don’t like the dynamic, leave.”

She gritted her teeth. “I’m not the one screwing it up.”

“You’re not the one in charge, either. If Jason wants to rearrange the schedule, he will. Until then, I suggest that you mind your own business.” Finished with the conversation, she turned her back on Taryn and entered the house.

Sean and Jason were standing by the cabinets in the living room. They both looked over at the same time. Sean’s eyes moved from Taryn’s face to Daniela’s. When he lingered there, Taryn let out a frustrated breath.

“Is anyone hungry?” she asked. “I was going to make sandwiches.”

Jason waved Taryn off, leaning one elbow on the countertop. “We already ate. You girls go ahead.”

Taryn walked into the kitchen, her spine stiff. Obviously, the sandwich offer didn’t include Daniela. Although she wasn’t very hungry after the unpleasant confrontation, she grabbed a snack from the pantry and sat down at the table.

“Where’s Elizabeth?” Jason asked.

“She stayed at the bird blind.”

He took the chair across from her, arching a brow at her cheese and fruit. “Is that all you’re going to eat?”

“I had a big breakfast,” she fibbed.

“Hmm.”

Last night, over tea, he’d insisted she partake in a few cookies. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to fatten me up.”

His eyes roved over her appreciatively. “Why would I do that? You’re perfect the way you are.”

She gave him a quelling look, but it felt good to be admired.

Sean slammed the cabinet door shut, using a little more force than was necessary. Behind his back, Jason winked at her, sharing the inside joke. Daniela almost choked on the sip of water she’d just taken.

Not only was Jason making her feel welcome, he was rubbing Sean the wrong way. Perhaps it was petty to find that amusing, but she did.

When Daniela was finished with her light lunch, they left for the afternoon tour. Taryn accompanied them to the landing to operate the crane. In the past hour, the wind had picked up. It tugged at her hair as they neared the cliffs.

Sean helped Daniela climb aboard the whaler, his large hand engulfing hers. Even through her gloves, she could feel the warmth of his touch.

A few moments later, they were out on the water. Cold air whipped at her heated cheeks, enlivening her senses, and she put aside her troubles in favor of soaking up the scenery. Barren land at summer’s end wasn’t much to look at, but the deep blue sea on a sunny day was a beautiful sight to behold. Yesterday, overcast conditions and afternoon fog had cast a murky spell, draining the ocean of color. Today the sky was vivid and clear, stripped clean of all but the whitest, puffiest clouds.

The Pacific was in fine form as well. Waves crashed against the rocks at the shoreline, sending up an impressive spray. Farther out, away from the island, the sea was calm.

They spotted a number of California sea lions, a small group of Northern seals and an adorable pair of frolicking sea otters, swimming right next to the boat. If she hadn’t seen one with her own eyes less than twenty-four hours ago, she wouldn’t have believed great white sharks lurked under this same surface.

Of course, they rarely hunted so close to the shore.

Sean stayed quiet, sharing her enjoyment in this relaxed ambience. They’d always worked well together, communicating without saying a word.

But it was easy to get along in fair weather, wasn’t it? Before the accident, their marriage had been smooth sailing, with only minor ripples. Perhaps that was why they’d been so unprepared when the going got rough.

Passing the bird-watching blind on the west side, they came upon the lazy circle of cormorants, gliding through the air. Waiting. Watching.

“Can we get closer?” Daniela asked, tentative.

Jason eyed the telltale formation. “It isn’t dead yet, Daniela.”

“I know. And I doubt we can help. I just want to see.”

He glanced at Sean, who shrugged and looked away. They both thought she was a glutton for punishment, and maybe they were right. But she knew it was important for her to acknowledge these signs of death and to face them.

Jason maneuvered the whaler into a better viewing position. Between two peaks, on a flat stretch of ground a few feet from the water’s edge, there was a harbor seal cub, freckled with the signature white spots that were unique to the breed. Obviously just-weaned, he was plump from a diet of nutrient-rich milk, his speckled brown coat shiny with health.

And around his neck, the cause of his distress, was a plastic ring.


It wasn’t an unusual sight. Many animals died this way every year. This kind of trash found its way into the ocean, didn’t break down once it got there, and remained strong enough to suffocate and kill.

Ironically, water bottles of all sizes were the most egregious offenders.

This once-playful pup had probably stuck his head into a piece of plastic out of curiosity, and as he’d grown, the noose had tightened. Now, he was lying on his side, motionless, having outgrown the collar so quickly he could scarcely breathe.

“Do you have a knife?” she asked, measuring the distance from the boat to the crashing surf at the shore.

“We can’t reach him from here,” Sean said.

“He’s so close! I could—”

“What?” he interrupted. “Swim to him? If you didn’t get your head smashed against the rocks by waves, you still couldn’t haul yourself out of the water at this location. It’s too slippery, too steep and way too dangerous.”

Knowing he was right, she frowned at the dying cub. Reaching him by land would take time, and some careful climbing, but it was doable. Once she got to him, it would be a simple matter of cutting away the debris.

This kind of intervention made her job intensely rewarding, and she was eager to assist the helpless pup.

“Take me back to the landing,” she said, eying the crowded sky with trepidation. The flock of scavengers had grown restless, and they didn’t want to wait to begin their feast. Cormorants were called the vultures of the sea for good reason.

“He’s not going anywhere—”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, a greedy bird came diving down, plucking at the animal’s exposed side. He bleated weakly, unable to protect himself from their vicious onslaught. One after another, the winged predators attacked the pup, growing bolder, drawing blood.

“Damned shags,” Jason muttered. “I wish I had some rocks to throw.”

The young seal let out a loud bellow, whipping his head around. With a valiant effort, he heaved his body across the few feet of rock and slid off the edge, disappearing into the relative safety of the water.

Heart sinking, Daniela examined every inch of the surface, but the pup was gone.

“He’ll turn back up,” Jason said, making a stab at optimism. One glance at Sean told a truer tale. The only place this pup was going was a shark’s belly.

She sat down on the bench and hugged her arms around herself, feeling hollow. When the seal didn’t resurface, they continued on the tour, leaving the somber scene behind them.

But Daniela didn’t have time to let depression set in. A moment later, the engine made a strange hissing sound. It choked, sputtered a few times and then stalled completely.










Chapter 7




Thick black smoke plumed up from the engine, and the smell of burning plastic filled Daniela’s nostrils.

Sean leaped to his feet, striding to the back of the boat to inspect the damage.

“What the hell,” Jason muttered, hitting some switches on the dash before he joined Sean at the stern. There must have been a manual override, because he tried to restart the engine by hand. He yanked the cord, but it didn’t turn over.

Daniela’s stomach dropped. “What’s wrong?”

Jason tried again and again. Nothing happened. “It’s dead.”

“Oars,” Sean said, scrambling to open a storage compartment in the floor. He threw out a couple of orange life vests and a length of yellow rope, his hands searching. The notches that normally housed the oars were empty. “Did you take them out?”


Jason paled. “No.”

Sean thrust a hand through his hair, cursing fluently. They were only a hundred feet from shore, at the most. And it may as well have been a hundred miles. “This is unbelievable! Who would remove the oars?”

Jason picked up his radio, calling Brent at the tower. “We have a problem.”

Brent responded immediately. “What’s up?”

“No engine, no oars.”

“Copy that,” he said. “Should I call in an SOS? Surely there’s a boat nearby.”

Jason deliberated for a moment, exchanging a dark glance with Sean. Commercial ships and private vessels cruised in and out of the bay at all hours, but once the whaler drifted away from the island, she would be hard to spot.

Without GPS, even the Coast Guard would have trouble finding them. They could be stranded indefinitely.

“Screw this,” Sean said, yanking his sweater over his head. His T-shirt came with it. Bare-chested, he sat down to take off his boots.

Daniela felt the air rush out of her lungs. “What are you doing?”

He ignored her. “How much rope do we have?”

“Two fifties,” Jason answered.

“Tie them together.”

Jason secured the two fifty-foot ropes together in a fisherman’s knot while Sean made a loop at one end.

“No,” Daniela breathed, measuring the distance to the shore. “You’ll never make it.”

“She’s right,” Jason said. “I should go.”

Sean brought the loop over his head and arm, sling-style, so that it lay diagonally across his chest. “Why?”

He gestured at Daniela. “I don’t have a—”


Sean’s eyes locked on hers. “Neither do I.”

Every moment, they were drifting farther out. By the time he reached shore, there was no telling how far out the boat would be.

“Don’t do this,” she pleaded.

Sean jerked his chin toward the open sea. “Do you want to take our chances out there? At night?”

“Oh God,” she moaned, unable to fathom that fate.

“Go,” Jason said, making the choice for them. “Or I will.”

Sean didn’t have to be told twice. He dove off the end of the boat, cutting into the ocean like a knife. As soon as he surfaced, he began swimming toward the shore, his movements strong and sure. The water temperature must have been bitterly cold, because she could see the steam rising from his body. His shoulder muscles rippled in the afternoon light, shining wet and sharply defined.

Jason tied off the other end of the rope, giving as much slack as he could spare. He stayed in radio communication with Brent, but Daniela wasn’t aware of the actual words spoken. Her entire focus was on Sean.

He sliced through the water in powerful strokes, eating up the distance to the shore. Despite the chilly temperature, which robbed the body of energy and turned muscles into sludge, his crawl was well-executed and his pace steady.

Even so, she was frozen with fear for him.

From her research, Daniela knew there was an invisible ring around the island that the scientists called the Red Circle. It denoted a specific depth and distance from shore in which the incidence of shark attack was much higher. This area often corresponded with a steep drop-off or other underwater features sharks used for cover.

Seals and sea lions crossing this space exercised extreme caution, rarely swimming on the surface of the water.


And Sean was passing right through it.

Yesterday, they’d watched a shark devour a 500-pound sea lion less than a mile from this very spot.

She almost couldn’t bear to watch.

“He’ll make it,” Jason said.

Daniela’s heart was pounding against her chest, her pulse thundering in her ears. No sharks, her mind screamed. Please, God, no sharks.

“He’s going to make it,” Jason repeated, sounding more certain. “He’s almost there.”

The last few feet took the most effort. Sean’s rope stretched across the distance, taking up the slack. When he reached a rocky area near the bird blind, he struggled to haul himself out of the water, but the rope over his shoulder stayed taut.

The current was pulling him backward.

“Come on,” Jason urged.

Finally, Sean dragged himself out of the water, his muscles straining for every inch. He lay on the rocky shore for a moment, catching his breath. The rope tugged at him, threatening to yank him back into the water.

“He can’t bring us in,” Daniela said.

“No,” Jason agreed. “He’s going to anchor us. We’ll pull ourselves in.”

Easier said than done. There was a jagged rock near Sean, pointing up toward the sky. He slipped the rope off his shoulder and widened the loop, trying to make it fit over the rock. This took several tries, and extreme care, as the rope had a lot of tension.

If it slipped from his hands, all would be lost.

On the last try, he managed to slide the loop down over the jagged rock. It held tight, anchoring them to shore.

Jason gave a celebratory shout, pumping his fist in the air. “Yes!”


Daniela was right there with him, hugging his side and laughing, tears of relief streaming down her face.

At the shore, Sean lay flat on his back, panting.

“I’m going to need your help,” Jason warned, testing the rope.

Daniela wasn’t a physics master, but she understood that they had to use leverage to bring themselves in. When Jason started pulling, leaning back with his body weight, she wrapped her arms around his taut waist and heaved, adding her weight to his.

Jason wasn’t as big as Sean, and Daniela was small, even for a woman, but they both gave it their all. It took every ounce of their combined strength to get started. After a grueling initial effort, they made forward progress. The boat crept toward the shore, little by little. Jason’s hands moved across the rope, end over end.

Daniela was able to release his waist and grab the rope, helping Jason pull them in. Her arms shook from exertion, and sweat broke out on her forehead as they gained momentum. Together, they made it to shore.

The next few minutes took on a surreal, dreamlike quality. Sean tied off the whaler and Jason helped her ashore. They waded through waist-high water and scrambled onto slippery rock. She’d never felt happier to be on land. Breathing hard and soaking wet, she lay back and stared up at the cold blue sky, giddy from relief and exhaustion.

When he’d recovered well enough to talk, Jason gave Sean a surfer handshake. “That was awesome, dude. You’re my hero.”

Sean laughed, shielding his eyes from the sun with his forearm.

Daniela knew both men were riding high on adrenaline, and so was she, but she didn’t find anything humorous about the situation. Sean could have been killed. A moment ago, she’d been paralyzed with fear, crying her eyes out.

And they thought it was funny?

Sean caught a glimpse of her face and sobered. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.” Despite her feelings of hurt and confusion, her heart filled with another, more tender emotion. She wanted to wrap her arms around his neck and press her lips to his throat. She wanted to hold on tight and never let him go.

Instead, she sat up, drawing her knees to her chest. She realized that he’d risked his life because of her. He knew she couldn’t handle drifting out to sea. She’d have gone mad, stuck in a tiny boat, surrounded by a vast ocean.

Maybe Taryn was right. Her presence here created drama, conflict—even danger.

“What do you think happened to the engine?” Sean asked.

Jason shrugged. “I don’t know. It looks pretty thrashed.”

“Do you have an extra?”

“Yeah. In the utility shed.”

Elizabeth and Taryn came scrambling over the rocks, their voices carrying on the wind. Brent followed close behind, a set of oars resting on one broad shoulder.

Their appearance felt like an interruption. Daniela needed some time with Jason and Sean, to process what happened. Over the course of the afternoon, and the past few harrowing moments, the three of them had bonded. Jason had become her friend.

And Sean would always be…something more.

As if in direct opposition to her thoughts, he rose to his feet, eager to greet the others. And Taryn rushed forward, launching herself into Sean’s arms.

Their embrace didn’t look platonic. She splayed her hands across his bare shoulders, plastering her slender body full-length against his. They fit together perfectly, a golden couple in the afternoon sun.

“That was amazing,” Brent said, his eyes bright with excitement. “I think I got it all on film, too. I left the camera at the tower rolling.”

Daniela pictured this scene in his documentary, fading to black after a romantic, aesthetically pleasing last frame, and she felt sharp pain in the center of her chest. She turned her face toward the horizon, telling herself it was only anxiety.

 

Sean didn’t know what the hell Daniela wanted.

One moment, she seemed relieved he’d made it out of the water alive. The next, she was looking at him like she wished he’d died.

It wasn’t as if he expected her to be overwhelmed with joy and throw herself at his feet, confessing that she still cared. But they’d been married, and he would always love her, so the evidence of her apathy didn’t just crush his ego.

It hurt, all the way down to his soul.

Maybe she thought he should have let Jason go instead of him. Although they were equally good swimmers, Sean was taller and more muscular. He’d been able to bring the rope to shore, so there was no reason for Jason to risk his life.

He understood that Daniela was sensitive to high-pressure situations, and he hadn’t meant to distress her, but he couldn’t let the whaler drift out to sea. The idea of her being stranded all night, struggling not to panic, had been unbearable.

He would protect her from that kind of trauma at any cost.

Besides that, it felt good to save the day. Damned good. He’d do it again in a heartbeat. He’d do it a thousand times over. He only wished he’d been able to come to Dani’s rescue two years ago, when she’d really needed him.

He’d never forgive himself for letting her down. Playing the hero this time didn’t erase his guilt, or make him forget about all the mistakes he’d made in the past, but it helped to soothe a raw place inside of him.

Taryn’s embrace soothed him further.

She wasn’t the one he wanted to hold the most, but he enjoyed having a woman in his arms and his feet on the ground.

“I thought you were going to get killed,” Taryn said, her hands on his face. “I thought a shark would eat you.”

“I’d be a poor meal for a white, after a diet of fat sea lions.”

“True,” she said with a teary smile, smoothing her palms over his shoulders. “You’re all muscle and bone.”

He didn’t want to give Taryn the wrong impression, so he let her go. He’d held her a little too close, for a little too long. Sharing an innocent hug with her was no big deal, and Taryn didn’t mean anything by it, but maybe his motives were suspect.

Using her to make Daniela jealous was pathetic. Not to mention futile.

“They probably wouldn’t come back for more than one bite,” Jason agreed. “But you’d still bleed to death.”

It was a common misconception that white sharks were indiscriminate diners. Although they would investigate almost anything, and rip it to shreds in the process, they usually wouldn’t continue to feed on lean meat. It was unknown whether attacks on humans were the result of mistaken identity or idle curiosity, but man was not part of their preferred diet.

Unfortunately, an exploratory bite from a great white was often fatal.

One glance at Daniela revealed her concern. Her face was pinched and pale, her eyes dark with emotion. She had been worried about him. And he’d comforted Taryn instead of her. Feeling like an insensitive bastard, he faltered, fumbling for the right words to make it better. As was all too common in his experience, they wouldn’t come.

So he scowled at Jason. “Was that observation really necessary?”

Jason shrugged, taking the oars from Brent. “Let’s get back to the landing so I can take a look at the engine.”

Jason was angry with him now, too, which figured. He’d wanted the starring role in Brent’s documentary—a part Sean had just stolen from him, unwittingly. And, perhaps because his attraction to Elizabeth wasn’t going anywhere, Jason also seemed interested in trying out for Daniela’s leading man.

This level of competition could generate some real hard feelings between them.

While the others walked back to the house, Sean and Jason stayed behind to take care of the whaler. It couldn’t be left at this location without sustaining serious damage to the hull. Sean untied the ropes and they waded through the water, climbing aboard once again.

Rowing the boat back to the landing wasn’t easy. In wet clothes, they were cold and uncomfortable. After pulling the whaler in, Jason’s arms must have been burning from exertion, and Sean was tired after a hard swim, but neither of them complained.

“These oars are from the supply shed,” Sean commented.

“Yep.”

“Any idea where the original ones went?”

“Nope.”

“When did you check them last?”

“I counted the life jackets last week, but I don’t remember noticing the oars. There’s no reason to remove them.”

“Maybe one got broken, and someone meant to replace the set, but forgot.”

Jason grunted a noncommittal response, rowing harder over the last stretch. Sean shut up and followed suit. The feat should have boosted his spirits, but it hadn’t. Knowing the toll his actions had taken on Daniela, he only felt…numb.

The instant they returned to the house, he went upstairs and changed into dry clothes. As he headed back down the hall, he noticed that the door to Daniela and Taryn’s room was slightly ajar.

He paused, rapping his knuckles against it. “Dani?”

“I’m on my way out,” she said, her voice husky.

He ducked his head in. “Can I talk to you?”

“Of course.” Her eyes were dark and luminous, her hair wind-tossed and her cheeks flushed from the time spent outdoors. She sat down at the desk with her hands in her lap, waiting for him to speak.

There were no other chairs, so he took a seat on the lower bunk, hunching his back to keep from hitting his head against the upper frame. It was awkward, but it wasn’t as bad as towering over her.

The situation reminded him of their counseling sessions.


For six months after the accident, they’d gone to a grief specialist. At the end of each session, the therapist had asked him to turn toward Dani for “sharing time.” Sean had always made eye contact and listened carefully, but he’d never known what to say.

“I’m sorry,” he said, moving his gaze from her clasped hands to her beautiful face.

She moistened her lips. “For what?”

In the past, his answer might have been, “For whatever I did wrong,” or, even better, “For upsetting you.” While perfectly acceptable, in his mind, those responses hadn’t gone over well with her. This time, he dug a little deeper and told her what he was really sorry about. “For not being there for you,” he said, meeting her eyes.

She didn’t have to ask what he meant. Tilting her head to one side, she asked, “What do you think you could have done?”

“Taken your place,” he said immediately. “You shouldn’t have been driving.”

Her brows drew together. “I suppose you think you could have avoided the SUV spinning out of control across the freeway.”

“No. I meant I wish it had been me. I wish I’d been hurt, instead of you. I’d have done anything to take your pain.”

“Sean—” She broke off, squeezing her eyes shut. The tears spilled out anyway, wetting her thick lashes.

He knew he was screwing this up, the same way he had everything else. His own throat tightened, because the last thing he wanted to do was hurt her again. But he continued, needing to have his say. “I’m also sorry if you were scared while I was out in the water. I know what it’s like to go crazy with worry. When you were in the hospital, I went through hell.”


“Yes,” she murmured, drying her wet cheek with one shirtsleeve. “Taryn told me how distraught you were. Did you cry on her shoulder?”

Actually, he’d cried in her lap, but he didn’t want Daniela to know that. He was ashamed of his helplessness, his loss of control and lack of strength. God, he’d been a wreck after the accident. He was glad she hadn’t seen him like that.

“There’s nothing between Taryn and me,” he said, feeling heat creep up his neck.

She stared at him, probably wondering why he would say that. He didn’t know himself. Letting her believe he was involved with Taryn had been a defense mechanism, an attempt to hide the truth from her.

He would always feel vulnerable around Daniela.

