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    Chapter One


    Weddings sucked.


    Okay, maybe they didn’t suck so much as they blew.


    No. They didn’t do that, either.


    All right, fine, weddings were okay. What wasn’t okay was being stuck on a secluded island, at a ritzy, exclusive resort with no escape, surrounded by people with nothing but “love,” “happily ever after,” and “forever” on their minds.


    Bryan Tyke stood in his untied black combat boots in the pristine, white sand, scowling at every passerby. He’d be goddamned if he was going to walk around in flip-flops like everyone else and burn the shit out of his feet. Fuck that. It was enough that he was here. He wasn’t going to act happy about it or dress the part.


    His best friends and DEA teammates, Ash Cooper and Luke Calder, were getting married this week. Not to each other. To women. Women that had bamboozled the men into thinking married bliss actually was a thing. Big whoop for them if they wanted to buy into that idea. Tyke didn’t. Forever wasn’t in the cards for him. Not now. Not ever. He’d been close to marrying once, and well…he didn’t think about that anymore.


    Back to the island wedding. Instead of going to the courthouse or eloping to Vegas like normal people, his friends insisted on dragging their guests thousands of miles for a fun-filled week of games, dinners, and carefully rehearsed nuptials.


    Joy.


    Tyke sipped his Mexican beer from the all-inclusive bar—the only thing making this whole experience tolerable—watching one of the resort staffers coordinate a badminton competition for the wedding guests.


    Tyke turned to his most practical (and last remaining single) DEA teammate, Jason Reese. “Explain to me why we aren’t Jet Skiing right now.”


    Reese sipped from his cup of orange liquid topped with a green umbrella, looking at ease in his bright Hawaiian shirt and salmon-colored shorts. “Because Ash said we had to be here or else he would cut off our balls and shove them down our throats.”


    Tyke winced at the memory. “Ah, right.”


    “I’m very fond of my balls.” Reese turned his attention to the sandbox filled with badminton nets. “Plus, I actually think the competition will be enjoyable.”


    “Of course you would,” Tyke said. “You love this kind of shit.”


    Jason pressed his sunglasses, which sat on top of his actual glasses, farther up the bridge of his nose, then shrugged.


    “Man.” Tyke took a better look at his friend. “Why the fuck are you wearing two pairs of glasses? You look like a ninety-year-old woman with cataracts.”


    Reese touched his face as if he’d forgotten about the items he’d just adjusted. “My prescription sunglasses broke before we left. So…” He shrugged again. “Does it really look that bad?”


    The flicker of nerves on Reese’s face was a first. The team often joked that Reese was more robot than human because he rarely showed emotion, was always calm under pressure, and could calculate anything in his head in milliseconds. The vulnerability made Tyke pull back.


    “Who gives a shit what you look like?” he said. “Who are you trying to impress? Have you taken a look around?” Tyke did a wide sweep of the beach area. “Everyone’s either from the nursing home or already married with ten kids.”


    Reese wasn’t listening, instead his gaze was fixed on a cute blonde about twenty yards away, laughing with her just-as-cute brunette friend. Sorority sisters of one of the brides, if he remembered correctly. Tiffany and Hillary. Candy and Tandy. Or some shit.


    The blonde was wearing a slim-fitting white sleeveless shirt that showed off her full rack and short hot-pink bottoms that drew attention to her long, tanned legs. Tyke couldn’t fault Reese for admiring her.


    She just wasn’t tempting enough for Tyke.


    He was more of a redhead with curves in all the right places kind of guy. Or at least he had been once upon a time.


    Guilt spiraled its way down his throat, taking residency in the pit of his stomach. But like he’d done so many times before when the inkling of his past inched back, he pushed it aside the best way he knew how. With alcohol. Tyke downed another long swig of beer, closing his eyes and relishing the cold liquid coating his insides like a balm. It cooled him off for a second before the hot Mexican sun pelted down, and he started sweating again.


    Shake it off. After a quick exhale, he opened his eyes and glanced across the sand at ten squares serving as playing fields. Nets were dug into the middle of each square. Everyone of eligible playing age stood around the perimeter, waiting to be placed into pairs.


    More icebreaker bullshit. Why couldn’t he just partner up with Reese and get this over with? No, he had to mingle and converse with people he didn’t know. This was Samantha Harper’s idea. He normally loved the woman. She was Ash’s fiancée and was like a sister to Tyke. But not when she came up with shit like this to torture him.


    The resort worker walked around with a bowl that held cards inside. There were matching pairs of every color and number. Guests had to pull a card and then find the person who had the match. That was your partner. Tyke held a blue number two. So far, no one had shouted his number.


    “Red number six,” the cute blonde Reese was eyeing up said. “Who has red number six?”


    Reese’s head kicked back, and he drained the remaining orange liquid in his cup. He pulled the umbrella out of his drink and slid it over his ear like a freaking cha-cha dancer. “That’s me. See you on the sand.” Reese gave him a wide, excited smile before meeting his partner in the center of the circle.


    Bryan lifted his dark bottle in salute to his friend’s retreating back. “Good luck with that one. You’re gonna need it.” The woman didn’t look like she had an ounce of athleticism in her body. Cheerleading, maybe. And being able to kick your foot up over your head only helped in certain situations. Badminton wasn’t one of ’em.


    Tyke scanned the group, sizing the wedding guests up. He hated meeting new people. But he hated losing more, so he needed a stellar partner. No uncoordinated, flailing-arms-of-a-prepubescent-teenager garbage. He wanted a real player. Someone who could keep up and play like a man. Another guy on the other side of the sand stood about Tyke’s height but not as wide. The guy reached into the bowl and pulled his card out.


    Blue two.


    Blue two.


    Say blue two, you lanky son of a bitch.


    “Blue,” the guy shouted, glancing down at the card. “Number four.”


    Motherfucker.


    Tyke downed the rest of his beer in one gulp. He waved an arm to catch the attention of a passing waiter.


    The waiter approached, wearing a white short-sleeved shirt and matching shorts, socks and tennis shoes. “Another, sir?”


    “You know what?” Bryan said. “Bring me two. What the hell. I’m celebrating my best friends never owning their dicks again.”


    The waiter did a double take and tried to laugh. When Tyke didn’t reciprocate, the guy’s eyebrows furrowed.


    “Does anybody have blue number two?” an impatient voice shouted.


    That was his card. Shit. Tyke put his empty bottle on the waiter’s tray.


    “That’s me.” He pulled out his wallet and handed a ten to the waiter. “Just bring the beers to whatever shit-box area I’m assigned to.”


    “Blue number two?” a female voice said behind him. A few soft taps from a pointy finger landed on his back, below his right shoulder.


    He turned.


    She was shorter than average height for a woman, but then again, everyone looked short next to him. She had fiery, bright-red hair pulled into a messy ponytail on top of her head. Her pale-blue eyes were warm and welcoming, even smiling.


    Then she met his gaze, and something registered in her brain because her blue eyes went icy.


    It took him a few seconds longer…


    Short height.


    Red hair.


    Pale-blue eyes.


    Oh, fuck.


    Kenna McCord.


    “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked.


    No. No. No. This was all wrong. Usually when Kenna came to him, it was at night—while he was in bed—after staring at the clock for hours, hard as steel and unfulfilled, praying for sleep. Jesus, had his visions gotten so bad that now she was haunting him during the day, too? That thought, mixed with the guilt still gurgling in his belly, made him rethink his drink of choice. He should probably switch to water.