The day she’d signed the divorce papers had been the second worst of his life. Even now, a year later, his gut clenched at the memory. The torn-up pieces of his heart had just begun to knit together, and every moment he spent with her tested the seams.

She moistened her lips, looking up at him with big brown eyes.

Sean pulled his gaze away, his chest tight with longing. He still wanted her, but he wouldn’t act on it. If he did, she would withdraw from him. Turn to the side, twist out of his arms, avoid his touch.

He had to stop fantasizing about getting back together with her, and torturing himself by imagining passionate make-up scenarios. It was time to face the facts. She wasn’t going to melt in his arms, sobbing that she couldn’t live without him.

She would never arch her luscious body against his, rake her nails down his back or pant softly into his ear.

If he reached for her, she would only pull away again.










Chapter 8




They didn’t watch the footage until after dinner.

Jason and Sean spent several hours switching out the engines. Brent used the time to do some rough editing, Elizabeth transferred her handwritten research notes to her laptop and Taryn made a couple of pizzas.

Still reeling from the boat accident, and her subsequent conversation with Sean, Daniela immersed herself in work, writing a detailed log of the Steller sea lions she’d observed that day. From what she’d seen, the population was thriving. Tomorrow, she would do a comprehensive head count, and take blood samples to send to the lab.

At the end of the evening, they gathered around the television to watch Brent’s “home movie.” Daniela wasn’t looking forward to reliving the incident, or seeing herself on film, but it would be cowardly to decline.

She’d come here to face her fears, not run from them.

She took a seat next to Elizabeth, who also seemed reluctant to watch. Her posture was stiff and her lips were pursed with displeasure. Taryn, on the other hand, was totally relaxed, curled up on the other side of the couch. Sean lounged on the floor nearby, his forearm propped up on one bent knee, his back resting against the cushioned frame.

Ready to see some action, Jason had sprawled out in the middle of the floor, his hands braced behind his head.

Brent knelt next to the TV, cueing up the clip. “This is a very rough cut,” he warned. “Like watching dailies.”

“Just play it,” Jason said. “We don’t even know what dailies are.”

Brent seemed excited about sharing his vision with them. His boyish enthusiasm made Daniela smile.

He pressed play, and the footage started in an unexpected place, with a conversation between Jason and Sean. Daniela had to admit, Brent knew what he was doing. The natural lighting was superb, his subjects were handsome and the backdrop was spectacular.

In one frame, he’d captured the harsh beauty of the island and the rugged appeal of two of its very charismatic inhabitants.

This was no ordinary documentary.

Jason had his hand on Sean’s shoulder, and they were admiring something in the distance. Their body language suggested they were discussing a beautiful woman, and she felt a pang of longing, wanting to be that woman.

A few seconds later, she realized they were talking about the Perfect Wave. Sean wasn’t discouraging Jason from riding it, either. On the contrary, he seemed intent on tasting a slice of that pie himself.

Beside her, Elizabeth clenched her hands into fists.

Daniela waited for Sean and Jason to say they were only joking, but that didn’t happen. Jason shared a serious story about a friend who’d drowned, and the scene ended with a wide shot of the breaking wave.

Elizabeth rose to her feet. “I can’t believe you! Your best friend dies, so you want to follow him? And you—” She pointed a finger at Sean, narrowing her eyes. “You promised you wouldn’t encourage him.”

Sean straightened to defend himself. “I promised I wouldn’t help him. There’s a difference.”

She threw her hands in the air.

“Sean did try to talk me out of it,” Jason explained, “and this tricky bastard cut that part out of the footage.”

Brent smiled wryly, guilty as charged.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “Did he cut the part where you said you weren’t going to do it, too?”

“Not exactly,” he said, rubbing a hand over his jaw.

Elizabeth had heard enough. She grabbed her knapsack off the table and started toward the staircase.

“Keep this up, and I’ll be fooled into thinking you care,” Jason murmured.

Without so much as a backward glance, she went upstairs.

“Maybe I shouldn’t play the rest,” Brent said.

Taryn waved a dismissive hand in the air. “Don’t worry about her. I can’t wait to see it. Some of us like a little excitement.” With a pointed glance at Daniela, she smoothed her palm over Sean’s shoulder, giving him a com forting squeeze.

Brent looked from Sean to Taryn to Daniela, catching every nuance. The situation was so awkward it was painful. Just show the damned clip, she urged Brent silently. As soon as it was over, she could leave.

The next scene began with Jason’s emergency call. After responding on his radio, Brent zoomed in, getting a tight shot of the three of them inside the boat. There was a moment of chaos, reflected in the choppy images and lack of focus.

A sudden close-up revealed Daniela’s face in exquisite detail. Her expression betrayed a wealth of fear and anguish.

Sean sucked in a sharp breath, and Taryn’s hand fell away from his shoulder.

It was difficult for Daniela to look at herself on the screen. She saw eyes that were too big, too dark, too expressive.

Her terror was so magnified, it was almost grotesque.

Thankfully, the shot widened, and Sean took his shirt off, stealing the scene. His skin was darkly tanned, his stomach corrugated with muscle. There was no denying that he looked fantastic. Like her frightened face, this image was powerful and provocative. Together, they made an odd juxtaposition—his raw sexuality, and her unadulterated fear.

As he began to swim, the shot cut from Sean to the boat and back again, catching her distress and Jason’s support, creating the same tension she’d felt during the initial experience. Finally, Sean climbed out of the water, his chest heaving. His wet jeans clung to his thighs, riding so low on his abdomen that an inch of his pubic hair was exposed.

“Wow,” Taryn said, enjoying the view.

Daniela had to admit, she was just as riveted. Sean’s biceps flexed as he strained forward with the rope, his teeth clenched from exertion. Only Jason seemed unfazed by the display of skin and strength.

Sean arched a brow at Brent. “It didn’t occur to you to put down the camera and come help us?”

“I never would have got there in time. So I waited to see if you made it.”


“Convenient,” Sean muttered, turning his attention back to the footage.

Once the boat was anchored, Brent left the tower. After that, the shot stayed wide and didn’t change. She and Jason pulled in the whaler, foot by foot. It was an exciting sequence. At the end, the three of them lay together on the wet rocks, exhausted.

Daniela almost couldn’t bear to watch Taryn and Sean’s embrace, which appeared even more romantic from a distance.

She expected heartache, not surprise. She got both. Before the gorgeous couple broke apart, a flash of movement caught her eye. There was a dark shape in the water, about a hundred feet from shore.

A fin.

“Oh my God,” she gasped, clapping a hand over her mouth. None of them had noticed the shark at the time.

Its presence elevated an already compelling scene to cinematic gold.

“Did you splice that in?” Sean asked.

Brent smiled. “I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

Taryn was also disturbed by the footage. Shuddering, she slipped her arms around Sean’s neck and dropped a kiss on the top of his head.

It was a telling gesture, like the belly-to-belly embrace they’d shared earlier, and Daniela had seen enough. Sean claimed he wasn’t involved in a relationship with Taryn, but they didn’t act like “just friends.”

She rose from the couch, hoping for steady legs. “I’m off to bed.”

Brent appeared hurt by her abrupt departure. Perhaps he’d expected his footage to inspire joy and wonderment, rather than shock and awe. “Can we do a short interview? I meant to catch you last night, and didn’t get a chance.”


“Sure,” she said, her shoulders sagging. “Where?”

“In my room. It will only take a minute.”

Jason got up to say good night to her, but he seemed distracted. He hadn’t spoken since Elizabeth left the room.

Sean’s gaze met hers, his expression inscrutable. “Good night,” he said gruffly.

“Sweet dreams,” Taryn murmured, her arms still twined around his neck.

 

Brent’s room was tiny.

It boasted a single bed that couldn’t have been long enough for his six-foot-plus frame, and a small armchair. Behind the chair, there was a blank screen; in front of it, a high-watt lamp. His camera stand was already set up near the bed.

“Have a seat,” he said.

She did, twisting her hands in her lap.

“I need to close the door.”

“Go ahead,” she said, smiling at his politeness.

The room was so cramped he couldn’t even sit down on the edge of the bed to turn on his camera until he’d shut the door. She fidgeted with her hair while he played with the settings, wishing she’d thought to put on a little makeup.

“Are you camera-shy?”

“No,” she said quickly. “No, I—” She caught the look on his face and gave up. “Yes. Yes, of course I am. I suppose it’s obvious.”

It was his turn to smile. “Not really.”

“You’re a terrible liar.”

He laughed, glancing through the viewfinder and making one last adjustment. “There’s no reason to be nervous. The camera loves you.”


She shrugged off the compliment. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

“No. Taryn photographs well, but she doesn’t have your eyes. You remind me of a silent film star. Very expressive.”

Heat rose to her cheeks. She felt tired and worn-down, rather than pretty.

“Tell me about yourself. What draws you to this line of work? Why seals?”

Daniela took a deep breath. “I was born in Sinaloa, Mexico. It’s on the Pacific Coast, south of Baja. My father was a fisherman, and he took me to work with him fairly often. I loved to swim. He called me foquita. Little seal.”

He waited for her to continue.

“There aren’t many seals that far south, but we kept an eye out for them. He told me about the foca del caribe. Caribbean monk seal. They’ve been extinct since the 1950s.”

“And that left an impression on you?”

“Oh, yes. I didn’t believe him at first. I couldn’t imagine how an entire species could be wiped out. From then on, I wanted to learn more about endangered animals. Conservation biology seemed like a perfect fit.”

“Where did you go to school?”

“In San Diego. We moved there when I was ten.”

“Did your father continue to fish?”

She hesitated for a moment, surprised by the question. “No, he didn’t. My mother came from a wealthy, aristocratic family, and she wanted the best for us. Fishing didn’t pay enough to suit her. He went to night school and got a degree in finance.”

“Did that pay enough?”

Daniela shrugged. Mamá was impossible to please.

“How did the change suit him?”


“Not very well,” she admitted. “He was much happier in his fishing days. It was almost as if he’d left a piece of his soul out there, on the water.” She smiled sadly, remembering the last time she’d seen him.

“Foquita,” he always said, wrapping his arms around her. “No nades tan lejos.”

Don’t swim so far away.

Since the accident, their relationship had been stilted. For months, she’d avoided his company, not wanting comfort from anyone. That day, he’d hugged her warily, as if he were afraid she might break.

“I’m sorry,” she said, blinking back tears.

Brent turned the camera off. “Don’t be. I shouldn’t have kept you up this late. It’s been a difficult day.”

“You’re very kind.”

“No. Right now, I’m thinking about how beautiful you are, and how great this footage will look in my documentary.”

And yet, out of respect to her, he’d stopped filming. “Thank you.”

He grabbed a tissue for her, from the box on the nightstand. Daniela noticed a framed photograph resting next to it. “Is that your girlfriend?” she asked, accepting the tissue and dabbing her eyes.

“Yeah.” He picked up the photograph and handed it to her.

The woman in the picture was pretty, but frail-looking. She wore a colorful scarf over her dark hair, and she was much too slender.

“She has cancer,” he explained.

Daniela almost dropped the frame. “Oh, I—I’m so sorry.”

“It’s in remission, or I wouldn’t have come. I’m hoping to film here a few weeks, and get back home to do the editing. I like to be with her as much as possible. We don’t know how much time she has.”

She handed him the photo, struck by the tragedy of his situation. Hearing about it put her troubles in perspective. She also couldn’t help but feel guilty. She was alive, and recovering, while his girlfriend was dying.

He interrupted her thoughts. “Shall we finish this tomorrow?”

She nodded, leaving the room after saying a quiet good night. It had been a difficult day. Her arms ached from pulling rope and her palms burned. Feeling like a zombie, she stumbled into her room.

Taryn wasn’t there.

She was probably downstairs, on the couch with Sean. Kissing his hard mouth. Touching all those lovely muscles. Sitting in his lap.

Telling herself it didn’t matter, and that she didn’t care, Daniela climbed into bed and turned off the lamp. The night-light in the corner flickered gaily, mocking her solitude. Because it belonged to Taryn, she wanted to smash it to bits.

Instead, she turned her face to the wall and stared, wide-eyed, into darkness.

 

Sean pulled Taryn’s arms off his neck and rose to his feet. “We have to talk.”

Her surprised expression sent up a warning flag. She hadn’t been acting touchy-feely just to irritate Daniela. And what she’d been expecting from him, right now, was a lot more intimate than conversation.

He smothered a groan, calling himself ten kinds of stupid.

She got up off the couch with a small frown, grabbing her jacket and following him out the front door. There was no guaranteed privacy downstairs, and he wasn’t about to take her to his room. Jason was still fooling around with the old engine in the equipment shed, so Sean walked in the other direction.

It was the same place he’d stood last night, staring out at Skull Rock.

He didn’t think he’d encouraged Taryn, and damned if he knew how to discourage her. She was a fun girl, like a cute kid sister.

This was…weird.

“We’re friends, right?” he said.

“Of course.”

“Just friends.”

Her eyes sparkled in the moonlight. “Is that what you want?”

“Yes.”

Smiling a little, she stepped forward, closing the distance between them. “Are you sure?” she whispered, touching her lips to his ear.

He would have backed up, but they were at the edge of the cliffs, and there was nowhere to go but down. “I’m sure,” he said, turning his head to one side.

Undeterred by his insistence, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed kisses along his jaw.

Although he was more annoyed than interested, he allowed her to continue. He hadn’t received this kind of attention from a woman in years. Ironically, Daniela’s arrival made him susceptible to Taryn’s wiles. After spending most of the afternoon with his lovely ex-wife, he was very aware of his physical needs.

She slid her hand over the front of his pants, testing his resolve.

Sean knew a moment of male weakness. Taryn wasn’t the one he wanted, but she was hot and willing. More than willing. Unlike Daniela, she wouldn’t push him away. In fact, he was pretty certain she’d do anything he liked.

That was tempting.

“Let’s go up to the tower,” she said, breathless. Her tongue touched his earlobe as her fingers clenched around him.

Gritting his teeth, he removed her hand. “No.”

Startled by his vehemence, she stumbled back a step, and he used that opportunity to put some space between them. He turned to face the Pacific, focusing on the crashing waves, feeling the cold wind on his face.

“Is it because she’s here?”

“No,” he said, and it was the truth. Daniela’s presence made this scene twice as tawdry, but he wouldn’t have slept with Taryn under different circumstances. Not with a committed relationship in mind, anyway. She was too young, too easy, too…uncomplicated.

They didn’t have anything in common.

“Are you still in love with her?”

He sighed, shaking his head. It was more avoidance than denial.

“You’re a fool,” she decided, her voice gritty with emotion. “She’ll only hurt you.”

He glanced at her sideways, wondering if he’d underestimated her capacity for being vindictive, along with her amorous intentions. Daniela didn’t need any more grief from Taryn. Tomorrow, he’d talk to Dani about leaving again.

“I can’t have you making trouble for Daniela,” he said. “Touching me in front of her, or acting…too familiar.”

She let out a frustrated breath, visible in the night air. “It’s okay for you to put your hands all over me, playing football or whatever, but I can’t give you a hug?”

Sean hadn’t realized that she’d misinterpreted the physical contact. If he’d known she had a crush on him, he wouldn’t have roughhoused with her. “I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong impression.”

“We’ve had a connection from the start.”

His gut clenched with apprehension. “What do you mean?”

“Even before Daniela’s accident, I felt it. I know you felt it, too.”

“I was married.”

“That’s why I didn’t do anything about it.”

“Taryn, I would never have touched you back then. The only connection we’ve ever had is friendship.”

Her face went slack with shock. “Fine,” she said, her lips trembling. “I really thought— I mean, I was sure you—never mind.”

“I’m sorry,” he repeated, knowing he’d hurt her. “It’s not that I don’t find you attractive. Obviously, I do. You’re a beautiful girl, and I like you as a friend. But I wouldn’t choose to take it further.”

She gave him a brittle smile. “Gotcha.”

He shoved his hands into his pockets, feeling like an asshole. That was what he should have said before she started kissing him.

“You go on ahead,” she said, nodding toward the front door. “I just need a minute.”

At that moment, Brent came outside to smoke. He didn’t glance in their direction as he shut the door behind him. Minding his own business, he leaned against the side of the house, cupped a hand around his face to block the wind and lit up.

Sean wondered at his timing. For a guy who was supposedly here to shoot a scientific documentary, he sure had a nose for drama.

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” he muttered to Brent, trying to roll the tension out of his shoulders as he walked back inside the house. Over the past few hours, he’d crushed Taryn’s ego, put Dani through hell and upset Elizabeth.

Time to call it a day, before he did any more damage.










Chapter 9




Daniela stayed awake late, torturing herself with images of Sean and Taryn, writhing all over each other. She must have drifted off in the wee hours of the morning, because she didn’t remember hearing the girl come in.

As Daniela opened her eyes, Taryn was sitting in the chair across from the bed, brushing her damp hair. Her eyes were puffy and her mouth drawn. The room smelled like honeysuckle.

Daniela sat up in bed, blinking groggily.

Taryn placed the brush on the surface of the desk with a quiet click. “Yesterday, when I said you should leave, I was out of line. I apologize.”

“Apology accepted,” she said, surprised.

“That was unprofessional, not to mention unkind. It won’t happen again.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she murmured.

With a stiff nod, Taryn rose from the chair, turning her attention to the oval mirror on the wall behind the desk. She looked tanned and trim in low-rise jeans and a fitted sweater that left a few inches of her flat belly exposed. Frowning at her reflection, she parted her hair into two sections and began to braid it.

Taryn had the kind of figure Daniela had always envied. Long legs, slender proportions and a lithe upper body. She could probably buy any shirt off the rack and have it fit. By the looks of it, she didn’t even need to wear a bra.

Daniela hadn’t been able to get away with that since the sixth grade.

Annoyed by Taryn’s youthful perkiness, she wrestled out of her sleeping bag. After leaving the warmth of her bed, she changed her clothes in a hurry, shivering from cold. The jeans she chose were old and comfortable, but the long-sleeved top must have shrunk in the wash, because it fit too snugly across the chest. A small row of buttons, halfway down the front, strained to hold in her assets.

Sighing, she rummaged through the rest of her clothes. Luckily, she’d brought a striped scarf. She’d be wearing her jacket all day, anyway, but the scarf would keep her modestly covered until she went outside.

As she draped the scarf around her neck, she noticed Taryn watching her out of the corner of her eye. Her expression wasn’t smug and sultry, like last night. Nor did she seem satisfied about her tryst with Sean.

Instead, she appeared to be burning with resentment. Had he asked her to apologize?

Downstairs, the mood was equally forced. Taryn ignored Daniela and avoided Sean. Elizabeth was more aloof than ever. Even Jason seemed tense.

“Looks like rain,” Brent commented, staring out the front window.

“We have to scrub the catchment pad today,” Jason said. He glanced around the room, as if expecting a chorus of groans. No one said a word.

Brent seemed amused by the strained atmosphere. “I’ll help,” he said. “Unless you want me to do shark watch.”

“No. It’s a labor-intensive job, and we could use the extra muscle.”

“I can’t promise much of that, being more brains than brawn.” He cast a sideways glance at Sean and smiled.

Obviously, Sean had plenty of both.

Daniela pictured him climbing out of the surf yesterday, his chest bare and his pants wet. Although he was comfortable with his body, he’d always been dismissive—even embarrassed—about his good looks. He was probably horrified by the fact that Brent had made the footage of him look like a cologne commercial.

Clearing his throat, he left the table.

After the breakfast dishes were done, they grabbed a few buckets and some wire-bristled brushes out of the supply closet. The cement catchment pad was only a few hundred yards from the house. Apparently, gulls used it as roosting grounds during the summer. It was covered with feathers and filth.

Southeast Farallon Island was a “green” research facility, powered by solar energy, environmentally friendly and self-sufficient in many ways. Accordingly, all of the water they used for drinking and washing was collected on the catchment pad during heavy rains. The water was filtered and stored in an aboveground cistern, but it wasn’t treated or purified.

Cleaning the catchment pad before the first big rain was essential.

And, judging by the sky, a serious storm was coming. Bruised clouds crept in from the Pacific, darkening the edges of the horizon.


Daniela knew that the island was infamous for extreme weather. During a really powerful storm, charter boats couldn’t bring supplies in from the mainland—or take anyone back. This might be her last chance to chicken out.

“When do you think it will hit?” Brent asked Sean, looking up at the sky.

“Tonight, maybe. Sometimes they pass on by, this early in the season.”

Jason was right about the catchment pad; it was a dirty job, and scrubbing the cement required a lot of upper body strength. The gunk on the surface looked nasty, smelled bad and had the consistency of dried plaster.

After less than thirty minutes, Daniela was sweating. The men had already stripped down to their T-shirts, and there was a pile of discarded jackets next to the catchment pad. Finally, she took off her jacket and her wool scarf, both of which kept getting in the way.