    He stared without blinking at the apparition in front of him. She wasn’t smiling like she usually did in his nightmares. Instead, the woman’s originally delighted features transformed. Her face caved in, her pink glossy lips puckered, and auburn eyebrows gathered at the center of her forehead.


    She lifted her foot—why the hell was she picking that up?—and she swung it with more force than a woman her size should’ve possessed. It connected with his shin, just above where his boots ended.


    “Damn it,” he grunted, bending to grab his throbbing leg. When he did, she took full advantage. She reared back and punched him in the chin. Hard. Exactly like he’d taught her when they were kids. Pain exploded in his brain as his head whipped to the side. He scrambled forward to grab her, but she took off in huff.


    The pain in his leg and face didn’t relent. Which could only mean one thing—Kenna wasn’t a vision. She was here. After twelve years, she was back and there was no escape from his past and what he’d done to her.


    …


    Kenna McCord shuffled as fast as she could across the hot sand, cursing herself for not taking her trainer up on the extra sessions he’d offered. Cardio was not her friend, and it was never more evident than right now as she struggled for air after only a handful of rushed steps. How did Pamela Anderson make running across the sand look so effortless? She hadn’t, Kenna decided. Pamela Anderson was full of shit.


    She swiped the back of her hand over her clammy forehead, pulling with it a few annoying little hairs that were falling into her eyes.


    He was here. Bryan. Or as she called him: Bear. Her long ago love and once fiancé. She’d practically been a child then. That time in her life seemed a million years ago. But his betrayal certainly felt fresh based on the way her body simmered with renewed anger.


    Out of all the beaches in the world, why did he have to be on this one?


    She made it to the edge of the badminton playing area before a strong hand gripped her arm and jerked her to a stop. She gasped and tried to pull against the restraint, but she knew from experience it was futile. The man attached to the hand was not only stubborn, but he was stronger than a raging bull.


    She whirled around to face him, casting her anger out like a force field. “What?”


    “Fuck.” He drew back. “It’s really you.”


    “Of course it’s me,” she said, crossing her arms.


    He looked different now. He’d been a clean-cut, twenty-one-year-old when she’d last seen him. He was still tall as an oak tree and wide as a barn. But his hair was long, secured at the base of his skull with a rubber band. He had a full beard that made him appear gruffer. His broad, muscular chest and defined biceps that were noticeable even with a shirt on were also new. As she looked at him now, he most definitely personified his childhood nickname of Bear.


    He narrowed his eyes like he still didn’t believe it. “What are you doing here?”


    “I belong here. What are you doing here?” She jabbed a finger into his solid chest, trying to impale him, but immediately regretted the motion when a stroke of pain shot up her hand. Damn, his chest was even firmer than she remembered.


    His jaw tightened. “That’s impossible. You don’t know anyone. You don’t have any family.”


    Okay, that struck a nerve. He was right. She didn’t have immediate family to speak of. Only Aunt Estelle. But that was no reason to hold it against her and act like she was some sorry loser.


    Asshole.


    She hauled her fist back again, but before she could connect a second time with his arrogant face, he caught it in his big palm. Kenna pulled her hand back and thrust it on her popped-out hip.


    His bushy eyebrows crunched together. “What the fuck was that for? Stop punching me.”


    “I’m such a loser,” she said. “That it? I don’t have any friends or family so there’s no way anyone would want to invite me to a beautiful beach like this?”


    “What? No. That’s not what I meant. It’s just—I’m surprised. I didn’t expect you to be here. After…” He swallowed and ran a hand over his crown of shoulder-length, dirty-blond hair. “You know, after everything that happened. I just figured you’d want to stay as far away from me as possible.”


    “I do, believe me.” Kenna relished in his hurt expression. Oh, how she wanted to give him a piece of her mind. She’d practiced for weeks what she’d say to him when he finally returned home. She was geared up and ready to blast him with everything she had.


    I trusted you. Gave you my whole heart, every tiny shred, and you ripped it out without a second glance. You made me love you. Live for you. Want to marry you, and then you walked away and never came back. Twelve years you kept me waiting…and like an idiot, I did. I loved you even when everyone in our small town told me it was a lost cause. That you’d forgotten me. Us.


    I never gave up hope.


    Until finally one day she’d woken up and decided she didn’t want to live in misery anymore. The only solution she’d come up with was to never place her trust in another person and allow them the power to crush her like Bear had done. So she’d hardened herself. She’d moved on, ignoring the incessant slice of emptiness of never knowing what she’d said or done to keep him away.


    “I’m going to ask this one more time,” he said, dragging her back to the present. “What are you doing here?”


    Her chin shot backward. “Excuse me? Like you have a right to order me around?” She slapped her palms against his hard chest and tried to give him a firm shove. She’d never been able to do it in the past, so she didn’t know what made her think she could move him now. Frustrating man. “What are you doing here?”


    His hands closed around her wrists like steel bands, holding her palms against him. He stepped forward, pressing his body to hers. Bold, she’d give him that. He was well within range where she could get a knee into an important part of his anatomy.


    He must have seen the deadly gleam in her eyes and remembered that her stubbornness rivaled his, because he released her.


    He sighed, stepping back. “Ash and Luke are my best friends. I’m here for them.”


    “Friends from the Army?”


    “No. We’re in the DEA together.”


    “DEA?” she nearly shrieked. “So you’re not in the Army anymore? When did you get out?” She couldn’t explain her surprise. It had been more than a decade after all. He could’ve done anything in that time. But her last real memory had been sending him off to basic training. He’d made it clear he was going to make a career out of the military. It’s all he’d wanted to do.


    I’ll be back, Kenna, he’d told her. I’ll come back for you, and we’ll build a life together. No matter where the Army sends me, we’ll be together.


    “I left the Army years ago,” he said with a confused expression.


    He was just full of leaving, wasn’t he?


    “Why? I thought you—”


    “I just did, okay?” he snapped. “It doesn’t matter why.”


    Obviously a sore subject but fine. It wasn’t her concern anymore.


    She shifted her weight and placed a hand on her forehead. “So does this mean you’re not only here to attend the wedding, but that you’re in the wedding, too?”


    He eyed her with an unreadable expression. “That’s right.”


    She huffed a laugh. “Great.”


    “Why?”


    “Do you remember me telling you about the summers I spent with my great-aunt in Baltimore?”


    He nodded, his eyes blank for a second before morphing into recognition. “Ah, shit. Which one?”


    “Which one what?”


    “The grannies. Which one is your aunt? Maybel? Rose?”


    “Estelle.”


    Bear barked out a laugh. “The batshit one. Of course.” He shook his head in disbelief. “Un-fucking-believable. So that’s your connection? You’re here as what? Estelle’s date?”


    “No. I’m here for Sammie.” She’d spent summers as a young girl, staying with Great-Aunt Estelle. She looked forward to it every year because it gave her a chance to see Samantha Harper, her childhood best friend.


    As if summoned, Sammie sprinted in their direction, distraught expression in place. Trailing was her fiancé, Ash Cooper.


    Sam stopped in front of them, sucking in air like it was going out of style. Sam’s long blond hair was pulled into a high ponytail, and she wore an adorable white tank top and white tennis skort ensemble that showed off her athletic build.


    Ash slammed to a halt next to Sam, a worried look on his rugged face. His five o’clock shadow was more I forgot to shave than it was I wanna look badass. Though, he definitely did look badass with his high-and-tight military haircut, slim-fitting T-shirt across wide shoulders and thick biceps, and cargo shorts.


    “What’s going on here? Why is she punching you?” Sam asked Bear, then swung her concerned blue eyes on Kenna. “Why are you punching him?”


    “I want a new badminton partner,” Kenna said, giving Bear her back.


    “Okay,” Sam said slowly, sliding a quick, cryptic look at her fiancé. She came back to Kenna, and said, “Is there a reason you don’t like your current partner? Or, you know, why you’d punch him in the face after just meeting him?”


    “Well, it is Tyke,” Ash said, lips twitching. “There’re days I wanna punch him, too.”


    Bear gave his friend the finger.


    She glanced down at her navy flip-flops, brand-new baby-pink nail polish on her toes, and the hot sand beneath them. God, what she wouldn’t give for a huge batch of quicksand right now. Please swallow me up and save me from having to confront all of this, in front of an audience no less.


    Sam was staring at her, waiting for a response.


    Kenna groaned, knowing her next statement was going to blow open the door she’d kept firmly locked for most of her adult life. “I didn’t just meet him.”


    The other couple getting married this week, Luke Calder and Cassandra Stone, joined them.


    “Shit,” Bear grumbled. “Calder, really? Let’s just invite the whole goddamn party over here.”


    Luke slid his free hand into the front pocket of his flat-front shorts, grinning like he’d won some sort of prize. “Come on, Tyke. You think I’d give up the chance to meet the woman who just decked you? Hell, I want to buy her a drink.”


    “Drinks are free this week,” Bear muttered.


    “Then I’ll at least shake her hand.” He extended an arm to Kenna. She accepted and shook.


    In a white, slim-fit T-shirt, pressed khaki shorts, dazzling smile, and aviators, Luke looked every bit the pretty boy Sam had described him as. His fiancée fit neatly under his arm, looking approachable in a simple sundress, flat sandals, and her brunette hair pulled into a bun. Her eyes were gentle and patient, skills no doubt acquired from years working as a guidance counselor in inner-city schools.


    Kenna took in the sight of Bear’s friends, seeming so big and superhuman, and she couldn’t help but compare them. Ash was smack in the middle of Luke and Bear in terms of looks. He wasn’t pretty boy or dashing like Luke, but he wasn’t a beastly animal of a man like Bear, either. It was evident Ash demanded authority and could probably snap a man’s neck with a simple twist of his large, shapely arms. Luke, although much leaner in build, had something in the set of his shoulders that told Kenna he was agile. Quick. He didn’t need bulk muscle like his friends. He could handle himself at a moment’s notice if needed. It was overwhelming. Being surrounded by the triple power.


    “So you two have met before?” Ash asked with an amused gleam in his eyes.


    Bryan’s cheeks colored, which caused Ash’s eyebrows to lift to his hairline. “Holy shit,” Ash said. “You’ve done more than just meet.”


    Bear’s jaw worked, and he looked away.


    “This is freaking awesome.” Luke clapped his hands. “Do tell.”


    Sam glanced at Kenna for an explanation. Which in turn caused the rest of the faces to turn her way. Crap. She’d kill for one of those drinks Luke offered a minute ago. A double, in fact.


    Kenna chewed on the inside of her cheek. She and Bear were stuck together for seven whole days. Seven. An entire week. She’d spent twelve years burying their past so she’d never have to think about it again. And now she had to face him every day on this small private island.


    Kenna had seen the schedule for the week. It was jam-packed with activities. They were expected to attend as much as possible. It would be rude to skip out just because she was trying to avoid the one person who single-handedly broke her heart and stole her future.


    “Sammie,” she said. “You remember me telling you about Bear…” She trailed off, knowing her friend would remember. They’d talked for hours on the phone, Sammie offering every consoling word in the English language, after Kenna realized Bryan wasn’t coming back.


    The other woman nodded. “Of course.”


    Kenna pulled her lips inward and nodded right along with Sam.


    Anytime, quicksand. Anytime.


    Sammie glanced at Bryan, then at Kenna. “Wait, you mean…?”


    Biting her bottom lip, Kenna closed her eyes and dropped her chin once.


    Sam turned her attention to Bryan. “You’re Bear?”


    “Who?” Ash and Luke asked at the same time.


    Luke snorted a laugh. “Like…teddy bear?”


    Kenna’s gaze journeyed Bryan’s tall frame all the way down to his black combat boots and back up. “No. Like grizzly bear.”


    “It’s him,” Sam said through a gasp. “Oh, honey. I had no idea. If I’d known, I would’ve never…”


    “Known what?” Ash asked. “What’s going on?”


    Sam placed her hand on Ash’s chest. “He and Kenna were engaged. He’s the one who got away.”


    Bear’s eyes went wide like saucers.


    Kenna nearly suffocated on her saliva. “Wrong. He’s the one who went away. There’s a difference. And engaged implies love. It wasn’t love. It was—” She groaned. “Ugh, I don’t know what it was. But it wasn’t love, okay?”


    It couldn’t have been. She’d given him everything. Every single piece of her, and he’d crushed it in his bare hands without any remorse. That’s not what real love should feel like.


    Bear recovered and stared at her, his jaw working.


    “Well, it’s the truth,” she told him, then turned to their audience. The last thing she needed was their pity or invasive questions. She’d dealt with that enough over the last decade. No more. It was his turn. She connected with Sam’s interested gaze, taking note of the woman’s slight smile. Kenna cleared her throat, pushing aside the uncomfortable feeling of being under a microscope. “He proposed to me one day and then never came back. Left me wondering for years where he was and what he was doing. Sent me some quick bullshit email about me needing to move on without him.”


    They’d met when they were eight. Math class. He sat behind her and threw little balled-up pieces of paper into her hair. That was the first time she tried to punch him. Their height difference wasn’t as vast back then, so she managed to bop him in the jaw, her fist bouncing off as if his skin had been rubber. It was enough to startle him but not do real damage. He’d recovered quickly and told her that if she was going to punch, then she ought to learn how to do it the right way. By thirteen they’d started dating. By sixteen they’d slept together. And by eighteen they were dreaming about their future together. He’d enlisted at twenty-one, proposed to her, and that was the last she saw of him.


    Until today.


    “You were engaged?” Luke asked Bryan. “To her? Why the hell did you screw that up?”


    Bear ran a quick hand over his hair again. “It’s complicated, okay?”


    Complicated? That’s it? They’d planned a life together. Children. Hell, if they’d had a little girl, they’d agreed to name her after Kenna’s late mom. And complicated was his best defense for destroying their future?


    “It’s over,” Kenna said, working to get her anger back in check. “Our differences don’t have to ruin a beautiful week for you guys. Bear and I”—snickers came from Ash and Luke’s general direction—“will avoid each other the whole time we’re here.” She turned to the brute. “Right?”


    Bear scanned the faces of their engrossed audience and his cheeks deepened in color. “Fine,” he agreed.


    His embarrassment threw her a little. It’s what she’d been aiming for by airing their dirty laundry to his friends. But he’d never been one to show emotion or weakness before. Hell, in all the years they’d been together, he’d never once let her see him cry. So now, taking in his reaction, she considered that maybe, just maybe, he wasn’t the same stubborn boy she’d once known.


    But as quick as the flush came, it was gone just as fast.


    Bear stood at full height, which still had the power to do things to her, given the small flip in her tummy, damn it, and he said, “Sam’s my new badminton partner.”


    “Me?” Sammie asked, surprised. “Don’t you mean Ash?”


    “Hell no,” Bryan said. “Have you seen him handle a racket?”


    Then again. Maybe not.

  




  
    Chapter Two


    Kenna and Ash came in second place in the badminton tournament, which made her smile. Especially since Bear stomped around the sand pissed off that he and Sam placed fourth. Kenna couldn’t help but smile a little over that. It was the small victories that mattered. After, the women trekked across the resort to the spa. Sam had scheduled an afternoon of pampering and relaxation. Kenna didn’t know about the rest of the ladies, but she could sure use some freaking relaxation.