Jason and Sean worked tirelessly, covering twice as much area as the rest of them combined. The girls slowed down a bit, but they didn’t complain. Although her biceps felt sore from yesterday’s tug on the rope, Daniela was determined to do her part. She continued scrubbing, her eyes downcast.

An hour later, Sean broke the silence. “If you’re going to point the camera down Daniela’s shirt, you could at least ask her permission first.”

She looked up, startled. Brent had taken a break, and turned on his ubiquitous camera.

“I was filming Taryn, not Daniela,” he explained.

Taryn was on her hands and knees, with her back to the camera. Her taut backside was barely covered by her low-rise jeans, and Brent had taken advantage of that photo op. She glanced over her shoulder, arching a brow at Sean. “I don’t mind.”

“Well, I do,” Elizabeth said, giving him a cold stare. “Are you shooting for a wildlife documentary or a Calvin Klein ad?”

Brent laughed, turning his attention from Taryn’s bottom to Daniela’s top. “Who says science can’t be sexy?”

Scowling, Sean walked across the pad and picked up his bottled water, his throat working as he swallowed. Daniela stared after him, wondering why he seemed so affronted. It wasn’t as though her breasts were falling out. Taryn was showing a lot more skin.

And yet, Sean was bothered by the idea of Brent filming her.

Out of the corner of her eye she watched him take a long drink. Knowing his gaze had been on her, she was intensely aware of the cool morning air against her heated flesh. A bead of sweat dripped down her chest, into the hollow between her breasts.

He slammed the bottle down and she snapped out of her stupor, jerking her attention from Sean to Brent. Of course, he’d caught the moment on film, and captured something far more intimate than a flash of skin.

Perhaps that had been his intention all along.

Brent moved the lens away from her, switching directions with ease. “Tell me why you chose this line of work, Taryn. Sean has a shark story. Jason’s friend drowned. Daniela’s father was a fisherman, and he used to call her—what was it?”

“Foquita,” Sean supplied.

“Yeah. Little seal. Do you have a dolphin story?”

Taryn sat down on a clean section of cement, wiping the sweat off her forehead. “I suppose I do.”


By tacit agreement, they all paused to listen. Even Elizabeth.

“I was born in Palos Verdes. Grew up in a house with a private beach.”

Jason let out a low whistle. That was some prime real estate.

“My parents traveled a lot, and I was homeschooled. Nannies and tutors. You know how it is.”

“No,” Brent said wryly. “We don’t.”

“Well, it wasn’t much fun, to be honest. I had everything money could buy, but I didn’t care about material things. I hated my huge, empty house and frilly pink room. I wanted to spend all my time at the beach.”

“Why?”

“My main caretaker, Ana, was very strict. She was always telling me to do this or that. But she wouldn’t go near the water. So I’d swim really far out, where I couldn’t hear her. I’d float on my back, pretend to be a mermaid. Stuff like that.”

Brent nodded for her to continue.

“I saw dolphins a lot. They play in the surf. I was always trying to catch one to ride it. Of course, I never did.” She shrugged, twisting her hands in her lap. “Even so, I considered them my friends. My only friends.”

Against her will, Daniela felt a surge of empathy for Taryn. Her own mother had been strict and undemonstrative. As a direct result, Daniela hadn’t wanted children. They were such an immense responsibility, and far too easy to let down.

Then she’d gotten pregnant—surprise. She’d never thought maternal instincts would blindside her, but they had. Sean, who rarely got sentimental, had also been caught off-guard by strong feelings during her pregnancy. He was enamored with her curvy body, devoted to her health and comfort, and not-so-secretly proud of their growing baby.

They’d never been closer.

“We’re a maudlin bunch,” Jason mused, interrupting her thoughts. “I didn’t expect it from Taryn.”

Daniela hadn’t expected it, either, although she’d seen a hint of Taryn’s darker side. Maybe her sunny perfection was just a facade.

“What about you, Liz? Surely you have a more uplifting story.”

Elizabeth picked up her brush and resumed scrubbing. “I don’t have a story. I like birds. That’s all.”

Brent sharpened his focus on her. “What about birds do you admire?”

She glanced up at the sky. “Their freedom, I guess. Their ease of movement and effortless grace.” After a moment, she added, “I’m interested in the behavioral stuff, too. Some birds mate for life. Many species are monogamous, actually.”

“Are your parents divorced?”

She gave him a dirty look. “No. And now I’m convinced you’re filming a reality show. Mad Scientists.”

Brent turned the camera toward Jason. “Your parents still together?”

He smiled at Elizabeth. “Yes.”

“Daniela?”

“Yes.” Physically, anyway.

“Taryn?”

“No. They’re both remarried. And desperately unhappy.”

“Sean?”

He shook his head. Daniela knew Sean had taken his parents’ divorce hard. He’d once told her that his greatest fear in life was turning out like his father. Angry and bitter and very much alone.

Brent turned off his camera. “Mine are also divorced. That’s three against three.”

Considering Sean and Daniela’s failed marriage, the odds favored divorce. Another depressing topic.

Taking a deep breath, she grabbed her brush and went back to work, scrubbing at the debris in a steady, circular motion. If only she could erase all of the terrible things she’d said and done to Sean the same way.

She’d wash off the painful memories, and start fresh again.










Chapter 10




Daniela made her way along the path to the sea lion blind, her hair whipping around her face.

The wind had kicked up again, stealing every hint of warmth.

Brent offered to accompany her, but Daniela wanted to be alone. She needed some time to think about her reawakened feelings for Sean.

Had she given up on him too soon?

She knew he’d tried harder than she had to make their marriage work. After the accident, he’d given her space. Too much space. And when he started pushing her to get well, to let go of her grief and accept his touch again, she’d…panicked.

Making a sound of frustration, she pushed the hair out of her eyes. It was foolish to rehash the past, but she couldn’t help it. The more she thought about Sean, the more confused she became.


She ducked into the blind and closed the door behind her, shutting out the rest of the world. Inside, she was met by silence. There was no wind, no sound, no sunlight. Just a cramped, airless space.

Smothering a surge of anxiety, she picked up a pair of binoculars, examining the shoreline. When she noticed a rash of cormorants circling the air above Dead Man’s Beach, her mouth dropped open.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” she murmured, her heart beating faster.

The wounded seal had been nowhere near Sea Lion Cove yesterday, and Daniela hadn’t expected to see hide nor hair of him again. She couldn’t see his body on the sand, so she wasn’t sure he was there. Hoping the bird formation wasn’t just an unhappy coincidence, she set aside the binoculars and searched the shelves for supplies.

After shoving a pair of wire cutters, a can of formula and a few first aid items into a canvas tote bag, she was off, scrambling toward the small beach. It wasn’t easy to get to, but Daniela was a fairly good climber. The way back up would pose more of a challenge, but she didn’t worry about that as she descended the short cliffs.

In a few moments, she’d maneuvered her way down to the beach. Kneeling behind a large rock, one of the last opportunities for cover, she surveyed the scene.

The wounded seal was there, lying on his side, his breathing labored. The birds who’d plagued him on the other side of the island were keeping their distance, but not because the pup was in better shape than yesterday.

A full-grown Northern elephant seal lounged at the edge of the water, his considerable bulk settled in a rut on the sand. The birds stayed high for good reason. Male elephant seals, called bulls, were loud, toothy and cantankerous.


This one must have weighed at least five thousand pounds.

“Jesus,” she whispered, considering her options. Elephant seals rarely attacked humans, but they would charge if they felt threatened. She couldn’t outrun an angry bull on sand, and the area was narrow, surrounded by steep rock on three sides. If he made a move on her out in the open, she’d be in big trouble.

But if she didn’t act soon, the pup would surely die.

She hesitated, her eyes on the wounded animal. Elephant seals had been known to kill harbor seals. The bull probably considered this beach his personal stomping ground, and could very well trample the unprotected pup.

She waited, hoping the elephant seal would get bored and swim away. The harbor seal turned his head toward her and bleated weakly. The desperate sound tugged on Daniela’s heartstrings, and the sight of his liquid brown eyes, so full of pain, strengthened her resolve. She couldn’t stand by and watch him suffer a moment longer.

Legs trembling, she removed her jacket and rose from her crouched position. At five-two, her full height didn’t impress anyone, especially not the lounging bull. When she moved out from behind the rock, he snuffled into the air, his fleshy nose wobbling with indignation.

While some seals and sea lions were friendly, others were skittish and quick to strike, as fractious as wild dogs. Daniela had a faint scar on her backside to prove it.

Sean had often said it was his favorite place to kiss.

Nevertheless, she wasn’t keen on getting bit again. Beneath that bulbous proboscis, an elephant seal had a powerful set of jaws, capable of breaking bones.

Pulse pounding with adrenaline, she edged her way along the base of the cliff behind the tiny beach. If the bull charged, she could try to take cover among the smaller clusters of rocks that jutted from the sand, but there was no safe hiding place, and no real escape, other than the way she came.

She approached the pup warily, keeping her eyes on the bull in the shallow surf. He made a braying sound, warning her to retreat. The gulls and cormorants overhead cawed and circled, wings flapping with excitement.

Farallon Island didn’t have the luxury of an emergency medical clinic or round-the-clock veterinary services. On rare occasions, an injured animal was taken to the Marine Mammal Center in San Francisco for care and rehabilitation. In this instance, whatever Daniela could do would have to suffice.

Luckily, the plastic ring didn’t appear to be lacerating the pup’s flesh, and the seal’s temperament was docile. He allowed her to examine him in stoic silence.

Just as she was about to snip the plastic, the bull on the beach let out a thunderous roar.

Frozen with fear, she watched the elephant seal rush toward her, his massive body slamming across the short beach.

Her choices were to drop everything and run, leaving the seal behind, or to attempt to drag the pup to safety. Blood thundering in her ears, she wrapped her arms around his plump middle and heaved backward, her heels seeking purchase in the shifting sand.

She didn’t make it. She didn’t even come close. The pup was small, less than fifty pounds, and Sean could have picked up two or three of these little guys, but Daniela couldn’t even handle one. Before she knew it, she was flat on her butt, staring up at a huge elephant seal, her face just inches from his ugly mug.

He bellowed, misting her cheeks with what had to have been the most awful halitosis in the entire animal kingdom.

Tears filled her eyes even as the smell soured her stomach. “No,” she screamed, hugging the pup closer. “Leave us alone!”

In some part of her mind, she knew she was acting like a madwoman. This wounded seal wasn’t her baby. He wasn’t a human being. He wasn’t even a pet.

And yet, in that moment, she’d have risked her life to protect him. She continued to hold her ground, her chest heaving with pent-up emotion.

For whatever reason, the bull didn’t attack. With another disgruntled roar, he turned and loped away, his portly backside disappearing into the crashing surf.

Amazed by the strange sequence of events, and thankful to be unharmed, Daniela let out a ragged laugh. “Well, I ran him off, didn’t I?” she said, looking down at the speckled pup. Sniffling, she trimmed away the ring around his neck.

His relief was palpable, and instantaneous. He bleated again, as if in thanks.

She poured the can of formula into a stout glass bottle and attached a sturdy rubber nipple. Some animals wouldn’t take food this way, but when she poured a few drops into the palm of her hand, he nuzzled her hungrily, and when she put the bottle to his mouth, he sucked the nutrient-rich liquid down in record time.

For Daniela, helping a wounded animal was always satisfying, but her connection to this pup was special. She’d saved him, of that she was sure. And, in some way, he’d saved her. It felt as though a piece of debris had been wrapped around her chest for the past two years, constricting her heart. For the first time in a long while, she could breathe.


Once the young seal’s hunger was sated, he drowsed in her arms, exhausted from the life-or-death battle his body had been fighting. Daniela cuddled him closer, crooning softly. She didn’t need a therapist to tell her that he reminded her of the child she’d lost.

After some initial anxiety about giving birth and raising a child, she’d settled into the idea of becoming a mother. She’d decided to breast-feed. Sean had teased her about the amount of research she’d done on the subject, saying she was already well-equipped for the job.

A few days after the accident, when her milk came in, she’d wept. Without a baby to nurse, there’d been no easy way to diminish her discomfort, and the swelling had been excruciating. Her breasts had been so full they hurt, and her arms had ached from emptiness.

Pained by the memory, she cradled the chubby little seal against her chest, singing Spanish lullabies and longing for something that could never be.

After a few moments, he roused. His neck was rubbed raw and several peck marks dotted his speckled coat, but he was healthy enough to be set free. Drawn to the lure of the sea, he wriggled away from her, waddling across the sand and sliding into the water with a soft, celebratory splash.

She walked to the shoreline and stared out at the Perfect Wave, feeling the wind lift her hair and caress her overheated face. When she turned back toward the cliffs, she saw Sean leaning against the same rock formation she’d climbed down to get onto the beach. With the sound of the crashing surf, she hadn’t heard his approach, so she had no idea how long he’d been watching her. Now the tide was coming in, soaking the sand at her feet.

If she’d tarried here much longer, she’d have been trapped.


Feeling foolish, she gathered up her tote bag and jacket and trudged toward him, anticipating a lecture. But what she saw on his face wasn’t reproof. It was grief. He must have seen her cuddling the baby seal, and it was clear he was having the same reaction she had.

His mouth was thin-lipped with anguish and his eyes glittered with unshed tears.

Daniela had only seen Sean cry once, after Natalie’s funeral. He’d never been comfortable showing this level of emotion, and she’d often wondered if he were capable of feeling it.

Muttering a hoarse curse, he pressed his fingertips to his eyelids, as if he could staunch the flow of tears that way.

She couldn’t watch another person suffer without offering her assistance, and this was Sean, the love of her life, so she dropped her things and put her arms around him.

Too often, she’d assumed he didn’t understand how she felt. And how could he, when she refused to let him in? Now she was faced with more evidence that she’d been wrong. Maybe he’d been as devastated by the death of their child as she had.

I’d have done anything to take your pain, he’d said, and she knew that was true.

Trying to return the favor, she buried her face in the front of his shirt and held him close, smoothing her hands across his back, stroking the nape of his neck. He wept silently, his shoulders trembling under her fingertips, his arms slipping around her waist. Her heart bled for him, tears burning at her own eyes. At the same time, it felt good to share this moment, and absorb his grief.

Too often, she’d cried alone.

After a few moments, he straightened a little, seeming to recover from the uncharacteristic emotional display.


His flannel shirt was soft against her cheek, and he smelled wonderfully masculine, like clean sweat and warm skin. Without making a conscious choice to do so, she inhaled a deep breath and nuzzled closer, her lips touching his throat.

The muscles in his arms tensed, but he didn’t pull away.

She hadn’t meant for the embrace to become heated. One of his hands was resting just above her waist, his thumb making lazy circles over her rib cage, close to the underside of her breast.

Daniela glanced up at him cautiously, moistening her lips. His heavy-lidded gaze dropped from her mouth to her breasts, and even if she hadn’t seen the arousal in his eyes, she could feel it, swelling against her belly.

A beat pulsed between her legs and the tips of her breasts tingled, aching for his touch.

Sean was a red-blooded man, like any other. There was no denying that he wanted her physically, but she knew he wouldn’t take this any further, because of all the times she’d rejected him in the past.

With trembling hands, she reached up to touch his strong, angular face, brushing away the tears. Although he tensed at the contact, she didn’t stop. Holding his gaze, she explored the soft bristle of whiskers along his jaw, finding their texture uniquely pleasurable. She wanted to feel the rasp of that stubble all over her body, and the sensation of his hard mouth on hers, so she stood on tiptoe, pressing her lips to his.

For a moment, she thought he wasn’t going to respond, but when he did, it was like a dam breaking.

With a groan, he lifted her up, cupping her bottom in his hands and fitting his erection against the apex of her thighs. She gasped, opening her mouth for him, and he thrust his tongue inside, taking everything she offered and then some. It was the least tender, most inelegant kiss he’d ever given her, by far.

Stumbling forward in the sand, he fell on top of her, catching himself with his palms and raining feverish kisses over her jaw, his scruffy chin scraping her face.

He was clumsy, overzealous and totally off-target.

“My mouth is right here,” she said helpfully, touching her lips.

“Sorry,” he panted, laughing at himself a little before he dove in again. The next attempt was much more successful, but then, he’d always been eager to please. It was his willingness to take direction that made him so damned good in bed, not any technique he’d learned with the women he’d had before her.

This time, he curbed his enthusiasm, finding her mouth with practiced ease and stroking her tongue with his. He also found her breast, cupping the soft weight in his palm and brushing his thumb back and forth over her stiff little nipple.

She moaned, arching into his hand and lifting her hips, encouraging him. He rocked between her legs, rubbing the swollen length of his erection against the cleft of her sex while he kissed and caressed her.

Daniela melted with pleasure.

Then the surf rushed in, wetting her boots.

“Damn!” Sean pushed himself off her, looking down at the soaked knees of his jeans. Clearly intent on continuing what they’d started, he scooped her up and dragged her away from the shore, lowering his mouth to kiss her again.

“Wait,” she said, bracing her palms against his chest. She turned her head to the side, trying to catch her breath. The cold splash of reality had brought to mind several reasons why making out on this beach was a bad idea. While they were reenacting From Here to Eternity, that territorial bull could come back. “There was an elephant seal.”

“What?”

“There was a bull here a few minutes ago. He was kind of, uh…grumpy.”

“What!” He scrambled to his feet, his eyes on the shoreline. “Are you insane?”

She got up, brushing sand from her clothes. Now she would get a dressing-down, and not the kind she’d been looking forward to.

“You climbed down to an unprotected beach to hang out with a Northern elephant seal? He could have trampled you and the pup!”

Letting out a frustrated breath, she picked up her jacket and her tote bag and started toward the cliffs. Predictably, she had trouble climbing the steep, slippery rocks, which gave Sean another reason to be angry.

“What if you’d been injured?” he asked, boosting her up. “What would you have done when the tide came in?”

“Been swept away, I guess.”

His hand lingered on her fanny. “Didn’t you learn your lesson about wild animals the last time one bit you in the ass?”

“Apparently not.”

Ascending the cliffs required a certain amount of effort and concentration, so Sean stopped scolding in favor of helping her navigate the climb. They’d traversed terrain like this on countless occasions, so he knew her skill level. If he put his hands on her more than was strictly necessary, it was only because she hadn’t hiked in a while.

By the time they reached the sea lion blind, they were both breathing hard. Her cheeks were suffused with heat and a fine sheen of perspiration coated her skin. Pretending her response was due to exertion, not arousal, she hazarded another glance at him. “How did you know I was on the beach?”

“I followed the birds.”

She nodded, crossing her arms over her chest. “I shouldn’t have gone down there alone. You’re right. It was…unsafe.”

He massaged his forehead, a gesture she knew he used when he was trying to focus. “I don’t like to see you take unnecessary risks.”

“You tag sharks for a living,” she felt compelled to mention.

“I think you should go back to San Diego.”

Her temper bubbled up, hot and bright. He thought she should leave because of what happened after the elephant seal encounter, not before. “Why don’t you want me here?” she asked, getting closer to him. “Am I making you uncomfortable?”

His gaze dragged along the inner curves of her breasts, as tangible as a caress. “You know damned well you’re making me uncomfortable.”

“Maybe you should do something about it.”

An emotion she couldn’t identify crossed over his features. She’d never been this suggestive, but she’d never had to be. In their relationship, he’d made all the first moves. “No,” he said in a cold voice, cutting her dead.

Her mouth dropped open. She could feel heat coming off him in waves, but instead of kissing her senseless, he was turning her down. “Why?”

He looked away, refusing to answer.

“Why?” she repeated, her stomach churning with dread.

“Because you broke my heart,” he bit out, thrusting a hand through his hair. “Jesus, Dani, why do you think? Being near you hurts like hell. Touching you makes me lose my mind. I can’t even look at you without dying inside.”

Daniela stared at him in wonder, feeling her chest tighten and her throat close up. She felt exactly the same way he did. “You broke my heart, too,” she whispered, hugging her arms around herself. “You’re the one who filed for divorce.”

He studied her for a long moment, his mouth grim. “I said I would, the day you told me to leave. Remember?”

She nodded, feeling miserable.

“Why did you sign the divorce papers?” he asked.

“I—I thought you wanted to get on with your life.”

“I did. I still do.”

Tears of despair flooded her eyes. Of course he did. She was too difficult, too fractured, too complicated.

It was too hard to be with her, so he’d given up and moved on.

She was too late.

“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

She gave him a brittle smile. “I’m sorry, too.”

Turning away from him, she shrugged into her jacket and walked out the door, brushing the tears from her eyes.

She wasn’t sure why she was so disappointed, or what she’d expected. And she couldn’t bear to analyze her wanton behavior. If she wanted a sexual fling, she could approach Jason, or any other man. With Sean, there would always be strings attached.

Besides, she hadn’t come here to reconcile an impossibly damaged relationship. The two of them could become friends and colleagues again, not partners.

Not lovers.

Her emotional breakdown had killed their marriage. She’d driven him away, and never made one single attempt at reconciliation. She couldn’t give him what he needed—a happy family—and he didn’t deserve anything less.

Taking a deep breath, Daniela looked up at the bleak, bright sky, wishing things had played out differently.

Sometimes, life’s cards were too hard to hold.










Chapter 11




Sean wanted to kick himself.

On the way to the house, he stared at the back of Daniela’s head, trying to ignore the assault on his senses and the ache in his groin. His hands were shaking with need, so he shoved them into his pockets, wishing he didn’t remember all the ways he’d touched her over the course of their marriage. God, he’d been a sex maniac. Even while she was pregnant, he was constantly at her. Had he been too demanding? Too rough, too insatiable?

He stifled a groan, cursing himself in silence. The long stint of abstinence had almost shattered his self-control. On Dead Man’s Beach, he’d fallen on her like a raving lunatic. In the sea lion blind, he’d wanted to take her to the floor, tear her clothes off and bury himself in her. She’d have let him, too.

Damn. Why hadn’t he just gone ahead and done it?

During the last year of their marriage, he’d have given anything for a chance to have her in his arms again. He’d fantasized about making love to her, his own wife, constantly. She’d needed space, but he’d needed her.

Countless times, he’d imagined her brushing her lips over his. Threading her fingers through his hair and pulling his mouth down to hers. Whispering her most intimate desires in his ear, begging him to make her feel good again.

He’d been desperate to give her pleasure, to fill up the empty places inside her, to kiss the hurt away. She’d never allowed him to.

And now…it wasn’t enough. Indulging in a physical relationship with Daniela, at this point, was a recipe for disaster. He’d never get over her that way. One kiss, and he’d been ready to declare his undying affection and ravage her in the sand.

He was weak where she was concerned, but he wasn’t stupid. Seeing her again had brought back a lot of old memories. Although their marriage hadn’t been perfect, it had been damned good. He’d been crazy about her, and it was hard to let her go. Being thrown together in cramped quarters, it was only natural for him to feel…nostalgic.

He’d loved her so much.

After the accident, when he found out she was going to be okay, he’d been overwhelmed with relief. He remembered sitting by her bedside, getting choked up just looking at her. Hours upon hours had passed, while he’d done nothing but watch her sleep.

The day she’d come home from the hospital, he’d been an emotional wreck. Maybe he’d smothered her with attention, or hovered too much. He’d been so happy she was alive. Every moment he’d spent with her seemed like a gift—one she’d actively rejected.

No matter how many times he tried to reconnect with her, she’d refused to let him in. He’d attempted to engage her in a thousand different ways. She’d remained unapproachable, untouchable, unresponsive. Lost to him.

His love hadn’t been enough for her then. And her body wasn’t enough for him now.

It wasn’t easy to deny her, but it was easier than letting his guard down. Her emotional withdrawal, and their subsequent divorce, had devastated him. He’d rather feel nothing than experience that kind of pain again.

As they came closer to the landing, late afternoon fog rolled in from the Pacific, settling over the island like a shroud. The creepy old Victorian seemed to rise out of the mist. A few hundred yards beyond the shore, smoke curled from the mouth of Skull Rock.

Earlier, he and Jason had discussed their concerns about the ruined engine. Although it seemed far-fetched, they had to consider the possibility that an intruder had set foot on the island. “Promise me you won’t wander off alone again,” he said to Daniela. “It isn’t safe here, considering what happened yesterday.”

Her brows drew together. “What do you mean?”

“Jason thinks the engine may have been sabotaged.”

“By whom? The seal-skinner?”

He sighed, shaking his head. “The cage-divers have a Zodiac, and we’ve had some run-ins with them in the past.”

“About chumming?”

“Yeah. I asked them to stop. They told me to piss off.”

She cast him a chiding glance. “I suppose you said a polite goodbye after that.”

Actually, he’d called the crew leader an asshole, when push had come to shove. “I was at least as polite as they were,” he muttered. “Until we find out what went wrong, you shouldn’t wander off alone. Neither should Taryn or Elizabeth.”

“What about you and the other men?”

“We can defend ourselves.”

Her eyes wandered across his torso, and a tiny crease appeared between her brows. Before they got married, he’d given her a couple of lessons in self-defense. Small, feminine and beautiful, she was an ideal target for a predator.

Maybe she was thinking about kneeing him in the groin, one of the moves he’d taught her, because her gaze dropped to the fly of his jeans. Or maybe she was recalling his inappropriate arousal during one of those demonstrations, which had devolved into a playful wrestling match and steamy sex on the floor.

She looked away, a faint blush tingeing her cheeks. “Fine,” she said. “I won’t go anywhere alone.”

Her acquiescence wasn’t much of a victory, and he didn’t feel any better for having it. He needed a cold shower and a hot meal, in that order, but he knew he wouldn’t be satisfied with those things, either. It was Daniela’s turn to cook. Eating with her used to be a sensual experience. Now, he’d probably choke on his regrets.

He couldn’t wait to get off this miserable island. Being here with her was like descending into a new level of hell.

Before going in, she took him by the hand, surprising him. “I just need to tell you…I was wrong. Everything that happened was my fault. I’m sorry I pushed you away.” Her eyes searched his for a moment, cutting straight to the heart.

He wanted to say she was mistaken, that his inability to console her had been far more detrimental to their relationship, but the words stuck in his throat. While he faltered, trying to pull himself together, she disappeared inside the house.

Several long, arduous moments passed before he was able to follow.

 

Daniela was tired of crying.

She cracked a couple of eggs into a bowl with more force than was necessary, mixing the ingredients with shaking hands.

There were too many conflicting feelings to sort through, too many confusing thoughts and words and images. No matter what Sean said, she knew he wanted her, and her body throbbed in response to his arousal.

Maybe it was hopeless, and they were destined to be apart. She couldn’t figure it out right now. Instead of trying, she worked her fingers into the tamale dough, squeezing it into submission. Pounding its flat, expressionless face.

“Pretending that’s Sean?”

She looked from the ceramic bowl to Jason’s knowing smile. “Why would I do that?” she asked, blowing the bangs off her forehead.

“Because he deserves it.”

“For what?”

He held her gaze. “Being such a fool as to lose you.”

Daniela frowned, wondering why he was flirting with her when he was clearly interested in another woman. “You have a problem,” she decided, returning her attention to kneading.

“I know,” he said with a heavy sigh.

“Elizabeth won’t go for you if your attention wanders easily.”

“That does present a challenge,” he agreed.

“Why do you do it?”

“Do what?”


“Let your eye rove.”

He paused, considering. “I guess I’m looking for something I haven’t found yet. Or maybe I just have a short attention span.” His mouth twisted with dissatisfaction, as if he didn’t like that about himself. “Did Sean’s eye never rove?”

“His eye? Yes.” Like most men, Sean had noticed other women. Before the accident, it hadn’t bothered her. “He might have looked, but he didn’t linger.”

“Hmm.”

“You linger.”

“Lingering is much more fun.”

It was her turn to laugh. “Are you going to help me make these tamales, or keep trying to have your wicked way with me?”

“You aren’t even tempted. I must be losing my touch.”

“I don’t think so.”

His gaze darkened. “Now you’re encouraging me.”

“If I did, you’d get bored.”

“I doubt it.”

Daniela smiled, thinking Elizabeth would have some stiff competition if she wasn’t so hung up on Sean. “Have you ever wrapped corn husks?”

“No. We use banana leaves on the islands.”

“Same idea,” she said, placing a small amount of dough in the center of an unwrapped husk, demonstrating the technique. After adding the meat filling, she closed the edges of the husk and tied it up into a neat little package.

Jason watched carefully, mimicking her movements. He was a very quick study.

They continued making tamales together, falling into an easy rhythm. She had no siblings and few close friends, most of whom she’d alienated over the past two years. The only person she communicated with on a regular basis was Mamá, who meant well but failed to provide unconditional support.

When the tamales were finished steaming, she brought them out to the living room, along with a pitcher of juice and a large platter of mixed vegetables and rice. Jason had beer with his meal, but Sean wasn’t drinking. He’d been tense since he came downstairs, watching her put food on the table in quiet contemplation.

“So what’s up with the engine?” Brent asked, taking a seat next to Sean. “Seems kind of weird that the oars were missing.”

“Yes,” Jason said, glancing at Daniela. “It does. I can’t rule out the possibility that it was tampered with.”

Brent’s brows rose. “You think someone came onto the island again?”

“Maybe. We’ve had some static from the guys who run the cage-diving operation. Last season, they tried a new kind of chum, some noxious mixture with blood meal and tuna parts. The whole island reeked like fish ass.”

Taryn wrinkled her nose, as if remembering the smell. “Jason went out to talk to them about it, and the discussion almost came to blows.”

“Bastards,” he said, taking another bite. “They’d rather fight than talk. Sean exchanged some strong words with them the season before, too.”

Brent arched a brow. “Strong words, from Sean?”

“They started it,” he muttered.

“Do you think they hold a grudge?”

“It’s possible.”

“How would they access the island?”

Jason swallowed a mouthful of rice before he spoke. “They have an inflatable boat.”

“The cage-divers come on weekends,” Elizabeth pointed out. “Today’s Friday.”


“Right,” Jason said. “I think we should use the buddy system from now on. Stay in radio contact, and don’t go off alone.”

Elizabeth bristled. “I’m the only ornithologist. It doesn’t make any sense for anyone to hang out with me at the bird blind.”

“I’d be happy to escort you,” Jason said.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “For what purpose? I seriously doubt that anyone has been sneaking around on the island.”

“Who do you think sabotaged the engine, if not them?” Brent asked.

Elizabeth pushed aside her plate. Her face was pale and serious. “Maybe you did.”

His jaw went slack. “Why would I do it?”

“For your stupid documentary,” she said in a scathing tone. “You probably skinned the seal to create drama. And you’d sell your soul for some shark attack footage.”

The tension in the room skyrocketed. Elizabeth’s accusation was wild, and insulting—but was it off base?

“No,” Brent said quietly. “I wouldn’t hurt an animal, and I’d never use footage like that in my work. Not for any price. You, of all people, should know that.”

Her mouth thinned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“As you wish,” he murmured.

Jason crossed his arms over his chest. “Spill it.”

“It’s not my story to tell,” Brent said.

Elizabeth leaped to her feet, the legs of her chair scraping across the hardwood floor. “There is no story.”

When she hurried toward the door, Jason caught up with her in three easy strides. “Like hell there isn’t,” he said, grabbing her wrist.


Gasping, she drew back her other arm and slapped him across the face. The sound was like the crack of a whip.

Jason released her arm abruptly. The mark of her hand stood out on his dark cheek.

“I’m sorry,” she sputtered, horrified. Before he could react to the blow, she spun away from him and ran out the door.

Stunned, Jason touched the side of his face.

“I’ll go after her,” Taryn said, rising.

Daniela stood also. “Me, too.”

“Hang on,” Sean said, striding toward the door. It was pitch black outside. He looked from Jason to Brent, a muscle in his jaw ticking. “I don’t give a damn whose story it is. If there’s something we need to know, tell us.”

“Fine,” Brent said, defeated. “It’s not that important. Ancient history, really. Let the girls go.”

Taryn pulled her jacket off the hook and put it on. Daniela rushed to do the same. Sean probably didn’t want them to follow Elizabeth anywhere, but she shouldn’t be alone on the cliffs at night, under any circumstances.

“Take the flashlight,” Sean said, handing it to Daniela. “And be careful.”

She donned her wool cap. “Of course. A bit of girl talk and everything will be fine.”

Although he looked as though he wanted to come along, he didn’t press the issue. Elizabeth would be more comfortable with other women. After one last glance at Sean, Daniela walked out the door, and Taryn pulled it shut behind them.

“Don’t turn on the light yet,” Taryn said, studying the landscape. Most of the fog had cleared and a waning moon was out, barely visible through wispy layers of clouds. “There.” Taryn pointed at the path to the tower.


Elizabeth’s gray windbreaker appeared almost white in the moonlight, an ethereal shape ascending the cliff. “She would go that direction,” Daniela muttered. Shouting at her to come back was pointless; their voices would be carried away on the wind. They started walking, turning on the flashlight to illuminate their footsteps.

At night, the pebble-strewn path was twice as dangerous. With painstaking care they made their way up the cliff. Finally, they reached the summit. Elizabeth was standing at the edge of the lighthouse tower, contemplating the pounding surf and jagged cliffs below.

She and Taryn exchanged a worried glance. Daniela didn’t want to startle Elizabeth, who was dangerously close to a sharp drop-off.

“My father committed suicide,” she said, looking over her shoulder. “Brent filmed it.”

Daniela sucked in a sharp breath.

“Well, he filmed part of it. He didn’t actually die that time. No, he hung on for years and years, bragging about how he’d cheated death.” She let out a harsh laugh, shaking her head. “He’d cheated death.”

Taryn frowned at her cryptic words. “What do you mean?”

“He was a shark enthusiast. A thrill seeker. He ran adventure tours in Daytona Beach. People would pay to watch him swim with sharks.”

Daniela’s jaw dropped.

“About fifteen years ago, Brent went on one of his tours. He must have been around eighteen at the time. He filmed the attack.”

“Oh my God,” Taryn murmured.

“My father considered that his shining moment,” she said, raising one fist in a mocking salutation. “He’d survived a shark attack! And he wanted to revel in that dubious glory. But Brent wouldn’t release the footage.”

Daniela inched closer.

“Brent stood by while my father risked his life, and continued filming while the shark took his legs.”

“He couldn’t have helped,” Taryn said. “We all know it’s too dangerous to enter the water during an attack.”

“He shouldn’t have been filming at all!”

“Maybe not,” Taryn said. “But that was a long time ago. Don’t you think he made the right decision, about not releasing the footage? It’s not fair to accuse him of wrong-doing now, because of a past mistake.”

Daniela was surprised by Taryn’s calm assurance. It was exactly what Elizabeth needed. Reason, rather than comfort. “I agree,” Daniela said, putting her hand on Elizabeth’s shoulder. “You should talk to him about it. Work things out.”

Elizabeth flinched, but she didn’t wrench away. “There’s nothing to work out. We don’t have to be friends.”

“Did you know he would be here?” Daniela asked.

“Of course. I thought we could be civil, on the off chance that he recognized me.”

“That wasn’t exactly civil,” Taryn said.

After a significant pause, Elizabeth nodded. “You’re right. I owe him an apology.” With a small grimace, she shook her head. “I’ll have to apologize to Jason, too. And he’s already so damned smug.”

Daniela wanted to continue the conversation, and make sure Elizabeth was really okay, but a light rain began to fall, stinging her cheeks.

“Let’s go in before the path gets slippery,” Taryn recommended.

Hoping the issue would soon be resolved, Daniela started down the path, Taryn and Elizabeth following close behind. She’d feel more relieved once they were inside. The temperature had dropped and the wind had picked up, cutting through her light jacket. Her hands and face were ice cold.

As they rounded the steepest corner, approaching the sheer drop-off into the whirlpool below, she heard a surprised cry behind her.

Taryn stumbled forward, crashing into her back. The flashlight fell from her hands, and Daniela went sprawling, hurtling toward the safety rail. Although she expected a painful impact, the railing gave way with sickening ease.

She experienced a moment of weightlessness, and the bizarre sensation of tumbling through space. She screamed, her arms and legs flailing.

The only thing she hit was water.










Chapter 12




The drop from the cliff to the water was less than twenty feet, but the impact was like a punch to the stomach. The shock of the blow immobilized her and the cold robbed her breath.

She plummeted deep underwater, surrounded by a black abyss.

As soon as she stopped sinking, Daniela began to kick frantically, clawing her way back to the surface. But she was hampered by her wet clothing. The pockets of her jacket had filled with water and her boots felt like sandbags. Taking them off wasn’t an option, because they protected her from the cold, and her first priority was getting air.

She fought hard, all the way to the top, and broke through at long last, opening her mouth to gasp. But her lungs refused to expand. Her body felt numb. A powerful wave crashed over her head, covering her in icy darkness.


Disconnectedly, she wondered how long it would take to drown.

Pinpricks of light flashed behind her eyelids and the cold seeped in, permeating the layers of her clothing and chilling her to the bone. If she didn’t get some oxygen on her next try, she would die.

And she’d only been in the water a few seconds.

Refusing to give up, she pumped her legs again, moving her arms in frantic paddling motions. The cold had seized her lungs. She felt disembodied, disoriented. Like she was swimming in slush.

Panicking, she let out a silent scream, struggling her way back up to the surface. This time, when she broke through, she was able to fill her lungs with fresh, clean air. She treaded water frantically, gasping for help.

On the cliffs above her, Elizabeth was calling her name, pointing the beam of the flashlight in her direction.

Another wave surged up, splashing her face. Daniela choked and sputtered, tasting salt. “Sean!” she yelled, her voice hoarse with emotion. Never mind that he wasn’t within hearing range; his was the name that leaped to her lips.

“Hang on, Daniela,” Elizabeth called out. “Taryn ran to get help. Stay with me!”

Powerful currents tugged her every which way, smashing her into the rocks, scraping her along the jagged edges. Swimming against the flow was impossible, and there was nowhere to haul herself out. She needed to get a grip on something, anything. And she had to do it quick, because she couldn’t keep her head above water much longer. Already, her muscles were like jelly.

“There,” Elizabeth shouted, shining the beam of light on a section of wet, slippery rock. “Grab on right there, Daniela!”


The surface was perforated with holes, large and small. With her last ounce of strength, Daniela swam for it, straining toward the light. A wave brought her the last few feet, slamming her face so hard she saw stars.

Grimacing, she found a handhold in the rock and clung to it, hanging on for dear life.

Time went by and her arms lost their feeling. She lost count of the number of waves that washed over her. Fear of sharks kept her there, gripping the slippery rocks. It wasn’t as though they were sleeping right now, taking a break from hunting. If she let go and was swept out into the open water, she would be eaten alive.

“Sean,” she whispered, pressing her cheek to the wet rock, as if its chiseled surface were his stubbled jaw.

“Daniela!”

It was him; she knew it was him. But her eyelids were too heavy to lift, her limbs too weak to hold her up.

Something soft and rubbery hit the back of her head, rousing her.

“Grab the ring,” he ordered. “Damn it, Daniela! Grab the ring or I’m going to come in after you.”

She opened her eyes with a low moan, looking behind her. There was a U-shaped flotation device on a heavy white rope, ready to pull her to safety. If she could pry her hands off the rock, she would reach for it. But her arms trembled in protest, refusing to cooperate.

“Grab the ring, Daniela. Do it now!”

In a far corner of her mind, she knew he couldn’t come in after her. Although he was an excellent swimmer, the situation was far too dangerous. She doubted he’d be able to grab her, and he’d have just as much trouble getting out afterward. His weight would be twice as difficult for the others to handle on the safety pull.

Her own death seemed like a vague notion, frightening but fuzzy. The idea of Sean drowning for her, splitting his head open on the jagged rocks…

She let go with one hand, her arm stretching out, numb fingers seeking the rubber ring. The next wave washed her away from the rock, but she managed to hook her arm through the safety ring. Rather than relying on her feeble grip, she tugged the lifesaver over her head, securing it under both arms.

The task was Herculean, and her body paid the price for the effort. Before they’d even started pulling her up, another wave swept in, taking her to oblivion.

 

Sean thought the night of Daniela’s car accident had been the most harrowing of his life. He was wrong. Two years ago, he’d been trapped at Southeast Farallon while she lay in the hospital, close to death. He’d gone out of his mind, worrying about her.

This was worse.

Right now he could see her dying, and he felt twice as wretched.

“She’s unconscious,” he said through clenched teeth. Pulling her up the cliff was a tricky job, fraught with danger. At any moment, she could slip through the ring and tumble back into the water. Her life was hanging by a thread.

And he was holding that thread in his hands.

“She’ll be fine,” Jason panted. Although Sean was taking most of the weight, Jason was in the second position, which also required a considerable amount of strength. Either of them could lift Daniela up and throw her over their shoulder with ease, but hauling more than a hundred pounds by rope was more difficult.

Precious seconds ticked by.

Her head lolled back and forth, insensible.


Finally, she was within reach. Sean heaved her up the last few feet, adrenaline fueling his movements. He dragged her lifeless body across the ground and stretched her out, flat on her back, along a safer section of path.

Her face was ashen and her lips were blue. “Breathe,” he commanded, pressing his lips to hers and filling her lungs with oxygen. “Breathe!”

She sputtered, water gurgling from her mouth. Sean turned her on her side, cradling her head in his lap while she retched and retched. Joyous shouts rang out along the cliff side. Hands patted his back as tears of relief ran down his face.