    And time away from Bear to get her head on straight.


    There were five of them in the steam room, all outfitted in white towels secured under their arms. In addition to Kenna, Sam, and Aunt Estelle, others included Sammie’s grandma, Rose, who kept wiping a finger across her glasses to clear the fog. She had the comforting countenance of a typical grandmom, with her gray hair, round face, and full midsection. Anytime Kenna visited, Rose always made her feel welcome and at home.


    Celia, who lived on the same street in Baltimore as Sam, Estelle, and Rose, was quiet and sweet. Kenna didn’t think she’d heard the woman say more than two words in the time since she’d met her. She was the smallest of the older ladies, her bony shoulders protruding out like sharp wings. What softened her appearance was a strand of white pearls and perfect chignon at the base of her neck.


    Kenna had spent most of the earlier match stealing glances at Bear, trying to come to terms with the fact that he was actually here. It felt like some sort of dream, or rather a nightmare. Like he’d been manifested, forcing her to remember everything they would never share together. Everything he chose to take away from them.


    Thankfully, the steam room and a little girl time was what she needed to forget about all of that.


    She closed her eyes and leaned against the slick tile behind her, inhaling slow, deep breaths, letting the hot air fill her lungs. Sweat beaded over her body, and with it, she tried to let go of the negativity she’d brought to the surface after seeing Bear. Finally, her muscles relaxed and her mind wandered into safer territory.


    Until Sammie spoke.


    “I’m not going to wear the ring this weekend.”


    Kenna popped one eye open and took in Sam’s decided expression.


    “Seriously,” she went on. “I should’ve never accepted when you offered. It was your momma’s ring. You should wear—”


    “Stop,” Kenna said, shifting away from the now uncomfortable wall. “We promised. I still want you to wear it, and that’s final.”


    “But—”


    Kenna cut her off with a sharp look.


    When they were girls, Sam and Kenna had made a pact that whoever got married first would wear her mom’s sapphire ring as their something blue. Since Kenna and Bear had been together as teens and seemed most likely to tie the knot first, it hadn’t seemed like a big deal to agree to the innocent accord. But then Kenna and Tyke’s relationship crashed and burned in spectacular fashion, and Sam got engaged, and it suddenly became a huge deal.


    That ring was Kenna’s only tie to the woman she loved and lost. She used to lie awake staring at it, wishing it were her mom with her instead. Every time that beautiful blue stone caught the light and sent shimmering streams across her bedroom walls, she knew her mom was there. Giving her strength. Telling Kenna she was loved.


    For that reason, she desperately wanted a piece of her mom at Sammie’s wedding. But—and it was a very large but—the ring also symbolized the future she and Bear had planned but would never have. And seeing that reminder, even on her best friend’s finger, was going to jolt her into the past where forever, babies, and never-ending love were nothing but pipe dreams for Kenna.


    Nonetheless she had to hold up her end of the deal, even if it killed her.


    “Mom would’ve wanted it this way,” Kenna said, knowing Sam wouldn’t argue that point. “She loved you. It would mean so much knowing she was here on your special day.”


    Sam wanted to rebut, Kenna could see it in the way her mouth twisted as if she was physically holding the words back. But Sam didn’t let go, instead she dropped her chin with a sharp nod.


    Aunt Estelle reclined onto the teak bench, her artificially tanned, wrinkled cleavage deep and noticeable above the towel. “So this whole time, Bear was right under my nose, within nuts-kicking reach, and I didn’t know.”


    Apparently Bear had been in Baltimore for more than a year, working with Ash and his DEA teammates to track down a dangerous drug supplier. He and Estelle had met more than once and had even tossed a few drinks back together.


    “He hurt my girl,” Estelle said with a shake of her dyed-brown head, “and I had a chance to get him. Still can’t get over that. If I’d known…”


    “What?” Kenna asked. “What would you have done?”


    Estelle’s lips twitched. “Probably would’ve snapped his osenteller off.”


    Eyebrows of the other women sank as they put the meaning together. Once they realized what Estelle meant, their brows shot in the opposite direction and loud echoes of laughter filled the room.


    “I’ve never heard it called that before,” Sam said through a chuckle. “That’s funny. I can’t wait to say that to Ash tonight.”


    Kenna also laughed at the ridiculous name Estelle had invented when Kenna had questioned the birds and the bees as a young girl. It was the first of many inappropriate Estelle-esque vocabulary words she’d learned throughout her childhood.


    Celia cleared her throat and sat forward, primly folding her hands in her lap. “Excuse me. What’s an os…osenteller?”


    “Oh, Cee.” Estelle brushed the question away with a wave of her wrinkled hand. “Think about it. His willy. Weiner. Pecker.”


    “Penis,” Kenna supplied.


    “Doo-hickey!” Sam said.


    “Man meat!” Kenna said.


    “Tallywacker,” Rose said.


    The women continued to go down the long list of synonyms until the laughter made it difficult to hear what they were saying.


    When the humor in the room eventually died down, the women exchanged a look, then turned a sympathetic gaze on Kenna.


    “Forgive me, dear,” Rose said, sliding her wire-frame glasses down her nose to blot them on her towel. “I don’t want to bring up bad memories for you, but I’m curious. Bryan never told you why he didn’t come back?”


    Kenna shook her head. “Nope.”


    The sadness and sympathy in the other women’s eyes made Kenna’s heart ache. After what Bear did to her, she’d seen enough pity and ridicule from acquaintances and neighbors in their hometown. She didn’t need it here, too.


    “I’m fine, though,” she went on. “It was so long ago. I can barely remember what it was that I loved about him in the first place.”


    Thought it wasn’t love?


    “Wanted,” she said quickly. “I don’t remember what it was about him that I wanted.” Her voice wasn’t as strong as she’d practiced, and given the other ladies’ expressions, they’d heard it, too.


    “Just seems odd,” Rose continued. “And uncharacteristic from what I’ve seen. He’s so self-assured. I didn’t take him for a man who would hurt another person that way. He had to know how his not returning would affect you.”


    He didn’t care that he’d hurt her. Because he must not have loved her the way she’d loved him.


    “It does seem strange,” Celia said in a soft, mousy voice. As she twisted the clasp of her pearl necklace, she looked at Kenna like her next statement was going to hurt Kenna’s feelings. When it came to Bear, her feelings had already been demolished. The frail woman couldn’t do any more damage. “Didn’t he try to contact you? When Edward was in the service, he told me he wrote every day, but I only received twenty letters. The postal service can be such a terrible thing when you’re impatiently waiting for communication.”


    Kenna attempted a smile. “After bugging him and his superiors with a barrage of emails and voice messages, I finally got a really short Dear Kenna email.” She paused, thinking back to when she’d gotten it. How excited she’d been. How she couldn’t wait to hear about his adventures overseas. Little did she know how fast her elation would fade. The words he’d written haunted her even now. “He told me things weren’t going to work out the way we’d planned. That I deserved better and should move on with my life without him. No explanation or reason why. I wrote him about four hundred emails back. Left a million more voice messages. Never got anything else in return.”


    She’d reread that email a thousand times, dissecting every word for any sliver of meaning. She’d spent months wracking her brain trying to understand what would’ve caused his change of heart. Another woman, PTSD, or the worst of all, he didn’t love Kenna anymore. But the simple fact had been, no matter the reason, he didn’t want her. So she tried to accept that and move on.