“Thank God,” he murmured, holding her close as she began to shudder uncontrollably. Her skin was like ice. She wasn’t out of the woods yet.

Sweeping her into his arms, he made his way down the path, her small body shaking, her wet clothes soaking his. “Make her a hot drink,” he snarled as soon as they came in the door. “I’m going to warm her up.”

Upstairs, he kicked open the door to the bedroom he shared with Jason, putting her in the only chair. She shivered while he took off her jacket and pulled her top over her head. He knelt to unlace her boots, cursing when the wet laces failed to budge. Taking the knife off his belt, he cut them away.

After getting rid of her boots and socks, he stood her up to strip her pants off. Her panties came down with them, leaving her clad in only a soaked-through bra. The dark circles of her nipples were clearly visible through the transparent fabric. He fumbled with the clasp at her back, trying to ignore the most beautiful breasts in the world when they tumbled free. His towel was hanging on a hook by the door. With trembling hands, he grabbed it, rubbing the terry cloth over her wet hair and pale skin, drying her as best he could.

He unzipped his sleeping bag and put her inside, covering her before he went to work on his own clothes. In less than a minute, he was naked but for a pair of boxer briefs. He kept them on, assuming she’d prefer to have at least one barrier between them.

Jason knocked on the door and stuck his head inside. “This is just hot water,” he said, handing Sean a mug. “The tea is still brewing.”

“Thanks,” he said, taking the mug from Jason and shutting the door behind him. He knelt beside the bed, helping her raise her head to take a sip.

When she’d had enough, he set the mug down and climbed into the sleeping bag with her. Her skin was cold, too cold. Concern for her kept his thoughts pure. Focusing only on getting her warm, he wrapped his arms around her and put his mouth close to hers.

“Breathe in when I exhale,” he said. Hypothermia affected the lungs, so filling them with warm air was essential.

Her lips brushed over his as she nodded.

He breathed into her, again and again, giving his heat, his warmth, his life to her. His blood was still pumping with adrenaline, his heart hammering against hers. By slow increments, her skin took on the same temperature as his. His fear and anxiety faded as her trembling subsided. After a while, the tight space inside the sleeping bag wasn’t just warm.

It was hot.

Sean buried his face in the hollow of her neck, collapsing with relief. If worry for her had prevented him from responding to the unintentional eroticism of the situation, his relaxing concern had the opposite effect. Her body was so soft, so luscious. He loved every solitary inch of her, not just her breasts. Her belly button was the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. The curve of her spine drove him crazy.

Even the sight of her bare toes turned him on.

He shifted his weight to one side, hoping she wouldn’t notice the way his body was reacting to hers. “What happened?”

She moistened her lips. “I don’t know.”

“Taryn said you fell.”

“I—I guess I did. But—” She broke off, frowning.

“What?”

“I felt something hit me.”

He froze. “Hit you where?”

“In the back.”

“Like a push?”

She gave him a strange look. “No. More like a bump. Like Taryn lost her balance and bumped into me.”

His stomach clenched with dread.

“I thought the safety rail would stop my forward momentum, but it didn’t. When I hit the side of the railing, it just…fell away.”

“That’s strange,” he said. “I checked the rail earlier this week. It was solid.”

Daniela stared up at him, her eyes dark and deep in the lamplight. “I don’t know what to say. Maybe I imagined it.” She tore her gaze from his, making a harsh sound. “We all know I’m a little crazy.”

“No,” he said, feeling his resolve slip. She must have felt it, too, because she glanced his way again, studying his mouth in a way that could have roused a dead man.

Sean wasn’t dead. He’d been halfway there, emotionally, much of the time they’d spent apart, but he was alive now. Every fiber of his being was on full alert, every nerve in his body vibrating, every muscle taut.


Any blood that was left in his head rushed south, hardening his erection to a painful degree, and he knew damned well she could feel that. Her eyelids got heavy and her mouth went soft. A bead of sweat trickled down his spine, into the waistband of his shorts.

Jason opened the door again. “Tea?”

Sean couldn’t take his eyes off Daniela.

“I guess you don’t need it,” he said, a smirk in his voice.

“Go away,” Sean said hoarsely. “Before I kill you.”

As soon as Jason closed the door, Daniela threaded her fingers through his hair and lifted her parted lips to his. Making a strangled sound, he gave her what she wanted, thrusting his tongue inside her mouth, tasting her deeply. She moaned, kissing him back with sultry enthusiasm. When he slid his thigh between her legs, pressing hard, she gasped, digging her fingernails into his sweat-slicked back.

He wanted to take her hips in his hands and grind himself against her, stroke his erection along her sweet, hot cleft. He wanted to be inside her.

Panting, he broke contact with her mouth, trying to recover his wits. God, he felt as coarse as a schoolboy. He was going to climax all over her stomach.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered, her hand drifting down his belly.

He caught her before she went too far. “If you touch me, I’ll come.”

She nibbled on her lower lip, clearly not put off by the idea. He kissed her again, distracting her, and shifted his thigh from between her legs, making room for his hand. The feel of her wet heat against his fingertips was like heaven. He slid his index finger along the seam of her sex and slipped it inside, where she grasped him snugly.


“God,” he muttered, clenching his teeth. “You’re so hot.”

She squirmed and spread her legs wider, begging him for more. She’d always been responsive, but this display of sensuality was so overt, he almost couldn’t hold himself in check. Her scent filled his nostrils as he stroked her, plunging his fingers in and out. Her breasts quivered, the dusky tips jutting forward. His mouth watered to taste her. When she whimpered, he pressed the ball of his thumb to her swollen clit.

That was all it took. One little nudge. She bit her lip to keep from crying out as she shattered, convulsing around his fingers.

If he moved, he’d follow her, so he stayed right where he was, his eyes on her face and his hand between her legs. When she relaxed, blinking up at him as though she’d just drifted back down to earth, he eased back slowly.

His fingers were slick and fragrant with her. He stared at her glistening sex, caught between exquisite pleasure and acute agony, his cock as stiff as Skull Rock. Aware that he was no longer capable of telling her no, she pushed down the front of his shorts. Watching his face, she ran her fingertip down his rigid length.

And that was all it took for him. One simple touch.

Making a soft O with her lips, she wrapped her fingers around him, squeezing and stroking his shaft. When she swept her thumb over the blunt tip, spreading a bead of moisture, he groaned, his body jerking uncontrollably.

She bent her head, touching her tongue to him.

The moment her hot mouth closed around him, he started to climax. She stayed right where she was, drawing him deep.

When it was over, she rested her cheek on his belly, eyes closed.


He wasn’t sure how long it took him to recover. Seconds ticked by and silence stretched between them, punctuated only by his thundering heartbeat and ragged breaths. Fighting against post-orgasmic lassitude, and the deeper, more disturbing need to hold her in his arms all night long, he forced himself to roll away.

Still reeling from the encounter, he sat at the edge of the bed. With trembling hands, he pulled his briefs back into place. Their sex life had always been inspired, and he prided himself on having a certain amount of stamina. He’d never gone off at the drop of a hat. Then again, he hadn’t had a two-year stint of abstinence since losing his virginity at the tender age of fifteen.

She came up behind him, placing one hand on his shoulder and touching her lips to the center of his back. After what passed between them this afternoon at Dead Man’s Beach, not to mention her near-drowning this evening, all of his emotions were on edge. He lurched up from the bed, feeling the hot sting of tears in his eyes once again.

Sean was glad Daniela was letting go of her grief and working through her aversion to touch. Really. And he understood why she felt safe with him, her former husband. But he just couldn’t do this with her, not on a purely physical level.

He dug through his belongings, taking out a fresh set of clothes. After changing into them, he tossed her a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. While she got dressed, he gathered all of their wet clothes, including her lacy panties, and shoved them in his laundry bag, as if getting rid of the evidence.

Only then did he summon the nerve to look at her.

She was sitting on the lower bunk, arms crossed over her chest, her petite body swimming in his extra-large clothes. The legs of his sweatpants covered her feet and then some, and the short sleeves of his T-shirt hung down past her elbows.

Her big brown eyes seemed to take up half her face.

There was a scrape on her cheekbone that would probably look worse tomorrow, and another, smaller mark on her chin. He hadn’t really noticed them until now, and that made him feel like a prize bastard.

She was hurt, and vulnerable; he shouldn’t have touched her.

Clenching his jaw, he grabbed a bottle of Tylenol from his pack. Shaking a couple of pills into his palm, he handed them to her, along with the cooling water.

She took the painkillers without complaint.

“I’m going to check the railing,” he said. “Do you need anything?”

Raising a trembling hand to her hair, which was drying in wild tangles around her face, she said, “I’d like a warm bath, actually.”

Nodding, he left the room, walking down the hall and into the bathroom. He checked the tub to make sure it was clean before he plugged the drain and turned on the faucet. The water ran clear and hot, luckily.

Not asking her permission, he picked her up and carried her to the bathroom, shutting the door behind them.

She allowed him to help her out of his clothes, shivering a little.

“Stay in here until I get back.”

Naked, she slipped into the warm water.

Sean didn’t mean to look. He certainly didn’t mean to look so long, memorizing every dip and curve of a body he’d never stopped fantasizing about. He didn’t mean to clench his hands into fists, or make a sound of quiet desperation.


She rested her head against the tub and closed her eyes, biting down on her lush lower lip.

He knew what she was remembering. More than once, he’d begged her to touch herself while he watched. Usually, she laughed off his requests, chiding him softly. But, on one memorable occasion, she’d pulled herself up out of the bubble bath, soapsuds clinging to her gorgeous body, and done exactly what he’d asked.

“I’m going to check the railing,” he said, hoarse.

“You mentioned that already.”

“Right.” Clearing his throat, he left the bathroom.

Downstairs, everyone seemed to be immersed in their own projects, as usual. Brent was editing the day’s footage, and Jason was writing an accident report. Elizabeth must have gone to her room, but Taryn was sitting at the table, in front of her laptop.

“Is Daniela okay?” she asked.

His blood, which had only just cooled, began to boil again. The thought of Taryn pushing Daniela filled him with an almost insupportable rage. “She’s fine now,” he said in a mild tone. “Come into the kitchen for a second.”

With a small frown, she closed her laptop and rose from her chair. Jason gave him an assessing look, but he didn’t interfere.

The instant Taryn stepped into the kitchen Sean trapped her against the pantry door, putting his face close to hers. “If you ever touch Daniela again,” he said in a low, dangerous voice, “I will drag you outside and throw you to the sharks myself!”

She winced, trying to sidestep him. He wouldn’t let her. “Elizabeth lost her balance,” she said through clenched teeth. “She fell forward, into my back, and I went flying into Daniela. It was an accident.”

Sean eased up on her. “Elizabeth hit you first?”


She broke away from him, her eyes flashing with anger. “Yes. If I was going to push anyone off a cliff, it would be you, you stupid jerk.”

Sean moved back a step, rubbing a hand over his face. He took a few calming breaths, trying to regain some sense of self-control. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly, regretting his actions. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Whatever,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest.

His fear for Daniela hadn’t abated, and he was still curious about the push. Walking out of the kitchen, he glanced upstairs. When pressed, Brent had revealed the story about Elizabeth’s father, a struggling tour guide who’d come to a bad end. Sean didn’t think Elizabeth had any reason to attack Daniela, however.

“Don’t even think about it,” Jason warned. “I’m going to talk to Elizabeth myself, and employ a bit more finesse.”

“Finesse? Seems like that tactic earned you a slap earlier.”

His eyes darkened. “Mind your own business. Taryn said it was an accident, and Elizabeth apologized repeatedly while you were busy.”

Sean struggled against the urge to grab Jason by the front of the shirt and haul him outside to knock some sense into him. He wasn’t taking this situation seriously enough. “Daniela said the railing was loose.”

Jason straightened. “Really? It felt fine yesterday.”

“I’m going up to the tower to check it.”

Brent picked up his camera. “I’ll go, too.”

“No,” Jason said, setting his paperwork aside. “You stay here with the girls. I want to look at it myself.”

Although Brent seemed disappointed, he agreed. He was probably upset that he hadn’t caught Dani’s near-drowning on tape.


Sean and Jason put on their jackets, stepping out into the stormy night. A hard rain had begun to fall, pelting their hoods and shoulders. He hoped it wouldn’t wash away evidence that the railing had been loosened by human hands.

They ascended the hill quickly. Near the summit, there was a rash of muddy footprints, left during Daniela’s harrowing rescue. Sean bypassed that area, still shaken by the images of her lifeless body, the feel of her chilled skin.

A few feet up the path, the safety railing was hanging at an odd angle, swinging out over the precipice. The base of one post was splintered. When Sean knelt at the footing and righted the post, it stayed in place.

To the average passerby, it looked solid. And yet, the barest touch would topple it again.

While he was down there, he inspected the muddy earth, running his hands over its wet, pebbled surface. There were many small rocks, as always. Loosened by the rain, they made the path even more dangerous.

Sean stood, shaking his head. The post could have splintered when Daniela hit the railing. There was no clean cut in the wood, no definitive evidence of foul play. But together with the boating incident, it was an odd coincidence.

Sean and Jason made their way down the path in grave silence.

“I’m going to call the Coast Guard,” Jason said when they arrived at the base of the hill. “Is your cell phone working?”

He took it out of his pocket and turned on the screen. No bars. “I never get service in weather like this.”

“Me, either. I’ll call from inside.”

“They won’t send anyone tonight,” Sean predicted.


“No. Maybe tomorrow, weather permitting.”

Sean contemplated the howling wind and hammering rain, and doubted it.

“I’ll sleep downstairs,” Jason added. “Nobody’s getting through the front door on my watch.”

It wasn’t a bad idea. But what if the threat was already inside?

Sean had to consider the possibility that one of his colleagues was responsible. Now that he’d calmed down, he couldn’t believe Taryn was a coldhearted murderess. Elizabeth seemed prickly, not psychotic. And Brent was just a starving artist. If he wanted to collect shark attack footage, he’d have better odds with a daring group of divers.

“I’ll talk to Elizabeth tonight,” Jason said, his expression stark. “Tomorrow, we can take turns snooping around. Check the rooms.”

Sean nodded. At this point, he didn’t trust anyone—not even Jason. The only person he felt comfortable with was Daniela, and he wasn’t going to leave her side until she was safe and secure, back on the mainland.










Chapter 13




Daniela stayed in the bath until the water cooled. Although she was exhausted, her mind refused to relax.

For months after the accident, she’d refused Sean’s touch. She hadn’t been with anyone since the divorce, either. She hadn’t felt like it.

In the past year, her needs had changed. Ironically, she’d missed Sean. She’d been somewhat inexperienced when they’d met, but not so innocent that she hadn’t realized they were dynamite in bed together.

Their chemistry had been electric from the start.

She’d wanted to sleep with him on the first date. He’d kissed her at the doorstep, very sweetly, and she’d been tempted to invite him in. The second date, she had. Her roommate had come home early that night and almost caught them in a compromising position on the couch. Again, he’d left her wanting more.

On the third date, they’d barely made it through dinner. She couldn’t eat a bite. He’d just stared at her. She’d brought him home afterward, and they hadn’t bothered with coffee or a nightcap. She’d taken him straight to her bedroom.

They’d been insatiable, and not just in the physical sense. He couldn’t get enough of her, intellectually. Sean wasn’t a big talker, but he was a great listener. He shared a little and she shared a lot. They’d connected on so many levels.

Over the years, the passion between them hadn’t cooled, but it had transformed into something deeper and more intimate.

Their relationship also had its ups and downs, like any other. She wasn’t crazy about the time he spent abroad. He didn’t get along with her mother—at all. And Sean could be annoyingly taciturn when they argued. In response, she felt overemotional and shrill.

Her main complaint was that he didn’t communicate with her. More often, he showed his feelings in a physical way. If he had a bad day, or a tough conversation with his father or even a week of poor surfing weather, he tended to internalize his frustration. Instead of talking about his struggles with her, he took what he needed from her in bed.

As faults went, it wasn’t the worst one a man could have.

Sexual intimacy had been a strong component in their marriage. Too strong, perhaps. When she was no longer able to provide him that release, they’d faltered. She hadn’t allowed him to touch her. He’d wanted to make everything better with sex. They’d never found a common ground.

They still hadn’t. She wasn’t foolish enough to think the emotional connection they’d made over the wounded seal pup had righted every wrong between them. Although his touch hadn’t healed her broken heart, it had triggered the same earth-shattering sexual response she’d felt when they first kissed.

She wasn’t over Sean, and she wasn’t over their divorce. But she was definitely over the period of mourning that prevented her from feeling desire.

Her body was still humming from their encounter.

And he’d barely touched her. One kiss, a couple of quick strokes. God! She hadn’t had sex in more than two years. She didn’t want a whisper of a caress, or a few gentle strums from his fingertips.

She wanted his weight pressing her down. His hands gripping her hips. His hungry mouth all over her body.

She wanted every inch of him, filling her up, all night long.

Smothering a groan, she drained the tub and rose from the bath, her legs trembling. The stubbly towel on her pebbled skin felt like foreplay. She wrapped it around her wet hair and put on Sean’s sweatpants and T-shirt, shivering.

There was a light rap of knuckles on the door. His knock. “Dani?”

She opened the door, arranging her features into a cool expression. What she really wanted to do was jump on him.

He kept his eyes trained on her face. “Jason’s sleeping downstairs tonight. I thought you should stay in my room.”

She wasn’t going to argue with him there. “How did the railing look?” she asked, following him into the hallway.

“Suspicious. Jason called the Coast Guard.”

In his room, she sat down on the bunk where they’d just gotten each other off. He shut the door and locked it. Her mind should have been on the ordeal they faced, and the near-drowning she’d just experienced. It wasn’t.


She hugged her arms around herself. “What’s it like here during a storm?”

“Depends.”

“On what?”

“Duration, amount of precipitation, wind speed, wave height.”

She sighed, accustomed to this type of answer from him. His view of the world relied heavily on surfer science. “Is it scary?”

“Yes, it’s scary. And the charter boats stop bringing supplies. If the weather isn’t too bad tomorrow, you can go back to San Francisco.”

“I don’t want to go back,” she said.

His gaze cruised over her, lingering on her cheek. “I want you to be safe.”

She touched her face, feeling self-conscious. There was a nasty scrape from the jagged rocks she’d been clinging to. It was noticeable, but nothing compared to the muscle strain and emotional trauma.

“I’m fine,” she insisted, frustrated by his attempts to get rid of her. She couldn’t leave without finding some kind of closure on their relationship. She knew he was scared, too—scared of taking another chance on her.

“I have every right to be worried.”

Her spine stiffened. “No. You have no rights where I’m concerned. We’re divorced. Remember?”

He made a harsh sound. “Yeah, I remember. How could I forget? The day you signed the papers I went out with Rob and got falling-down drunk. He picked up these two lonely girls, one for each of us. Instead of sleeping with her, I spent the night with my head in the toilet. I don’t know what turned my stomach more—the alcohol I’d consumed, or the idea of having sex with a stranger in some pathetic attempt to forget you.”


The world closed in around them, bringing this moment into sharp focus. Suddenly, she was short of breath. “What do you mean?”

“You’re the one who wanted to split up. Not me.”

“Then why did you file the papers?”

“Because I said I would. Because you didn’t call. Because I thought—” He broke off, cursing. “I thought you wouldn’t sign them. Stupid, right? I’d convinced myself that you would come running back to me, saying you couldn’t live without me. That you’d made a mistake. That you—still loved me.”

The remaining air rushed out of her chest. His words hurt so much, she almost couldn’t bear it. She couldn’t blame him for hating her. She hated herself, for what she’d put them through. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, feeling like a broken record. “If it’s any consolation, the decision wasn’t easy for me, either. I thought I was doing what was best. I thought you wanted me to let you go.”

He avoided her eyes. “You should get some rest.”

While she was in the bath, he’d moved her stuff into his room. Her sleeping bag was on the lower bunk. She slipped inside it.

The air had grown cold.

He flipped the switch, casting the room into darkness. She wasn’t surprised when he climbed into the top bunk. His reaction to the aftermath of their encounter, jerking away from her when she’d kissed his back, had spoken louder than words.

With Sean, actions always did.

Although she hadn’t expected him to curl up next to her, or wrap his arms around her, she still ached from emptiness. She needed him so much. Not just his body. His comfort, his love, his acceptance, his strength.

And now she knew exactly how he’d felt, every time she’d pushed him away.










Chapter 14




The instant Sean awoke, he knew something was wrong. The room was pale with early morning light, and rain spattered the windowpane.

Daniela was in the lower bunk, fast asleep.

Then he heard Jason’s muffled voice in the hall, along with the sound of hurried footsteps and opening doors. Frowning, Sean climbed down from the top bunk and pulled on his discarded trousers. Dani stirred, murmuring his name in her sleep. He crossed the room in two strides, opening the door to look out.

Jason was searching the other bedrooms, an anxious expression on his face. His hair stuck up on one side, and his pants were only half-buttoned. “Do you know where Elizabeth is?” he asked.

Sean could see into Elizabeth’s room. Her bed looked rumpled, and empty. “No.”


Jason moved on, ducking his head into Taryn’s room. She blinked at him groggily. “Wh-what do you want?”

“I’m looking for Elizabeth.”

She glanced around in confusion.

Jason made a sound of frustration and continued down the hall, to Brent’s room. His door was closed, but unlocked. When Jason pushed it open, the edge of the door hit Brent’s legs, which were hanging over the end of the bed.

Brent was so startled he got tangled up in his sleeping bag and fell off the other side. “What the hell?” he growled, lurching to his feet.

“Have you seen Elizabeth?”

“Not since last night.”

“She’s missing,” Jason said.

Daniela came up beside Sean, her face showing concern. Taryn appeared in the doorway across the hall. Brent stood next to Jason, silent. “Elizabeth is missing,” he repeated. “Am I speaking English?”

“Well, she must be around here somewhere,” Sean said, scratching his jaw. “Did you check outside?”

“Not yet.”

“How did she get by you? I thought you were watching the front door.”

Jason raked a hand through his hair, chagrined. “I fell asleep.”

Sean walked down the hall, toward Elizabeth’s room. He was no longer concerned with protecting her privacy. The safety of the crew took precedence.

Jason joined him, his expression grim. The room was small, and there wasn’t much to snoop through. The closet, her laptop, a single suitcase. He opened the closet first. Two oars rested inside, propped against the wall.

Their eyes met.


“Holy Christ,” Sean muttered, shocked to the core.

They searched the rest of the room quickly, finding nothing else of interest.

“Check her computer,” Taryn suggested. “Maybe the daily logs can give us a clue about her state of mind.”

Sean wasn’t able to access her laptop without a password. On the top of Elizabeth’s desk, however, there was a flash drive. He took it downstairs to the office computer, searching its contents.

Everyone gathered around the screen, curious.

Before he opened the logs, he noticed that a video file with Brent’s name on it had recently been viewed. Sean pressed play. And encountered the most disturbing footage imaginable.

A burly redheaded man was swimming in turquoise waters. He wore no protective gear, just a tie-dyed tank top, old swim trunks and a snorkel. The mask was pushed up on his forehead. His shoulders were covered with brown freckles and patches of paler skin, as if he frequently burned and peeled.

Those details were peripheral to what was happening in the water. The guy was swimming with sharks. Not just any sharks, but some damned big ones. A group of ten-foot bulls darted around him aggressively, their tails stiff.

Sean recognized the sign of an impending attack. The man in the video ignored the warning signals. He didn’t attempt to get out of the water, nor did he have the sense to stay still or be quiet. Laughing like a madman, he reached out to stroke the sharks’ tails.

The viewer could tell that the footage was being filmed by a young man on the deck of a charter boat. Brent. His voice was that of an uncertain boy. He expressed concern over the man’s reckless behavior, and several other tourists murmured their disapproval.


The actual attack was short and brutal.

One of the sharks struck, tearing at the man’s legs. A bright burst of blood tainted the water. He hollered once and went white, going into shock almost immediately. Shrill cries rang out from the deck. Brent made a strange sound, like a whimper, but he held the camera steady.

Sean couldn’t have said why the sharks didn’t continue to attack. After what seemed like an agonizingly long interval, a safety ring was tossed to the man in the water. He was able to grab it. Two other men pulled him onto the deck.

His legs were severed from the knees down. The remaining flesh was hanging there like ragged clothes, in bloody, uneven tatters.

The boy Brent finally lost his composure. He turned away from the gruesome sight and ran to the side of the boat, where he became violently ill.

After the scene ended, Sean looked up, gauging the reactions of the rest of the crew. Daniela had her fist pressed to her mouth. Taryn was pale and silent. Jason flew across the room, going straight for Brent.

“She watched that,” he said, slamming him into the living room wall. “How could you let her see that?”

Brent pushed him backward, holding his ground. “I didn’t give it to her. She must have hacked into my files.”

Jason grabbed him by the front of the shirt. “Why would you keep that on your laptop?”

Brent made a face. “I was trying to edit it a few weeks ago. Elizabeth’s mother asked for a copy of the footage after he died. I thought I might be able to do some clever tricks to make it look less graphic.”

Jason’s hold loosened. There was no way to make that footage less graphic. But he couldn’t fault Brent for trying. “I’m going to check the outbuildings,” he said in a far-off voice. “If I don’t find her in the next few minutes, we’ll organize a search.”

“Good idea,” Sean said. “Taryn, why don’t you get some coffee going? The rest of us will put our gear on.”

She nodded smartly, and they all dispersed, ready to work as a team.

While Jason went out into the pounding rain, Sean followed Daniela back to his room, hoping that a search and rescue effort wouldn’t be necessary. Shaken, he sat down in the chair and laced up his boots, trying not to watch her change clothes.

It was a lost cause. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of pale skin and black lace. She pulled on a pair of cargo pants and a thermal shirt before he could see more, but no amount of fabric could disguise her curves.

Her gaze met his, and he couldn’t look away. Last night, he’d poured his heart out to her. Yesterday, she’d seen him cry. Today, he should have felt like a sentimental fool. He didn’t. But the ease with which he was falling in love with her again—or perhaps just realizing he’d never fallen out of love—scared the hell out of him.

As soon as this was finished, and they were safe in San Francisco, he was going to have a serious talk with her. Not the fumbling, half-assed attempt at communication he usually managed, but a real conversation.

He wanted her back.

When she finished dressing, they went downstairs together, the sound of their footsteps echoing in the taut silence.

Jason came in from the rain a few moments later, shivering like a wet dog. He was breathing hard, from either panic or exertion, and his eyes were anxious.

Sean felt sorry for him. He’d been there, in that exact state of mind, and he wouldn’t wish it on anyone.


Grabbing the polyurethane-sealed map from the back counter, Jason placed it on the table. “I didn’t see any footprints, but it’s raining pretty hard out there. Not much visibility from the tower, either. And there’s no sign of her in the outbuildings.”

“We should go to the bird blind first,” Taryn recommended, taking a sip of coffee. “I bet she’s there.”

Jason nodded. “Why don’t you and Brent head out that way? If she isn’t at the blind, you can check the north side.” He made a path on the map with his fingertip. “We found the skinned seal there.”

Brent studied the general area and murmured his assent.

Jason tapped a point on the other side of the island. “As long as Daniela’s up to it, you two can hit the sea lion blind and Dead Man’s Beach.”

Beside him, Daniela shivered. She was probably thinking about the lady in white, her pale limbs washed ashore. “Of course,” she said. “I’m fine.”

“I’ll head up to the tower—”

“You should stay here,” Sean said, cutting off Jason. “What if she comes back?”

Jason frowned. “I want to search.”

“We don’t want to miss a call from the Coast Guard,” Brent added. “If you’d rather go with Taryn, I can stay.”

Jason deliberated for a moment. “Okay. I know the terrain better than you, anyway. I want everyone to remain alert, and be aware of your surroundings. We have to consider the possibility that Elizabeth is emotionally unstable. Dangerous, even.” He looked around the room, as if hoping someone would dispute the idea. No one did.

Sean left his coffee on the table. “Let’s go.”

Each team took a two-way radio, and Brent kept one on his belt. They left him alone in the house and stepped outside. The rain had begun to let up a little, but a group of dark clouds loomed on the horizon, promising more bad weather.

Sean led Daniela down the craggy cliffs, toward the sea lion blind.

They didn’t see any evidence of Elizabeth there. The concrete structure offered protection from the wind and rain, so it seemed a likely choice for someone needing shelter, but there were dozens of other places to hide.

Every moment she stayed missing, the situation became more strained.

They moved on, checking for footprints on Dead Man’s Beach. The surface was smooth and clean, a fresh, cool blanket of maize.

“Where do you think she went?” she said, dragging the tip of her boot through the stiff upper layer of sand.

He thrust his hands into his pockets, reluctant to answer.

Daniela thought about the conversation she’d had with Elizabeth at the lighthouse tower, remembering her distraught expression and her frightening proximity to the cliffs. “I feel sorry for her.”

“Don’t feel too sorry. I’d bet anything that she skinned the seal and rigged the railing. Not to mention sabotaging the engine.”

“She’s not over her father’s death. Seeing that footage traumatized her.”

He stared at the dark, stormy sea, pensive.

“I don’t know what I’d do if you were attacked,” she murmured.

An emotion she couldn’t identify flickered in his brown eyes. “I would never take an unnecessary risk.”

“Not on purpose.”

He only shook his head, falling silent. She knew he didn’t like to talk about death. The idea that he could suffer a fatal accident, and prompt her next nervous breakdown, was too painful to consider.

She watched the waves roll in to the shore, heavy and ominous.

“Maybe I should get another aumakua necklace.”

She jerked her gaze back to his, surprised. It was the first time he’d made a reference to Natalie’s funeral.

The ceremony had taken place less than a month after the accident, and she’d been a zombie, too weak to walk. Sean had wanted to carry her, but she’d refused his support, relying on a hospital wheelchair instead.

She remembered watching him as he stood over the tiny coffin, paying his respects. At the nape of his neck, just above the collar of his dark suit, there was a simple leather cord. On it hung a fossilized shark tooth, known to many surfers as Hawaiian aumakua, or a protective spirit. He’d had the necklace since he was a boy and he never took it off.

Until that day.

Shoulders trembling with emotion, he’d torn the cord from his neck. After pressing his lips to the tooth, he’d knelt and placed it on the surface of the coffin.

Tears filled her eyes at the memory.

“I know you took her death harder than I did,” Sean said. “You cried more, and you grieved longer. It made me feel like I didn’t love her enough.” He touched the hollow of his throat reflexively. “But I did.”

Her heart clenched with sorrow, and she closed her eyes, feeling the hot spill of tears down her cheeks. The rain began to fall in earnest, pelting the hood of her jacket and perforating the surface of the sand.

He stepped forward, bringing her into the shelter of his arms, and she let him. She let him comfort her. Tucking her head against his chest, she clutched the front of his jacket and cried, absorbing his warmth and accepting his strength, hanging on to her man while the world came crashing down around them.

At long last, she allowed herself to be protected by him.

Then the radio at his waist crackled with distortion, interrupting the tender moment, and they broke apart.

Cursing, Sean took the receiver off his belt and brought it to his ear, trying to hear over the sound of the deluge.

“…check in.”

It was Jason.

He spoke into the receiver. “This is Sean. Can you repeat, over?”

“I said I wanted everyone to check in.”

Sean exchanged a glance with her. “No sign of Elizabeth here.”

“Same on this side,” Jason said. “We’ve got nothing. I think we should head in. Brent, can you notify the authorities?”

“Will do. Over.”

After Sean signed off, they stared at each other for a long moment. She hadn’t felt this close to him since the accident. It shamed her to admit that she had no idea what he’d gone through. She’d been so caught up in her own grief, she couldn’t see his.

Everything that had happened over the past few days was worth it, for this single instance. This simple conversation.

“Thank you for telling me,” she said, her hands on his face.

He smiled, pressing a kiss to her palm.

Their ability to discuss Natalie, even briefly, didn’t make their child’s death any less of a tragedy. Even so, Daniela felt as though a crushing weight had been lifted from her shoulders. Her daughter was a real person, loved and lost, rather than a sad, dark secret.

She wiped the tears from her cheeks, and they left the beach, hand in hand. All around them rain continued to fall, strong and steady, like the beating of a heart.

 

They all arrived at the house around the same time.

It was quiet inside, and the living room was deserted. Taryn ducked into the downstairs bathroom while Jason went upstairs, looking for Brent. Daniela frowned when she heard a sudden commotion.

Footsteps pounded down the hall, and Jason called out for help.

Sean ran up the stairs, taking two at a time. Pulse racing, Daniela followed him. At the end of the hallway, Brent was lying in a dark pool of his own blood. Jason crouched beside him, checking his pulse.

“Oh my God,” Daniela said, her heart in her throat. “What do we do?”

“Get Taryn,” Jason ordered. “She has EMT training.”

Sean strode down the hall. “I’ll grab the first aid kit.”

Daniela could see blood pumping from the wound on his scalp, spreading across the hardwood floor. Swallowing back her nausea, she rushed into the bathroom, yanking several towels off the rack.

“And call 911!” Jason shouted at Sean.

Taryn ran down the hall, her face white with concern. Grabbing the towels from Daniela, she knelt beside Brent and held one to the laceration on the back of his scalp.

Daniela knew that head wounds bled a lot. But the injury looked severe, and he was unconscious. His breathing was shallow and uneven. His life was in danger.

Sean bounded back up the stairs, taking two at a time. “Here,” he said, setting down the red-and-white box that housed emergency supplies. “I don’t think the phone is working. I couldn’t get a dial tone.”

Daniela’s stomach flipped.

Jason looked up at Sean. “Let’s try the shortwave.”

After they hurried away to try the radio, Daniela focused her attention on Brent. Taryn lifted the towel from the back of his head. The wound was still seeping, but not so much that Daniela thought he would die from blood loss, rather than blunt force trauma.

With shaking hands, Taryn rummaged through the first aid kit. Tearing open a few packages of gauze, she placed the four-inch squares over the cut. If his skull was fractured, she might damage his brain, just by trying to stop the bleeding.

“I hope he’ll be okay,” Daniela said, her voice breaking.

The next few moments passed in a whirlwind of confusion. Daniela could hear Jason and Sean talking about cell phones, but no one had service. The laptops, with satellite internet, were also useless.

Both the house phone and the shortwave radio were dead.

There was a loud banging noise downstairs, as if someone had thrown a heavy object against the wall.

“How can I help?” Daniela asked.

Taryn took the pads of gauze away from Brent’s head and inspected them. They were dotted with blood, but not soaked through. “We’re going to have to move him,” she murmured. “I think we should try to close the wound.”

“With what?”

“Butterfly bandages,” she decided. “There should be some in the kit.”

Daniela searched the first aid supplies, finding several small packages and handing them to Taryn. She tore them open with her teeth. The laceration started behind his left ear, running jagged along his hairline. “You have to hold it closed,” Taryn said, removing the paper from the sticky adhesive strips. “But don’t press too hard.”

Daniela flinched at the command, but she didn’t hesitate. With trembling fingers, she held the edges of the cut together, using a light touch, while Taryn applied the bandages. It was a patchwork job, but it would have to do until he got to the emergency room.

Taryn covered the bandage with fresh pads and secured them with white medical tape. “He needs a hat.”

Daniela found several. They put a stretch knit beanie on him, followed by a sheepskin cap with convenient earflaps.

From the supply closet, Sean brought up a Stokes litter. It was the same kind of equipment used by the Coast Guard to transport and immobilize victims. Often suspended from a moving helicopter during an ocean rescue, the stretcher was sturdy, compact and buoyant. They rolled Brent onto it, using a brace to support his neck. With a clean, wet towel, Taryn wiped the blood from his handsome face. His eyes remained closed, his body unnaturally still. He never showed a flicker of consciousness.

A sob caught in Daniela’s throat.

“We can’t all go with him,” Sean said, stating the obvious.

The whaler could hold five or six adults in clear weather, over a short distance. Under these conditions, three was the maximum, and the trip would be extremely dangerous.

“I’ll drive,” Jason said.

“I have CPR training,” Taryn said. “I should go, too.”

Sean didn’t like it. He obviously wanted to go himself, but he couldn’t leave Daniela on the island with a homicidal maniac. The choice was between sending two crew members out in a serious storm or letting Brent die here.

“He’s in bad shape,” Taryn urged. “We have to go now.”

Jason took one end of the stretcher and Sean lifted the other, making their way down the stairs with care. Daniela covered his body with a waterproof safety blanket, protecting him from the elements. The journey from the house to the landing was bumpy and arduous, causing her to wince on Brent’s behalf, but he didn’t seem to mind. He showed no reaction to being jostled along the trail like a litter of supplies.

She swallowed past the lump in her throat, praying he would pull through. Finally, they had him loaded in the whaler, bundled up tight.

The sky was dark and heavy; the rain hadn’t abated.

“Be careful,” Sean said, shouting to be heard above the roar of the wind.

Taryn threw her arms around his neck, hugging him tight. “You too,” she said, pressing her lips to his shadowed cheek. The emergency had stripped away some of her hard feelings, and Daniela was no longer stung by jealousy.

None of that mattered now. Sean didn’t want a romantic relationship with Taryn, but he still cared about her. They were friends.

After giving Daniela the same kind of hug, warm and hopeful and more than a little frantic, Taryn climbed into the hull. Jason got behind the wheel and signaled to Sean with a nod, indicating that they were ready.

Sean operated the crane, lowering the whaler onto the raging sea. The boat bucked and swayed on the choppy surface. Taryn held on to the stretcher, trying to keep her body low. It was dangerous to launch in weather like this, and insane to navigate the notoriously tumultuous San Francisco Bay.


It was going to be a rough ride.

Jason managed to unhitch the hook, and they sped away. Taryn looked back, waving to Sean and Daniela as the boat got smaller and smaller. Eventually, they disappeared into the fog, like a ghostly apparition.










Chapter 15




The landing was no place to linger in the pouring rain. Sean put his hand on Daniela’s arm, encouraging her to hurry, but she was frozen to the spot. The bizarre events of the past hour were catching up with her, the frightening implications sinking in.

They were stranded.

Jason and Taryn could reach San Francisco Bay this afternoon, if they were lucky, but no rescue team would be dispatched until the weather improved. A visit from the Coast Guard was unlikely. Air support, impossible.

They were stuck here, on Southeast Farallon, with no transportation and no means of communication.

Knowing a crazy person was on the loose made her panic increase tenfold, and being surrounded by shark-infested waters didn’t help. The island seemed to shrink, closing in on her. She couldn’t breathe. Her heart pounded with anxiety and her lungs refused to expand.


There was no hope. No help. No escape.

“Look at me,” Sean ordered, taking her by the upper arms and shaking her gently. “Damn it, Dani, stay with me.”

She blinked a few times, watching his face waver in and out of focus.

“Brent is going to be fine. You’re going to be fine. We’re all going to be fine. But I need your help. I need you to stay strong.”

Her legs felt like rubber, incapable of supporting her, but she closed her eyes and visualized a safer, happier place. Laguna Nigel, on their honeymoon. Beautiful, sunny beaches. Soft summer breezes and warm sand beneath her feet.

Managing to suck in a quick breath, she opened her eyes. “Okay.”

His relief was palpable. “I can carry you, but I’d rather have my hands free.”

She didn’t need him to explain why. “I can walk,” she said, shaking her head. This was no time for fainting and hyperventilating. After another moment of concentration, she was able to set her fear aside.

Taking a steadying breath, she started down the path, heading toward the house. The rain hammered against her hood and the wind tugged at her jacket like a menacing hand, inviting her to lose her balance on the uneven ground, to skirt closer to land’s edge.

Rivers of water appeared everywhere, coursing across the footpaths. In some areas, it was like wading through a creek bed.

She trudged forward, putting one foot in front of the other, trying to stay alert. With Sean behind her, protecting her back, it was up to her to watch out for a frontal attack. Breathe, she told herself. Just breathe.


At the bottom of the trail, she almost slipped and fell. Sean reached out to grab her upper arm, holding her upright. “Steady now?”

She moistened her lips. “Yes.”

The inside of the house brought instant relief from the elements. After making sure the downstairs was clear of intruders, Sean locked the front door. Rifling through the supply closet, he located the tagging equipment he and Jason had used a few days ago.

It seemed like weeks.

“Take this,” Sean said, handing her one of the sleek metal poles. It was sturdy, but not too unwieldy to swing.

He kept the other for himself.

“I’m going to check upstairs.”

“I’m coming with you,” she said immediately.

“No. This is the easiest area to defend. In the bedrooms, there are too many places to hide.”

“I’ll stand at the top of the stairs.”

His jaw clenched with displeasure, but he nodded, making a compromise. They went up the stairs together, moving in unison. At the edge of the hallway, he inched away from her. Her heart went with him.

Be careful! her mind screamed. She had the frantic urge to tell him she loved him. Gripping the smooth metal bar in her hands, she bit down on her lower lip, forcing herself to remain silent.

He stepped into the bathroom, his legs braced wide. It was unoccupied.

The room she shared with Taryn was also empty. He pushed the door against the wall to make sure. Sean and Jason’s room was trickier, as it had a closet. He had to go all the way inside, disappearing completely from her view.

Seconds ticked by in taut silence. Blood roared in her ears and her palms grew slick with sweat. Her eyes darted from the stairway to the hall and back again. Finally, he reappeared, shaking his head.

She let out the breath she’d been holding.

Brent’s room was neat as a pin, his duffel bag sitting on top of the crisply made bed. In contrast, Elizabeth’s room appeared to have been ransacked. From where she stood, Daniela could see clothes on the floor.