    It proved harder than she ever imagined.


    Nearly impossible, in fact.


    She’d dated, tried to open herself up again. But it was a lost cause. She’d only had one heart, and he’d taken it with him and never brought it back.


    “There has to be a reason why,” Sam jumped in indignantly. “I mean, it’s Tyke. He’s a big teddy bear. All mean and crotchety on the outside, but soft and squishy on the inside. He wouldn’t hurt a fly. I’m sure of it.”


    Kenna stood, ready to exit the no-longer-relaxing steam room. “Well, he did. And at this point, I don’t care why. It was so long ago it doesn’t matter.” At least that’s what she’d been telling herself over and over. What did Queen Elsa say? Conceal, don’t feel. That was Kenna’s motto. She could conceal the shit out of her feelings. Her heart might be on the brink of ripping apart, but damn it, she was going to hold it together for the sake of Sammie and Cassandra. This was their week. They deserved happiness.


    Kenna took two steps toward the door but stopped and turned. “And don’t any of you get any slick ideas about asking him why.” She zeroed in on her aunt first. “Especially you.”


    “What?” Estelle lifted her meaty shoulders and palms to the ceiling like she was all innocence.


    “Don’t meddle. He left. That’s it. I don’t care anymore. We’re done.”


    “But what if he—” Sam started.


    “And you.” Kenna spun to point at her childhood friend. “You have a wedding to enjoy. I don’t want you getting down because of me. This is supposed to be a fun week. Stop worrying and start enjoying yourself.”


    She cut off whatever argument was on its way by swinging the door open and stepping into the chilly air-conditioned hallway. Swiping an extra towel from the side cabinet, she dabbed sweat from her face as she walked toward her massage appointment.


    Hopefully her masseuse was well versed in working out mangled heart muscles.


    …


    The week from hell. That’s what this was going to be. Everything Tyke had locked away for the last decade, all the guilt he thought he’d finally come to terms with, was going to be put on display at this damn wedding. He wasn’t ready.


    Maybe if he could apologize to her. Find the right place. The right time. Explain why he never came back. She’d understand. Then he could finally swallow this guilt he’d been carrying around like an extra organ.


    How about twelve years ago? That would’ve been the perfect time to come clean, huh, dickhead?


    Sure, it would’ve. If he hadn’t been so ashamed of himself in the first place.


    Goddamn, she looked good. Too good. Seeing her again filled Tyke with a need to reach out and touch her. Stroke her face. Pull her to him. Feel her against his body.


    Which would be the worst idea, since she hated him. They’d avoid each other this week, she’d said. It was for the best. But Christ was it going to be hard to stay away from her. After all this time, he still wanted her, even if it wasn’t the best thing long term. He still craved to be with her.


    The sun had set hours ago, so the only light came from strategically placed tiki torches and the faint glow of the resort about a hundred yards away. Another one of Sam’s wonderful ideas—they were told to gather on the beach for a luau.


    White tables and chairs filled the area. There was a pig roast, fresh fruits and vegetables, and, of course, his favorite: free drinks. Everyone was either seated at a table—Sam and Cass were nice enough to assign seats—or they stood, mingling with one another.


    Tyke had gone back to the bar four times and still didn’t feel drunk enough to get through this. He’d finally given up on the extra steps from his assigned table to the bar and decided to stay back there.


    He stood in the appetizer line, piling tortilla chips and taco dip onto a plate when a woman’s voice caught his attention. The sound traveled from behind him.


    “I’m telling you, I wore it on the plane here. But I can’t find it.” The rushed, concerned sound in her tone made Tyke pause.


    He glanced over his shoulder at a fifty-something couple seated with their side profiles to him. The wife, wearing a bright-pink sleeveless dress, looked at her husband with a distraught expression.


    The husband, with salt-and-pepper hair styled like a weatherman, polo shirt and tan shorts, placed a reassuring hand on his wife’s shoulder. “We’ll search again when we get back to our room, Claire. I’m sure you just overlooked it.”


    “It’s my mother’s watch, Richard. I don’t even know why I took it off. I should’ve left it on when we went to the beach earlier.”


    “We’ll find it,” he said. “Don’t worry.”


    Her eyes went glassy, and she blinked rapidly. “I hope so.”


    Tyke turned back to the food, giving the couple the privacy they needed. Hopefully they found what she was looking for.


    He approached the bar with plate in hand. Dropping a big tip, he asked the bartender to keep the refills coming.


    He must have looked like a lonely, pathetic son of a bitch sipping his beer and eating his chips, because Ash, Luke, and Jason joined him.


    He’d rather look lonely and pathetic over the company of these assholes.


    “So.” Calder reached onto Tyke’s plate and popped a chip into his mouth. “You were engaged, huh?”


    Tyke grunted.


    Ash leaned across and picked up a chip of his own. He scooped a huge helping of taco dip and shoved it into his mouth. Through the mouthful, he said, “You actually put a ring on a woman’s finger.”


    He had. Her late mother’s sapphire ring, to be exact. But he wasn’t going there. He’d be damned if he opened up to Luke and Ash about what happened. What he’d done. How he’d treated Kenna. Instead, Tyke handed the plate to Calder. He preferred beer for dinner anyway. He gulped the ice-cold liquid like it was his last dying breath.


    Wasn’t doing much, though. He was going to need something stronger than beer. Maybe a few dozen shots.


    “So what spooked you about Kenna?” Luke tossed another chip into his mouth, chewed, then swallowed. “Her hot-ass body? Sexy blue eyes? Killer smile?”


    “Yeah,” Ash said, elbowing Luke in the ribs. “I can totally see why you’d run from that one. Total dog.” He shuddered.


    Reese was the only one of the group not to comment, and that’s because his attention was hooked on the other side of the beach, where his cute blonde from earlier was standing. She sipped from a glass filled with pink liquid, occasionally sending coy come-hither looks Reese’s way.


    “Think she’ll show?” Ash asked Luke, shielding a grin behind the top of his beer.


    No need to guess who Ash meant. Kenna wasn’t at the luau. Not that Tyke had been looking for her. Just happened to spot her name on the seating chart, and happened to see the empty seat at table four where she should’ve been.


    Luke set the empty plate on the bar behind them, then propped his elbows on the counter. “No way she’s coming tonight. Did you see how much force she put behind that punch? Pretty impressive for such a petite thing.”


    She did put a lot of force into hitting him. Which was unexpected. He knew she’d be mad if she ever saw him again. Hell, he was mad. He’d be pissed for the rest of his life because of what he’d done to her. To them. But Kenna? He hadn’t expected just how mad she’d be after so many years. He’d hoped eventually she’d get over him. Move on. Find some other dope to marry and have a litter of babies. It’s why he hadn’t gone back to her. She deserved better than what he could give her.


    But she hadn’t moved on. Not if her anger level was any indication. It boggled his mind that she’d held on to it for so long.


    And it raised his temperature. Her ire had always been his downfall. That woman had a temper like a great white on steroids, and the ferocity she used to unleash between the sheets had been something he’d never found since.


    She was one of kind and had fit him to a T.


    Too bad he didn’t fit her.


    With his cock stirring in his shorts, he bit back a groan and glanced down at the perspiring bottle in his hand. He was definitely going to need something stronger.


    Tyke spun to the bar, flagging down the bartender as his two friends continued to debate whether Kenna would come to the scheduled dinner. It was better if she didn’t. Then they wouldn’t have to keep up pretenses or make the effort to avoid each other. Plus, Tyke didn’t have to worry about staring at her all night, watching the way her hips swayed and her ass clenched as she tried to get as far away from him as possible.