“All clear,” Sean said.

Daniela relaxed her stance, loosening her grip on the pole.

“Maybe Elizabeth came back to confront him while we were out.”

After giving the floor a brief inspection, she crossed the room, glancing out the rain-splattered window. It wasn’t yet noon, but the sky was so dark, it might as well have been dusk. “Do you really think she did it?”

“I don’t know who else could have. I don’t see a weapon here, either.”

Elizabeth must have taken it with her. A chilling thought. “I guess she wanted to avenge her father.”

“Yeah, but she put all of us in danger. Not just Brent.”

They closed the bedroom doors and went back downstairs. While Sean made a pot of tea, she sat down on the couch, her legs tucked beneath her and the tagging spear close by. It was difficult for her to remain calm. With no important tasks to distract her, she couldn’t help but replay the terrifying morning, and imagine a dozen future horrors.

Sean handed her a steaming mug. “Here.”

Although she longed for something stronger, like his warm hands all over her body, she accepted the tea and took an experimental sip.

“Are you okay?”

No. “Yes.”


“I’m going to take another look at the radio. Maybe I can fix it.”

She nodded mutely. In this weather, the Coast Guard wouldn’t come unless they were out in the middle of the ocean. Like Taryn and Brent and Jason. Having a line of communication with the authorities could save their lives, though.

Daniela shuddered, considering the terrible danger the others faced.

Sean brought a multicolored blanket out from the supply closet, wrapping it around her like a hug. The thick wool smelled like sun and sand, as if someone had taken it to the beach on a warm summer afternoon.

“Try not to worry,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head.

She stared up at him, too tense to smile. They had a long day ahead, followed by another endless night.

 

Sean didn’t have any luck with the radio. There were parts missing and wires all over the place. He thought about crossing some of the loose wires, trying to create a basic SOS signal, but he didn’t know which ones to choose.

He was a scientist, not an electrician.

The phone lines were a different story. If they’d been cut, he could splice the edges together and slap on some electrical tape. If the satellite receiver had been damaged, they were probably SOL.

His other option was to destroy the signal at the lighthouse tower. Elizabeth wasn’t the only one who could trash equipment. Sean could make short work of the automated beacon, rendering it useless in minutes.

Interfering with the signal would create a major stir at Coast Guard Headquarters, and it probably wouldn’t cause any shipwrecks. Most boats were equipped with GPS, making lighthouse technology obsolete.

Smaller vessels needed the beacon, however, especially in an emergency situation, and he didn’t want to put any more lives in danger.

He’d done enough of that.

If Taryn and Jason didn’t make it to San Francisco, he’d never forgive himself. There were a lot of rough patches between here and there, and Brent was seriously injured. Worrying about them made Sean’s blood pressure skyrocket, so he tried to stay positive.

Having a stress-induced heart attack wouldn’t keep Daniela safe.

To his surprise, she’d fallen asleep. For the past two hours, while he’d been fidgeting with the radio and thumbing through repair manuals, she’d been breathing softly, snuggled deep in the wool blanket.

She looked so damned adorable. He wanted to kiss her lush little mouth and slide his hands beneath her cozy blanket.

Because she needed the rest, he didn’t touch her.

After several moments of watching her sleep, and thinking of all the dirty things he’d like to do to her, he put on his jacket, moving quietly toward the door. If he woke her, she’d insist on going outside with him. And he’d only be gone a minute.

He disengaged the lock and rotated the doorknob, very gently…

“What are you doing?”

Damn. Turning to face her, he said, “I was just going to check the phone lines. See if they’ve been cut.”

She straightened, running a hand through her mussed hair. Her eyes were half-lidded from sleep, her mouth curved into a sexy pout. Even when she was mad, she was beautiful. “What if I’d woken up while you were gone?”

He thought fast. “I’d have been back before you had a chance to worry.”

With a groan, she stood, letting the blankets fall away from her. “You’re not going anywhere without me.”

He held up a hand, warding her off. “Dani, this will take sixty seconds, tops. It doesn’t make any sense for us both to go. You’re safer here, and I don’t want to have to search the rooms again.”

After a moment of hesitation, she nodded. “I’ll stand right here at the door.”

“Fine.” He waited while she donned her jacket and grabbed the tagging spear, wielding it like a baton. His was resting beside the door. Instead of picking it up, he reached for her, needing one more thing before he left.

He took her in his arms and kissed her, hard. She made a little sound of surprise and melted against him, parting her soft lips. Taking advantage of the opportunity, he swept his tongue inside, plundering her sweet mouth again and again.

The metal pole slipped from her hands, clanging to the floor.

By the time he lifted his head, she was out of breath, speechless. He rubbed his thumb over her kiss-swollen lips, but he didn’t say anything. In this situation, “I love you” sounded fatalistic.

“Be careful,” she said.

“I will.”

He was good on his word, avoiding blind corners and staying alert. In the pouring rain, it was easy to get snuck up on, so he watched his back, too. Knowing that Dani was waiting for him kept him moving fast. He didn’t want to let her down.


As far as he could tell, the phone lines were intact. If the satellite receiver was broken, there was no easy solution for that.

Cursing, he beat a hasty retreat back to the house.

She shut the door and locked it behind him, shivering from cold. “Can you fix it?”

He took off his wet jacket. “I doubt it. I think it’s the sat ellite. At first light, I’ll go up to the tower and have a look.”

“What about the radio?”

“Parts are missing. And I’m no MacGyver.”

“Is there anything else we can do tonight?”

“I could wreck the lighthouse beacon,” he admitted, “but the Coast Guard probably wouldn’t investigate the incident until the weather improved.”

She nibbled on her lower lip, worried. “So we’ll just have to wait it out?”

Eyes on her mouth, he nodded, thinking of a dozen ways to distract her, all of which were wildly inappropriate for a life-or-death situation. “Cell phone reception is better at the tower, too. When the rain lets up, we can give that a go.”

“Okay,” she said, relaxing her shoulders. “When the rain lets up.”

It was going to be a long night.

“Are you hungry?” he asked, trying to reroute his appetite to food, rather than sex. They’d skipped breakfast, and missed lunch. “I think it’s my turn to cook.”

“We should eat something,” she agreed.

He made grilled cheese sandwiches while she heated up a can of vegetable soup. The meal they prepared wasn’t fancy, but it was hot, and he was hungrier than he thought. He ate his sandwich and half of hers.

The rain continued to come down hard, hammering the roof and gushing from the rain gutters, making the confines of the house seem cozier, more intimate. As she washed the dishes, his eyes were drawn to the nape of her neck, silky-pale in contrast to her dark hair, and the enticing curve of her bottom.

He couldn’t prevent himself from fantasizing about tugging down the back of her pants and pressing his lips to that cute little scar. Tracing it with his tongue.

She turned away from the sink, drying her hands on a towel.

It took him a half a second to drag his gaze up to her face. Her cheeks were flushed. She moistened her lips.

“I think I’ll wash up,” he rasped.

A tiny crease formed between her brows. “Are you going to shave?”

He rubbed a hand over his jaw, encountering about a week’s worth of stubble. Out here, he preferred some protection from the elements. “Do you want me to?”

“No.”

His gaze fell again, lingering on the swells of her breasts, the apex of her thighs. He used to shave every day, just to please her. On certain occasions, however, he’d come home scruffy as hell, and she’d welcomed him that way, too.

Enthusiastically, as he recalled.

“Fine,” he said, clearing his throat. “Come with me, though. I’ll feel better if we stick close together.”

She nodded, following him upstairs. He left the bathroom door open while he leaned over the sink, washing his face. Considering his next step.

He wanted Daniela, but he was afraid of screwing things up again. The events that preceded their divorce had been incredibly painful for both of them. One disturbing memory, in particular, kept resurfacing.

The year after the accident, Dani hadn’t interacted with him, or anyone else, on an intimate level. When he tried to talk with her, she avoided his company. She wouldn’t let him touch her. She rarely even made eye contact.

It was like living with a ghost.

He suspected that she wished she’d died with Natalie, and although he’d never voiced this fear, he’d been terrified that she would commit suicide.

Months passed this way, until he couldn’t stand the distance between them. He started pressing her harder, insisting she spend more time with him. He’d badger her into taking a walk on the beach. Instead of going surfing alone, he’d beg her to swim with him in the ocean. He’d do anything to get her out in the sunshine.

One day, they had a breakthrough. He hadn’t planned anything special, just a stroll in the park and a quiet dinner at a romantic restaurant. They saw a lot of babies that afternoon. It was difficult for her, but impossible to avoid. When they got home, he poured her a glass of wine and sat down next to her on the couch, expecting a typical evening.

She’d seemed distracted, not really paying attention to the book she was reading, so he leaned over and kissed her on the lips. To his surprise, she didn’t shy away.

For the first time in over a year, she kissed him back.

He wasn’t sure how it happened, but one moment they were sharing a simple kiss, the next he had his hands all over her. Not touching her for so long had a predictable effect on his self-control. Maybe if he’d been a little less eager, he could have prevented one of the biggest mistakes of his life. But he loved her so much it hurt, and having her in his arms again felt so right. He was desperate to keep her there. In that moment, he’d have promised her anything. Whatever she wanted. Another baby.

He hadn’t realized he’d made the suggestion out loud until she froze, retracting in horror. Right before his eyes, she retreated into herself, becoming distant and inaccessible, her heart locked away inside. All the work he’d done over the past few weeks was erased in one fell swoop. Destroyed with one misspoken sentiment.

The next day, she’d asked for a separation.

He’d panicked, trying to explain his position. He didn’t care about having a baby, but he cared about sex, and he cared about her. “I can’t go on like this,” he’d said, growing desperate. “I love you too much not to touch you.”

She’d covered her face with one hand, shaking her head.

“Don’t you love me anymore?” he asked, his voice a tortured whisper. He’d never felt so vulnerable in his entire life.

“I think you should move out,” was all she said. Breaking his heart. Destroying his ego. And bringing back the most painful memory of his childhood.

While he was growing up, his parents had fought nonstop. His father had always yelled and cursed and complained, and his mom hadn’t exactly been a delicate flower. She’d given it back as good as she got it.

He remembered, very clearly, the day his mother had asked his father to leave the house. His old man hadn’t gone quietly, either. He’d railed against her, calling her a coldhearted bitch in one breath and falling to his knees the next, begging for her to reconsider.

She hadn’t.

Sean refused to exhibit that kind of behavior. He would never be the kind of man who raised his voice to a woman; he’d rather walk away. Groveling wasn’t his style, either. Instead of arguing with Daniela about the separation, or pleading his case, he’d merely promised to see a lawyer and packed his things.


Looking back, he realized that his inability to articulate his true feelings, for fear of appearing weak and pathetic, like his father, had been the nail in the coffin of their relationship. He might not have been able to hold their marriage together without her cooperation, but he could have tried harder. Communicated better. Waited longer.

Sean pushed away from the sink now, running a thin towel over his face. He put on a clean T-shirt and opened the medicine cabinet, rifling through its contents. There was a box of condoms inside, probably left there by Jason. Appreciating his foresight, Sean checked the expiration date to make sure they were still good and pocketed a few.

Closing the cabinet door, he studied his reflection in the mirror, taking a good, hard look at himself. He’d promised to love, honor and protect Dani, for richer or poorer, in sickness and in health, as long as they lived.

He wanted to follow through on that vow.

After a brief hesitation, he turned his back to the mirror and walked away from the past, making his decision.

 

Daniela sat at the top of the stairwell, her elbows planted on her knees, waiting for Sean to come out of the bathroom.

When he did, his eyes met hers, and her heart skipped a beat.

His clothes were worn and faded, his jaw scruffy. He looked fantastic clean-shaven, but there was something so appealing about his rugged style and earthy masculinity when he was working in the field.

Even dirty, he was sexy.

He continued down the hall, grabbing both of their sleeping bags out of his room.

Last night he’d smelled delicious, like cold ocean water and hot male skin. As he passed by her, she inhaled through her nostrils, straining for that scent.

“We should sleep downstairs,” he said. “And block the front door.”

She felt a flutter of nerves as she followed him, and not just because she’d rather be in a private bedroom with him than on a couch by the front windows.

They were going to have to talk.

Saying nothing, he moved the bookcase across the room, barricading the only door. The dual-pane windows would be very difficult for an intruder to get through. After a glance outside, he pulled the curtains shut and turned off all the lights except the one in the hall. He probably didn’t want to advertise their presence. She sat down on the couch, hugging her knees to her chest, and he settled in next to her.

Putting his arm around her, he stroked her back while they listened to the rain.

The last time they were alone together like this, she’d been eight months pregnant. She remembered him splaying his hands over her belly and touching his lips to her neck, waiting for the baby to kick.

“Where do you think Elizabeth is?” she asked, resting her head on his shoulder.

“I don’t know. I wish I did.”

“She must be cold.”

Out in the open, she was a likely candidate for hypothermia, and that condition wouldn’t help her think more clearly. If they didn’t get help soon, she could die. Daniela regretted not being able to continue the search.

She murmured a quick prayer, making a sign of the cross.

Sean had never been religious. She too had found little comfort in faith after their daughter’s death, so she couldn’t fault him for it. Now, instead of offering her empty assurances, he gave her his open arms, enveloping her in quiet strength.

She clung to the front of his shirt, blinking the tears from her eyes. Every time she looked at him, she was reminded of the way he’d touched her last night. Her body ached in secret places, hungry for more, and her heart swelled inside her chest, burdened with an impossible longing.

She loved him so much.

And she knew it was too late. She couldn’t ask him for a second try, or another chance. But maybe he would grant her some…closure.

Taking a deep breath, she snuggled closer to him, twining her arms around his neck. Beneath her fingertips, his muscles were tense. She could see the pulse point at the base of his throat, beating strong and fast.

They both wanted this.

In that moment, she didn’t want to analyze her emotions. She didn’t want to talk about broken dreams and lost souls. She didn’t want to consider the possibility that they would leave this place, and never see each other again.

She didn’t want to think—she wanted to feel.

But she knew she owed him her compete honesty, and her best effort. This was no time to be subtle or halfhearted. The stakes were too high.

“I love you,” she said, her lips against his ear. “I love you, and I want you.”

His entire body went rigid. “You…what?”

“I want you.” She touched her tongue to his throat, tasting salt. “Desperately. I hate the way things ended between us.” His pulse throbbed beneath her parted lips. “I’m not asking you to take me back for good, but I would do anything to make it up to you. I’d give anything for one more night.”


“Just…one night?”

“Yes,” she said, panting against the wet spot her mouth had made.

He thrust his hands in her hair, forcing her to meet his eyes. “No.”

“No?”

“I could never be satisfied by one night,” he said, and kissed her.










Chapter 16




“I love you, too,” Sean said, dragging his mouth from hers. “I never stopped loving you. I will always love you.”

Daniela should have been all cried out, but fresh tears filled her eyes. “You will?”

He kissed her again. “Yes. But one night isn’t enough. I want to have you, over and over again. I want you, every part of you, forever.”

His words sent a thrill of pleasure down her spine. At the same time, she was afraid to pin her hopes on a shared future with him. She didn’t believe in happily ever after anymore. And there was no such thing as forever.

She hesitated. “Sean—”

“Never mind,” he growled, taking her mouth again. “Don’t say anything. Tonight, I don’t want to hear you say anything but yes.”

She climbed over his lap, accepting those terms, and he tightened his fingers in her hair, silencing her with a crushing kiss. With a low moan, she plastered her breasts against his chest and curled her tongue around his, returning his passion, sharing his desire.

Daniela wanted him to tear her clothes off, but when the kiss ended, he let his hands fall away from her. To her intense disappointment. “Tell me if I move too fast,” he said, sounding uncertain. “I don’t want to…push too hard.”

His consideration for her feelings touched her deeply. And she also felt a pang of regret, for being the cause of his self-doubt.

“I want you to push me,” she said, shifting her weight on his lap. “Hard.”

His eyes darkened.

“Hard,” she repeated, brushing her lips over his.

Groaning, he thrust his hands into her hair and his tongue inside her mouth, kissing her good and hard, like a man who’d been starving for the taste of a woman. Like a man who thought he’d never get enough.

She shivered with anticipation.

He’d never had any trouble fulfilling her needs sexually. In the bedroom, he’d always given her exactly what she wanted. And what she wanted now was to surrender to sensation. To strip her mind of paralyzing fears and painful memories.

“Make me forget,” she said, pulling her shirt over her head. His gaze dropped from her mouth to her breasts. Farallon Island was no place for skimpy lingerie, but her intimate apparel was a little less utilitarian than her outerwear. Although supportive, her bra was made of stretchy black satin, edged in lace.

And, to be honest, she could wear a gunny sack and he’d love it.

Growling his approval, he splayed his hands over her rib cage, just underneath her breasts. They swelled at his touch, threatening to spill over the cups of her bra, and her nipples pebbled against the silky fabric.

Moaning, she fisted her hands in his hair and arched her back, pressing her breasts against his face. Needing no further encouragement, he nuzzled her hungrily, trailing kisses along the lacy border of her bra.

She reached behind her back, unfastening the clasp. When her breasts tumbled free, he groaned, filling his hands with her soft flesh. He also filled his mouth, flicking his tongue over one dusky tip, then the other.

“Yes,” she said, squirming on his lap. “God, yes.”

His erection swelled against the apex of her thighs, and she moved back and forth, rubbing herself along the hard length. Seeking heat. Wanting more.

Frustrated by the layers of clothing between them, she tugged at his shirt. He released her breasts, raising his arms over his head to assist her. She tossed the shirt aside and flattened her palms over his chest, making a soft sound of appreciation. His skin was hot and smooth, his muscles bunched beneath her fingertips.

She bit down on his lower lip, tugging gently. “Take off your pants.”

The corner of his mouth tipped up at her command. He stood, letting her body slide along the length of his in a slow, delicious drag. She watched, moistening her lips, while he unfastened the buttons on his weatherproof trousers and pushed them down to his knees. His erection tented the front of his boxer briefs.

Heat pooled to her lower body, making her legs feel wobbly. Smothering another moan, she wrestled with her own pants, kicking them out of the way. Her panties were black satin with lace trim, like her bra. He stared at the apex of her thighs, his Adam’s apple bobbing in agitation, and she felt the fabric there get wet.

Hooking her thumbs in the waistband, she stripped them off.

Equally impatient, he shoved his briefs down and reached into the pocket of his trousers, finding a single condom. After stretching it over his jutting erection, he was good to go. With his pants around his ankles and his boots still on, he should have looked ridiculous.

He didn’t.

No heterosexual woman on earth could gaze upon his naked body and think anything but Oh my God or Come to Mama.

Panting with excitement, she lay down on the couch, a soft pile of pillows and blankets behind her back. He sank his knee into the cushion between her parted thighs, positioning himself over her.

“If we do this too fast, I might not get the chance to make you forget,” he said, his voice strained.

She curved her arms around his neck. “Then go slow.”

He began to enter her, gritting his teeth. “Slow…and hard?”

“Just fill me up,” she moaned, wrapping her legs around him. She wanted his mouth covering hers, his hands on her body, his skin against her skin. “Don’t give me too much space. The last thing I need is more space.”

He buried himself in her with a low groan, letting her feel every inch. “That’s…perfect. I don’t think there’s any room to spare.”

That was true, and always had been. They fit together exceedingly well.

In fact, after such a long stint of abstinence, he seemed larger. If she hadn’t been so ready, she might have had trouble accommodating him. As it was, her slick, hot sex grasped him snugly, delighting in the invasion.

Judging by the look on his face, he was sharing her ecstasy. He paused, closing his eyes and savoring the sensation. “It’s been so long, I’d forgotten how good this feels.”

Her tummy quivered. “Really? How long has it been?”

“You know.”

“There hasn’t been anyone else?”

A muscle in his jaw ticked. He shook his head.

“For me either,” she said, tightening her legs around his waist. “It’s always been you. Just you. Only you.”

He lowered his mouth to hers, kissing her passionately. Possessing her completely. Then he began to move. Keeping his word, he gave it to her slow and hard, drawing himself out of her with deliberate lassitude, driving back in with enough force to test the couch’s frame. Every time his pelvis bumped into hers, she experienced a jolt of bone-melting pleasure. His control was impressive, his body was amazing and the friction was exquisite.

Outside, the rain pounded against the windows and the wind shrieked around the house, hammering the rooftop.

Inside, they were generating so much heat he was sweating. She raked her nails down his rock-hard pecs and over his clenched stomach muscles, admiring his form. With a strangled growl, he switched positions, sitting back on the couch and bringing her over his lap. He was obviously trying to last longer, and she could take him even deeper this way.

When she reseated herself, they both groaned at the sensation.

All restraint gone, she threw her head back and tilted her hips forward, saying yes. Panting for release. He gave it to her. Licking the pad of his thumb, he pressed it to her clitoris, moving in slow circles.

Her sex pulsed around his, gripping him tightly.

She dug her fingernails into his shoulders and screamed his name, shattering into a thousand pieces. Unable to hold on a moment longer, he came with her, a hoarse cry wrenching from his throat as he shuddered against her.

For a long time afterward, she held him close, hugging his head to her chest and stroking the nape of his neck.

Savoring this respite, while the storm raged on outside.










Chapter 17




At dawn, he woke her.

“Seems like the rain’s letting up,” Sean said, shaking her gently. “This may be the only chance we get.”

Daniela blinked, trying to clear her vision. She felt as though she’d just closed her eyes. They’d made love several times, and slept only a few hours between them, but he didn’t appear haggard in the least.

He looked ready to pounce.

With a tool belt around his waist, work boots on his feet, and his body poised for action, he exuded strength and determination.

He’d always been raring to go in the morning.

Groaning, she disentangled herself from the blankets, searching the immediate area for her clothes. She’d been sleeping in his flannel shirt and a pair of knee-high socks.


“That’s a good look for you,” he murmured, ogling her bare thighs.

She yawned, treating him with a view of her naked bottom as she rifled through her overnight bag. When she found a pair of cotton bikini briefs, she tugged them on, along with yesterday’s pants and her waterproof boots. Fighting off the remnants of sleep, she stood, stretching her muscles.

His expression grew troubled. “Are you sore?”

“Not really.”

“I’m sorry if I was too rough last night.”

“Sean,” she chided. “Stop.”

“It’s no wonder you didn’t want me pawing you after the accident, exhausting you with my insatiable appetite—”

Laughter bubbled up from within her, spilling over. It was inappropriate, but irrepressible. “In case you didn’t notice, I was just as insatiable as you were. I love your appetite. That was never the problem.”

“Then…what was?”

She sobered, raking a hand through her hair. They’d had six months of grief counseling, during which she’d tried to sort through her feelings and he’d suffered in silence. Their sexual relationship had never been a topic of discussion. Sean wouldn’t open up to the therapist at all, and Daniela’s biggest concern had been keeping her head above water.

She’d assumed that her desire for him would come back eventually. And it had. Little by little, it had.

“Do you remember that night you kissed me, before the separation?”

“Of course. I pushed too hard—”

“No. I wanted you, too. But the instant you said ‘baby,’ I shut down.”

He shook his head, cursing himself.

“A slip of the tongue, you claimed, but it sounded like a voiced wish. And I couldn’t take it anymore. Every time I looked at you, I was reminded of Natalie. Every time you got close to me, I felt claustrophobic.” Although she knew she was hurting him, she had to say the words out loud. So they could move on. “At that point, I couldn’t see past my own grief. I thought I was going to be miserable forever. I told myself that you were better off without me.” She forced herself to meet his gaze. “I knew you deserved a woman who would make you happy. Accept your touch. Give you a family.”

He took her by the hand. “I told you I don’t care about that. You’re my family. You’re the only one I need.”

She closed her eyes, feeling tears spill onto her cheeks. When she opened them, she watched for his reaction carefully. “You don’t care about having children?”

It was a difficult question, and he struggled with his response. “I don’t know, Dani. I don’t have any expectations right now, to be honest. I do know that I can’t live without you. And I know I can live without everything else.”

“Okay,” she said, letting out a breath.

“Okay, what?”

“Once we get back to San Francisco, I want to work this out.” She smiled, hugging him. “No more space between us.”

He held her close for a long moment. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

Daniela felt good about the decision. This wasn’t a lukewarm reconciliation, or a halfhearted effort. They were full steam ahead, sexually. And they’d always been crazy in love. If they needed a bit of help with communication, that was okay.

She still wasn’t sure what the future held, or even what the afternoon would bring, but she felt more hopeful than ever.


If they could make it off this island, they could overcome any obstacle.

“I’m going to check the damage on the satellite receiver,” he said, helping her into her jacket. “Maybe it will be a simple repair. While I’m doing that, I want you to watch my back. Brent got snuck up on yesterday.”

She nodded, moistening her lips. The tagging spears they’d been carrying around last night doubled as walking sticks, so they brought them along. He pushed aside the bookcase and unlocked the door, stepping outside warily. She followed at his signal, a cold wind blowing the hair off her forehead.

The rain had turned the world gray. It was falling lightly now, the dark sky swollen with still more. Rivulets of water trickled across the rocky ground beneath her feet, taking what little soil the island had with it.

Sean looked out past the landing, where powerful waves crashed along the jagged shoreline, sending sprays of saltwater high into the air.

“Do you think they made it?” she asked, shivering.

“I hope so,” he said, his jaw clenched.

It went without saying that he’d never forgive himself if they hadn’t. The other crew members were so young. They had their entire lives ahead of them.

The only alternative would have been to let them stay here on the island while she and Sean took Brent to the mainland. Either way, there was danger. Daniela could only pray they’d made the right choice.

In grim silence, they ascended the path, heading toward the lighthouse tower, moving carefully over the sliding earth. Rain continued to fall, soft but relentless. Her face became damp and her mind cleared.

She continued walking, sucking in deep breaths of frigid air.


As they rounded the last corner, he took her elbow, helping her past the precarious drop near the Washtub. When he released her, she climbed the remaining steps slowly, filled with a strong sense of foreboding.

Before inspecting the satellite equipment, he crept into the lighthouse tower, gesturing for her to stay back. The structure offered some protection from the wind and rain, and they couldn’t play it too safe.

Elizabeth might be hiding somewhere, crouched to strike.

To Daniela’s relief, the tower was uninhabited. Sean reappeared beside her, taking his cell phone out of his front pocket.

“Anything?”

He shook his head, pressing buttons. “No service.”

“Damn.”

With a sigh, he put the phone away and propped his tagging spear against the wall. He needed his hands free to check the satellite receiver, which was just outside the tower, about twenty feet away.

“I’ll be right back,” he promised, kissing her cheek. Her insides warmed at the feel of his facial hair, a firm bristle against her delicate skin. She knew she bore the faint marks of his whiskers in other, more intimate, places on her body.

Clearing her throat, she nodded. “I’ll stay right here.”

With due diligence, she watched him traverse the short distance from the tower to the satellite disk. Like the radio, it appeared to have been smashed. They couldn’t communicate with the authorities.

She hoped Sean could fix it.

Instead of staring at his back, Daniela turned her eyes toward the path and kept her weapon at the ready, guarding her man like an armed sentry. With a panoramic view of the island, there was a lot of ground to cover, but very little chance she could miss a sneak attack. Behind the tower, there were only sheer cliffs, impossible to climb. Before her, there was a single footpath.

And yet, the sinking sensation refused to leave her. She wouldn’t feel safe until they were back inside the house. Maybe even back under the covers.

Taking slow, even breaths, she continued to scan the hillside, frequently checking back on Sean. After a few tense moments, she caught a flash of movement.

Elizabeth.

She must have been standing on the narrow ledge behind the tower, her back flattened against the opposite wall, a frightening precipice at her feet. Sean hadn’t even checked there; the daring hiding place hadn’t occurred to either of them.

While Daniela watched, frozen with horror, Elizabeth rushed toward Sean, holding a wicked-looking hatchet over her head. Until now, Daniela hadn’t been sure that the cool redhead was responsible for harming Brent. She’d considered the cage-diving crew unlikely suspects, but Elizabeth hadn’t seemed violent.

One glimpse of her, wild-haired and wild-eyed, changed Daniela’s mind.

“Watch out!” she screamed, her heart in her throat.

Sean turned, his eyes widening in surprise. He reacted quickly, scrambling backward to avoid a blow.

“Leave the equipment alone,” Elizabeth said, baring her teeth.

Sean stopped retreating, his stance defensive. He had some sharp tools in his belt, but he didn’t reach for them.

Daniela was several strides away from the pair. She stumbled forward, tightening her grip on the tagging spear.


Elizabeth turned her head toward the sound. “Don’t come any closer,” she said, the blade of the hatchet gleaming.

“We aren’t going to hurt you,” Sean said.

Daniela hesitated, praying that Elizabeth would be reasonable. “Put down the hatchet and talk to us. Maybe we can help.”

Elizabeth laughed, shaking her head. “The only help I need is in shutting down this hellhole for good.”

Sean and Daniela exchanged a worried glance. Apparently, Elizabeth was experiencing a mental breakdown. She’d succumbed to the pressures of this stressful, treacherous place. “Let’s talk inside the house, where you can warm up,” he said, inching toward her. “Put down the weapon. Please.”

Elizabeth wavered, gripping the hatchet in her gloved hands. Her clothes were wet and her face was dirty. She looked lost and cold and confused.

“We can help you,” he murmured, stepping closer.

But the instant his hand touched her shoulder, she exploded into action, swinging the hatchet over her head. He reacted just as quickly, blocking the attack. The descending blade made contact with his forearm, sinking into his flesh. The sleeve of his jacket split open. In an instant, his forearm was soaked in blood.

Daniela cried out, running toward them.

As Sean moved backward, trying to avoid further injury, Daniela charged, hitting Elizabeth with all the strength she possessed. The tactic worked. The tagging spear struck her like a javelin, impaling the middle of her stomach.

Screaming in pain, Elizabeth tumbled over the side of the cliff.

Momentum propelled Daniela, who was still holding the spear, right off the edge with her. She released the weapon a second too late, flailing wildly as she plummeted through the air, praying she’d clear the shore. Thankfully, the cliff face was sheer and the surf was up. After a nauseating free fall, she hit the water with an icy slap.

The cold was shocking, breath-stealing, but she couldn’t afford to freeze up. She started swimming the instant she went under. As soon as she resurfaced, she looked behind her, eyes stinging from saltwater.

Daniela saw only a flash of metal and a glint of bared teeth. Elizabeth was coming after her.

Daniela ducked under again, feeling the whoosh of the blade as it cut through the water next to her ear. Thinking quickly, she scrambled out of her jacket and let it float up, putting a tenuous barrier between them.

Where was Sean?

As if in response to her silent cry, he launched himself off the cliff, his body plunging into the deep like a submarine missile. On his way back up, he grabbed her by the arm, yanking her toward him. They broke through the waves together, gasping for breath.

Elizabeth couldn’t swim very fast with an abdominal injury, but she didn’t give up. And, despite the crashing surf, a powerful undercurrent was pulling them all away from land, out to sea.

Swimming toward the shoreline was impossible; the waves were so strong they’d be dashed against the rocks. Their only choice was to search for a safer haul-out. The longer they stayed in the water, however, the greater the possibility that a shark would come. Elizabeth and Sean were both bleeding.

 

That was when she felt it. Daniela didn’t think the situation could get any tenser, especially when the madwoman was heading in their direction. Nevertheless, every nerve in her body went taut. The hairs on her arms, which were already standing on end from the cold, practically vibrated with awareness.

Shark.

Sean felt it, too. His face went white. Rather than panicking and trying to flee, he continued to paddle steadily, making no frantic movements. Daniela followed suit, her heart pounding with terror.

The sea in his immediate vicinity was tinged with blood.

“Swim away from me,” he ordered.

Her stomach dropped to the ocean floor. Her boots were so heavy, her body wanted to sink down there, too, away from this horror. “No,” she said, fury replacing her fear. “No way.” Teeth chattering, she sidled closer, until her shoulder was touching his.

Sensing trouble, Elizabeth began to tread water, scanning the ocean around them.

Daniela unbuttoned the shirt she was wearing with trembling fingers and took it off. “I’m going to tie this around your forearm.”

He nodded, holding still while she wrapped it tight. “If a shark comes—”

“I won’t leave you.”

A muscle in his jaw ticked, but he didn’t argue with her. In fact, he pulled a utility knife from his belt and held it at the ready. Never mind that white sharks had a mouthful of teeth almost the size of his blade, and the striking power of a semi, rendering their victims too insensible to fight back.

The water around them seemed to sing with energy. She felt an immense presence, an unstoppable force. There was a juggernaut beneath the surface, parting the sea beside them, passing with the speed of a runaway train.

Elizabeth splashed wildly, trying to escape, and the shark struck. Her body jerked forward, rocketing through the water, twenty feet or more. In the next instant, she was pulled under, into a boil of brilliant red.

Daniela bit back a scream, burying her face against Sean’s chest.

“You have to swim away from me,” he said, his voice flat. “Head for a haul-out. I’ll start thrashing to get his attention.”

“No,” she whispered, shuddering.

“Dani—”

Elizabeth’s body resurfaced, much closer to them. Her eyes were blank and her head was hanging to the side at an odd angle.

She was very clearly dead.

A moment later, a fin appeared, thick and black and menacing, slicing through the surface of the water. Coming right at them.

This time, Daniela couldn’t hold back her scream.

 

Sean put his arm around Dani and tightened his grip on the knife, pointing it at the approaching threat. He’d never been so scared in his life.

The shark must have mistaken Elizabeth for the injured party. In addition to a keen sense of smell, whites had excellent eyesight. More likely than not, the shark had been drawn to her frantic movements.

Sean tried to stay still. He could feel the burn of his wounded arm, and even the seep of his own blood, tainting the water, but it was almost as if he were watching a scene in a movie, one step removed from reality. The pain was a dull throb, entirely manageable. Barely discernible, actually.

Faced with a humongous shark intent on taking an exploratory bite, and a six-inch laceration, he found his thoughts wandering. Instead of the here and now, he was thinking about the more-pleasant, semi-distant past.

His memory conjured a kaleidoscope of great moments. Kissing Dani on their wedding day, grinning at the crowd while they were pronounced husband and wife. Feeling their baby kick for the first time. Touching her last night…making her his again.

No more space between them.

Keeping the promise he’d made, he brought her even closer, his injured arm like a band across her stomach. He didn’t want to die, and he certainly didn’t want her to die. But they couldn’t outdistance a great white.

The shark breached in front of them, jaws gaping. Sean jerked Dani backward, out of harm’s way. To his utter amazement, the shark didn’t attack. He recognized the scar above her eye; it was Shirley. They all stared at one another for an extended moment, and then she sank below the surface, disappearing in a flurry of bubbles.

The rain picked up, pelting the rippled surface where she’d just been.

After a moment Daniela’s stunned gaze met his. They were alive!

He couldn’t explain why the shark had spared them. Humans weren’t their preferred prey, after a fat-rich diet of seals and sea lions. Even so, it seemed like an impossible occurrence, a miracle of God.

Swimming back to shore took every ounce of their energy. They hauled themselves out of the water, with the last bit of strength they possessed, and stumbled back toward the house, shivering with cold and numb from shock.

They both heard the helicopter the instant before it appeared at the edge of the horizon. While it hovered above them, preparing to set down, Daniela pressed her face to Sean’s soaked shirt and cried.








Epilogue




San Diego

Daniela and Sean walked toward the gravesite, hand in hand. He did the honors, crouching to place the bouquet near the headstone.

 

Natalie Ann Carmichael

Beloved daughter

Rest in Peace

 

It was still difficult for Daniela to visit this place, but less so as time wore on. The harrowing experience at the Farallones had inspired her to appreciate what she had. Natalie was gone, but they were here.

Daniela felt lucky to be alive.

When he straightened, she put her arms around his neck and pressed her face to his chest, holding on tight. They stayed that way for a long while.

In the weeks since the ordeal, they’d gone back to counseling, working with a female psychologist who specialized in grief management and post-traumatic stress disorder. They talked about Elizabeth, dealing with the aftermath of a violent, shocking end.

Elizabeth’s death had hit Jason hard. She’d been a part of his team, his responsibility. He seemed to think he should have been able to prevent the tragedy. Although he’d been in contact with Elizabeth’s family, and they bore no ill feelings, he continued to blame himself. Daniela hoped Jason would be able to move on, but she knew better than anyone else that grief was an individual experience.

Her heart broke for him. Jason was like family to her now.

And so was Taryn.

She’d accepted a position at the Marine Mammal Center in San Francisco, rehabilitating injured dolphins. It was a dream job for her, but she seemed melancholy. The disturbing events had changed her, too.

When they’d said goodbye, Taryn had sent them off with lingering hugs and a solemn promise to keep in touch. They’d exchanged a few emails since then, most of them about Brent’s progress. After spending several weeks in a coma, he was expected to make a full recovery.

Life on Farallon Island was returning to normal. The Coast Guard had done a quiet, thorough investigation, a new crew was in place and repairs were underway.

Daniela disentangled herself from Sean and pressed a kiss to her fingertips, touching the top of Natalie’s gravestone in goodbye.

They strolled down the flagstone path together, hand in hand. It was a beautiful November day, sunny and bright. She had an important matter to discuss with Sean, an issue she’d been mulling over since they’d reunited.

“Let’s walk down to the beach,” she murmured, tugging on his wrist. At the base of a long row of steps, she stopped to remove her high-heeled sandals, bracing one hand on his arm. His wound, a reminder of another nightmare they’d endured, was healing nicely.

Carrying her shoes by the ankle straps, she ventured onto the soft sand.

At the edge of the water, they both fell silent for a few moments, struck by the magnificence of the view. San Diego Memorial Park overlooked a breathtaking stretch of coastline.

Sean probably wanted to go surfing.

“I got an interesting job offer,” he said, preempting her speech. “Teaching science and coaching the surf team at La Jolla Shores High School. I think I’ll take it.”

She turned to stare at him, astounded by his nonchalance. “But you love working in the field.”

He smiled at her reaction. “You don’t want me to consider the position?”

“I would never ask you to make that kind of sacrifice,” she said, her heart pounding.

He nodded, sobering. “I know, but I don’t really consider it a sacrifice. Just a change. Traveling the world, chasing sharks…well, yeah, it’s awesome, but there are more important things.” His gaze cruised over her face, assessing her reaction. “I loved coming home to you, Dani, but I’d love staying home with you even more.”

Tears blurred her vision, clogging her throat. “Oh, Sean,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck. “There’s something I have to tell you.”

His shoulders stiffened, almost imperceptibly. “Go ahead.”


She looked up at him, moistening her lips. “Do you remember when I asked you not to give me too much space?”

“Of course.”

Since they’d been back together, he’d spent every night with her, giving her everything but space. They’d always related well to each other in bed, and now their sex life was more active than ever. He loved her endlessly, almost desperately, as if he was afraid each time were the last, and that she’d retreat from him again.

“I meant…emotionally.”

His eyes darkened. “I knew what you meant.”

She paused, struggling for the right words to explain her feelings to him. “I know you said it didn’t matter if we had children. But I thought you might want to reconsider.”

His brows rose. “Do you?”

After a short hesitation, she nodded.

He glanced out at the majestic waves, contemplative. “We’re not even married anymore.”

She bit down on her lower lip, blinking back more tears. This was so difficult, and not at all like she’d imagined.

Noticing her distress, he squeezed her hand. “When I envisioned having a family, I always assumed it would happen naturally,” he continued, his gaze searching hers. “It didn’t work out, and I’m okay with that. I’m not going to change my mind, or pressure you into anything. Is that what you’re worried about?”

She shook her head, trying to hold the panic at bay. Her hands were trembling, her pulse throbbing at the base of her throat. “I’m worried that I’ve made a big mistake,” she said, taking a deep breath.

His expression became pained. “What do you mean?”

“At the Farallones, I realized that I can’t live without you. And I can’t live in fear, either. I can’t let my anxieties hold me back.”

He just stared at her, waiting for her to explain.

“I had a checkup the other day, and the doctor said I’m fine. Perfectly healthy. There’s no reason we can’t try again. To have a baby, I mean.”

His reaction wasn’t what she’d expected. He didn’t let out a shout of joy and twirl her around the deserted beach. In fact, he seemed unmoved.

“If you’re still interested,” she finished, her spirits sinking.

He studied her intently. “Are you doing this for me? Because you think I’ll resent you later?”

Earlier, she’d demanded his complete honesty. Owing Sean the same courtesy, she told him exactly what she thought. “No,” she said, filled with hope. “I want to try again. For me. For the both of us. I want everything we had before, and all that we have now. I want a family.” She paused, casting him an uncertain glance. “There’s no rush, of course. Like you said, we aren’t even married anymore.”

“That’s easy enough to remedy.”

Her heart fluttered as he got down on one knee. “What are you doing?”

“I was going to do this later, but what the hell.” Digging into his pocket, he brought out a black velvet box. While she gaped at him, lips parted in astonishment, he proposed to her, right there on the sun-warmed sand. “Will you marry me…again?”

Tears filled her eyes. “Yes,” she said. “Oh, yes.”

After he put the ring on her finger, he rose to his feet and she threw her arms around him, hugging him tight.

“I’m ready whenever you are,” he said in her ear. “Do you think it’s possible to have a divorce annulled?”


Laughing with pure, unadulterated joy, she laced her fingers through his hair and buried her face against his neck, loving him with all her heart.
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