    Shots. He definitely needed shots.


    The bartender came over and glanced down at Tyke’s beer. “Another, sir?”


    He shook his head. “Stronger. Give me something stronger.”


    A look of understanding passed between them. “Yes, sir.” He reached behind the bar, pulling out a bottle Tyke recognized all too well. It was the same liquor he’d drank during the time in his life he shall not mention again. Tyke knew firsthand how effective it was at dulling all manner of pain.


    An arm slapped across his shoulders. “Hitting the good stuff already, I see.” Luke’s grinning face dropped into his view. “Damn, this chick has you all screwed in the head.”


    Tyke tried to shrug him off, but Luke was unperturbed. “Don’t you have a fiancée to please?”


    “Every single night,” Calder said. “Sometimes twice.”


    Tyke gave him a sidelong look. “That wasn’t an opening for you to wave your tiny dick around. It was a hint for you to leave me the hell alone.”


    “Oh, come on, Big Bear,” Ash said on his other side. “What’s the fun in that?”


    Tyke twisted to look over his shoulder, anticipating Reese’s attack any second. But the guy was already on the other side of the sand, chatting it up with the blonde. At least somebody was going to have fun this week.


    By the time Tyke came back around, the bartender had poured his shot. He’d also poured one for Ash and one for Luke.


    The pinheads lifted their short glasses in the air, waiting.


    “A toast? Really?” Tyke asked, but reached for his glass. “What exactly are we celebrating? You two idiots going home in chains?”


    Neither man took the bait. Both smiled in a secret way that made Tyke’s stomach churn. “Let’s get this over with.”


    Once Tyke lifted his glass to match the height of theirs, Ash spoke, “May all of our ups and downs be under the covers.”


    “Nice,” Luke said, grinning. “How about: may the girls with itty bitties, let you pet their kitties.”


    Tyke snorted.


    “What?” Luke asked.


    “So fucking stupid,” Tyke said. “That’s the same broke-ass toast you’ve been using since the dawn of time.”


    A line formed between Luke’s eyes. “It’s funny.”


    “Maybe the first time you used it. It’s lost its juice after the millionth time.”


    “Think you can do better?” Luke said. “Let’s hear it.”


    “All right, fine. Uh…” Tyke thought for a second. “To the brave overseas. To the girls on their knees. May neither give up, ’til the job is complete.”


    “Here, here!” Ash and Luke said.


    They were about to drink, but Ash stopped them. “I’ve got one more.” He passed a meaningful look to Luke, then Bryan.


    Shit. The touchy-feely stuff. Marriage was making pussies out of his best friends.


    “From here on out,” Ash started, “may the worst of our past never impact the best of our future.”


    Tyke swallowed whatever had suddenly lodged in his throat. He gave these guys a lot of crap, but he loved them like brothers and would always have their backs.


    “Salud.”


    They slammed their glasses onto the bar and then lifted them to their mouths to down the liquid in one take. It burned like a bitch, but it was also soothing in a way that only alcohol could be. It eased Tyke’s tension and took the edge off…finally.


    “Excuse me,” a voice said through a microphone. “Ladies and gentlemen.”


    Casual chatter of those sitting at tables quieted.


    Sam and Cass stood on a small stage in matching white dresses, bright pink flowers in their hair, with mics in hand.


    “I think that’s our cue,” Ash murmured. He turned to Tyke. “Try to have fun tonight.”


    Tyke pushed the empty shot glass forward for the bartender to refill. “What do you think the liquor’s for?”


    Ash hitched a thumb in the direction of the tables, and Luke nodded. They both made their way toward their respective brides.


    From the stage, the group clamored on, thanking the crowd for coming to the resort to celebrate their weddings and happiness. Blah, blah, blah. When they were done welcoming everyone, they invited their guests to eat dinner. The resort staff called groups by table to stand in line at the buffet.


    Bryan faced the bar, leaning over his forearm. He lifted the small glass of refilled amber liquid, twisting it in his hand, watching how the flames from the tiki torches made the contents glow.


    Apologize to her. Just man up and do it. Like a Band-Aid, rip the fucker off and endure the sting afterward. It’s not like you don’t deserve the pain.


    Yeah, sure. Just come right out and tell her how worthless you are. That no matter how bad you want to, you can’t change. You were too much of a pussy back then to tell her the truth, and you’re still too much of a pussy to do it now.


    Because you know if you finally tell her, then you’re really done. Finished. She won’t want your sorry ass anymore.


    Which, of course, had been the point. He wrote that email and didn’t come back for that very reason. He’d wanted her to move on. Wanted her to forget him. It was easier that way. Then he could convince himself they’d never been good together. That like other young loves, their relationship had run its course.


    Complete bullshit, since their relationship hadn’t been on the same spectrum as other “young love.” It was so much more.


    Tyke slammed the full shot down on the bar and scrubbed his face with both hands.


    Maybe he’d luck out, and she wouldn’t show tonight. She could’ve already caught the ferry and been back on the mainland. Though he knew that was wishful thinking. Kenna wouldn’t leave her friend and great-aunt.


    In the far depths of his mind, he realized he probably looked like a dick, hanging out by the bar all night.


    Ah, fuck it. Time to be social.


    He took a step, but a flash of red made him stop.


    It was coming toward him in a rush.


    Kenna.


    Damn it. His lower stomach clenched, making that shot on top of beers feel like a really stupid idea.


    With single-minded efficiency, she bypassed the people in line waiting to eat.


    Her motion was stiff as she made her way across the sand in her bright blue-and-green thigh-length dress and bare feet. Her hair had been pulled half up, letting the rest of her mane flow down her back. It was longer than she used to keep it, now resting past her shoulders. On the shorter side in terms of height, she had curves in all the right places without looking stocky. He’d say the major difference was that she looked more mature. Confident. Her eyes more defined, cheekbones seemed higher, and lips a lot fuller. Or maybe it was the pink gloss she had on. How had he not noticed earlier that her lips were that pouty?


    She hadn’t seen him yet, which was good because as soon as she did, her determined expression would turn cold. So he enjoyed looking at her a minute longer.


    Seeing her now, all his memories flooded back. It was sweet, blessed torture. He longed to be able to put his hands on those full hips and drive her toward him. To bury himself inside her until neither one of them could utter a single word except, now.


    His cock started to come alive again, and he reminded himself that boners were off-limits this week. If the Red Devil saw it, she’d cut it off.


    Goddamn, why did she have to be here?

  




  
    Chapter Three


    Kenna cut across the sand, ignoring the searing pain in her quads and calves. First thing next week, she was calling her trainer.


    But for now, she needed a drink. Otherwise, she was going to cause a very big scene in the middle of this lovely dinner.


    Someone had stolen her mother’s sapphire ring. Right out of Kenna’s hotel room. She was pretty sure she’d seen the bastard. And now she was going to calm her frazzled, pissed-off nerves, then turn the entire resort upside down looking for him.


    Kenna was about three steps from the bar when she spotted Bryan. Talk about frazzled nerves. Her pulse amplified to a million beats per second. Her palms grew sweaty.


    Shit. She didn’t need this right now. She needed to calm down. But she couldn’t do that with him standing there looking all tempting in his black V-neck T-shirt that flaunted broad, defined shoulders and khaki shorts that showed off muscular calves. Even those damn untied combat boots didn’t bother her as much as she wanted them to. Actually, she thought his ensemble was cute—in a barbaric, caveman sort of way.


    Damn him.


    Catching his stare, she gathered her thoughts and heaved some fortifying breaths before landing at his side.


    “Why aren’t you at your assigned table?” she barked at him.


    “Nice to see you, too.” He sipped from a brown bottle. His eyes were glassy and unfocused as his gaze raked over her from head to toe. When his eyes met hers, they flickered with something akin to desire. Which she must have imagined because they didn’t want each other anymore. He’d made that perfectly clear.


    His gaze grew hotter, and he licked his lips, causing a current of electricity to wash over her.


    He’d always known how to look at her just right to make her head spin.


    Not this time. Not tonight.


    Shaking off the tightness in her belly, she flagged down the bartender and ordered.


    Keeping her gaze forward, she addressed him. “Enough with the looks, Bryan. I’m not in the mood.”


    He propped an elbow on the bar and crossed a black boot over the other. “Wow, what a surprise.”


    She snapped a look at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    He lazily raised one shoulder. “I can’t remember a time when you ever were in the mood.”


    Her mouth dropped open, then she snapped it shut. Fine, if he wanted to play that game. “Well, if I’d had something more impressive to get in the mood for…” Her gaze dropped to the front of his shorts, then back up to his eyes. “Maybe I would’ve taken advantage of it more often.”


    He pushed off the bar and got in her face. “Bullshit. My dick’s the one piece of me you never got enough of.”


    Kenna patted his chest, which was like petting a brick wall. After noticing she was doing the motion a little longer than necessary, she yanked her hand back. “Keep telling yourself that, sweetheart.”


    That knocked his cocky attitude down a bit. His features tensed as he glared at her. “Two minutes, Kenna. That’s all it’ll take to remind you.”


    “Aww, that’s right. I forgot how quick you are.”


    He stumbled over his words. “Tha-that’s not what I meant and you know it.”


    Kenna shrugged and turned to the bartender, who slid a vodka and lemonade toward her. She lifted her glass and gulped an unladylike amount.


    “Those days are long gone,” she said, grazing a pass over his abnormally large frame, and sniffed. “You had your chance and you blew it.”


    “As if I don’t already fucking know that,” he said.


    She gasped, glancing over at the guests who weren’t paying a bit of attention to their spat. “Watch your mouth.”


    He brought his face back down to hers, his blue eyes glittering. “Why? You used to love my filthy mouth.”


    She huffed a laugh, trying like hell not to remember just how true his statement was. God, the things that man used to do with his teeth, tongue, and lips. She involuntarily shuddered.


    Christ on a cracker, McCord. Get your shit together.


    “How long has it been, Bryan? Based on all the sexual innuendos, you’d think you’ve been without a woman in your bed for years.”


    He drew back. “You’re relentless tonight. What the hell has you in such a tizzy?”


    Another long sip, then, “I’m on edge.” Before he could comment that she was always on edge, she said, “More so than usual.”


    He turned green like he was going to throw up. “Just go eat some chocolate, take your Midol, and be on your way. I don’t wanna hear about it.”


    “What?” she asked. “I’m not on my period, you moron. I’m just frustrated.” When his eyebrows rose, she cut that shit off immediately. “Not like that. I’m really pissed, okay?”


    Finishing off the last of his beer, he slid the bottle to the back of the bar, then crossed his arms and looked at her. “All right. Let’s hear it?”


    A bark of bitter laughter exploded out of her. “Since when does Bryan Tyke do small talk? In fact, since when do you talk at all?”


    “It sounded like you needed someone to listen,” he grumbled. “Jesus, Kenna. I was just trying to help. But forget it. Enjoy your week.” He stepped away from the bar.


    She threw a hand out and touched his arm. Fire exploded on contact, making her snatch her hand back. God almighty, what the hell was that?


    He must have felt something, too, because he stopped and snapped a look down at the spot.


    “I’m sorry,” she said, getting a handle on herself. “It’s been a rough day.”


    Bryan glanced out across the sand, and she followed his gaze, finding Luke and Ash watching them with matching grins. Tyke said something under his breath and shook his head. He stepped back to the bar.


    “What’s going on?” he asked.


    She bit her bottom lip, debating. Telling him about her mom’s ring would be like pulling him into the past with her. She wasn’t prepared for that. The memories. He knew what that ring meant to her. To them. And if she couldn’t recover it…


    She wouldn’t think about that. Because she was going to get it back. No matter the cost.


    “I think someone’s been in my hotel room,” she said, keeping her voice even.


    He blinked twice, and then his nostrils flared. “What do mean?” His voice was eerily calm, quiet.


    “I…brought something important with me,” she clarified. “And I think someone stole it.”


    He straightened from his lounged position and cracked his neck, then his knuckles. “When?”


    She’d almost forgotten how formidable Bear could look when someone he cared about might be in danger. Not that she was someone he cared about anymore. But still. His reaction said something.


    “What did you notice?” he asked. “Do you think they broke in?”


    She released a long exhale, trying to calm her increased adrenaline. “Probably. I’m not a hundred percent sure, but yeah, I think so. It was right after the spa. I told Sam I’d meet her for lunch to talk about some final wedding details. I went back to my room to grab, uh, the item, and I noticed the door was ajar. There was a man walking farther down the hall at a fast pace. I called out to him, but he didn’t turn. Actually, he picked up speed, so I went after him. He vanished around the corner, and the doors to the elevator closed before I got a look at his face.”


    Concern and worry blew off of him in waves, so powerful it should’ve knocked her over. At his sides, Bear’s hands clasped in and out of fists. “I’m gonna ignore the fact that you went after this guy when the smarter thing would’ve been to alert someone. But since you did, tell me what he looked like from the back.”


    She huffed. “And I’m going to ignore the fact that you feel like you have some sort of rule over me.”


    He didn’t respond, instead he blinked slowly a few times in challenge.


    “This is stupid,” she said, backpedaling. This wasn’t any of his business. She didn’t even know why she’d said anything to him. “It probably wasn’t him. He could’ve been some random guy running to catch the elevator. I’m probably overreacting. Forget it.”


    He tipped his head to the side and quirked one eyebrow like, Seriously?


    “Yes, I’m serious,” she said. “He could’ve been anybody.”


    His mouth lifted into the hint of a sardonic smile. “You’ve always been a shit liar, Kenna. So let’s skip all the back and forth and get to the part where you tell me what he looked like.”


    Her shoulders drew down, knowing he wouldn’t relent until she told him. “Average height. Dark hair. Thin build. T-shirt, black shorts, and sandals. Nothing especially unique or distinguishing.”


    “Did you talk to anyone from the hotel about it?”


    She shook her head.


    “Why not?”


    “I was so worked up about what was taken, I wasn’t really thinking, I guess. And I’m still not sure if it was him.” That was a lie. She was fairly certain it was. She just didn’t want Bear going all macho man if she laid it on too thick.


    “Worked up, why?” he asked, his gaze drilling into hers as if he was trying to read her mind. “What do you think he took?”


    She almost said it. She wanted to. How easy it would be to lean on him. To share this intimate piece of herself. Just like she used to do when they were younger. He’d been her rock. There wasn’t anything they couldn’t tackle together. As one.


    But that was before he’d shattered her trust.


    Pulling a section of her hair over her shoulder, she toyed with the ends, giving herself a second to come up with something—anything else.


    “Kenna,” he warned. “What. Did. He. Take?”


    “It doesn’t matter.” She inhaled a huge gulp of her vodka lemonade, stalling.


    “You’re going to tell me,” he said, lowering his voice, “or I’m going to march onto that stage and make a scene, looking for this guy.”


    The stage was lit up with spotlight and mic, as if waiting for someone to make an important announcement.


    “You wouldn’t,” she said in a low hiss.


    Try me, his expression said.


    He would. And it wouldn’t be fair to worry Sam, Ash, Luke, and Cassandra when they should be celebrating the happiest time in their lives.


    No, she was going to handle this quietly.


    “Bryan, please,” she pleaded. “I don’t want anyone else to know. Sam and Ash, Luke and Cassandra, they deserve their happy week. They don’t need to worry about this.”


    Some of the defiance in his eyes died. “Then tell me what he stole so I can find him.”


    She let out another choked laugh. “This is ridiculous. It doesn’t matter what he took. I just need to find him so I can get it back. And I don’t need your help to do it. I don’t even know why I told you. It’s none of your concern. It never was.”


    He hardened his stare, his face mimicking something etched in marble. “If you think I’m letting you go after some random guy, who broke into your hotel room, stole your shit, and might come back and do it again, you’re out of your damn mind.”


    “Letting me?” Her own anger started to bubble and take away her common sense. It was bad enough the ring was missing, but now this beast thought he could control her? Not a chance. “Who do you think you are? I’ll do what I want without your interference, you big oaf.”


    He snorted, and his expression suggested she’d just said all of that for her own benefit. He’d always stuck his nose wherever he damn well pleased without any care for how other people felt about it. It seemed that was his plan now as well.


    “Kenna.” He said her name like a promise. Without being able to control it, she shivered. God, she hated that rough voice that reminded her of aged whiskey and embers. She especially hated the way it made her want to do anything he commanded. “You know better than to fight me on this. Just tell me what I’m looking for. The faster you submit, the faster I’ll get it back.”


    “So you can get it back? If you think you’re going off without me on some wild goose chase like a big-footed Robin Hood, you are out of your damn mind.”


    Bryan’s eyes sparkled. “Big-footed Robin Hood?”


    “Forget it,” she said. “The point is, what was taken is mine, therefore I’m going after it.”


    “You’re not going alone,” he said, low and dangerous.


    She eyed him, taking in his protective stance, glowing blue eyes, and determined line of his mouth, and she knew any attempt to fight would be useless. When Bryan Tyke set his mind to something, he saw it all the way through. It was one of the things she’d loved most about him. His unwavering and single-minded determination.


    Knowing full well he’d interfere with any attempt she’d make in finding the suspect on her own, she decided to tell him. But first…


    She drank another long draw of her alcohol, and a second for good measure, then she blurted, “My mother’s sapphire ring. Not that you care, but that’s what was stolen.”


    Whatever he was expecting her to say, it wasn’t that. He’d just lifted his beer to his mouth, but as soon as her words came out, he lost hold of the bottle, and it hit the ground, a stream of beer trailing out into the sand. His skin paled instantly. “Your mother’s… The sapphire… The ring she gave us… The one we…”


    “Yes,” she said, turning away so he wouldn’t see her torn expression. “That one. So now that you know, if we’re going to recover it before the wedding, we need to discuss how to get started.”


    “Wait,” he said, panic coating his tone. “Before the wedding? What wedding? Not ours. We’re not getting married. That’s not happening.”


    He could’ve punched her for as hard as her chest ached. That’s right: they weren’t getting married. But the fact that the prospect seemed so appalling to him made her ill.


    His reaction suggested that marrying her would be the worst sort of fate.


    Why, exactly?


    No. She didn’t care. She’d stopped caring a long time ago.


    Keep not caring.


    “Not us,” she said a little snippier than she’d meant. “Sam and Ash. She and I promised each other whoever got married first would wear the ring as their something blue. Since you and I… Since we, uh… Since the ring is available, I insisted that Sam wear it on her big day. My mom would’ve wanted it that way.”


    He scratched the back of his neck as if he was trying to get caught up on the last few minutes.


    Rolling her eyes, she offered the caveman CliffsNotes version. “Blue ring is missing. Sam needs it for the wedding at the end of the week. We need to find it ASAP. Got it?”


    As far as he was concerned, Sammie did need it for her wedding and that was the only reason they had to get it back. It had nothing to do with the fact that deep down Kenna couldn’t stand to be without the only connection to her past—not only with her mom, but with Bear, too.


    The last thing she wanted was for him to think she’d brought the ring, and told him about it, because she hoped he’d once again slide it on her finger.


    He bent to pick up the empty beer bottle from the ground and set it on the bar. “Was anything else taken?”


    “Not that I could tell,” she said. “And the weird thing is, my room wasn’t disturbed at all. Like, you’d think my mattress would’ve been turned upside down. Drawers opened and things thrown all over. The only thing different was the drawer by the bed where I kept the ring box. It was left open. That’s it.”


    “If the person’s good, he won’t leave a trail,” he said. “Overturned mattresses and trashed rooms only happen in the movies.”


    The suspect knew where she’d placed the ring. Did that mean he’d scoped her out? Was it a guest at the wedding? Someone she knew?


    She tried to ignore the chill racing down her spine at the thought.


    “Was anyone in your room with you when you were putting things away? A bellhop or maid? Anyone who would know you put the ring in that dresser?”


    “No,” she said. “I mean, I opened the curtains and the balcony door, but our rooms are so high up. It’s not like someone could come in that way, right?”


    Their rooms were at least five stories up. Not impossible but not probable, either.


    A high-pitched squeal sounded, then an echoed tap, tap, tap.


    “Is this thing on?” Luke’s voice said through a chuckle. “How’s everyone feelin’?”


    The guests quieted from their private conversations to direct their attention to the stage, where Luke stood with an arm around his wife-to-be. The two looked so in love with each other, smiling and staring into each other’s eyes like they wanted to recite their vows right then and there. It was really sweet.


    Kenna gave a disappointed frown. “Guess we have to sit for dinner now. Want to meet up after and work out a plan of action?”


    “Sure,” he said, but the way he said it, so offhandedly, wasn’t reassuring.


    She started to walk toward her table, but his next comment made her stop. “I’m gonna see if anyone around here fits the description of the guy you saw. Make use of the time while we’re stuck here.”


    She spun to face him. “But, if you find a suspect, you aren’t going to do anything until you come find me and let me ID him, right?”


    He stared at her with a slight smirk.


    “Right?”


    Still nothing.


    “Bryan,” she demanded. “Say you’ll come get me.”


    “You’ll come get me.”


    She let out a growl she didn’t know she possessed. “You know what I meant.”


    “Calm yourself, woman.” He bent to speak into her ear with a gravelly voice. “I’ll come to you when I’m ready for you. Not a minute before.” And with that, he breezed past her with the gait of man who could command the world to do his bidding with a single flick of his finger.


    And she knew from experience just how commanding those fingers could be.

  




  
    Chapter Four


    Tyke sat at his assigned table, waiting for the serving staff to bring pieces of some fruity cake the size of quarters. He had no interest in dessert, but he couldn’t get up until the end of the event. If he left early, it would raise a red flag, and then Luke and Ash would want to know why. He couldn’t tell them about Kenna’s ring because he didn’t want them to worry, and he sure as hell didn’t want to be a dick because he left early for no good reason. He was a douche sometimes but never intentionally to hurt his friends.


    So he sat, listening to Cass’s boss, Assistant Principal Myers or Miggers or something, going on about how the mayor of Baltimore had invited him to her house for dinner to get the AP’s personal thoughts on the direction of the inner-city school system. Tyke occasionally glanced in the direction of the couple from earlier, Richard and Claire, two tables over, noticing how as the evening progressed, their posture and demeanor declined. Worry was clear on both their faces.


    He kept his peripheral vision locked on Kenna as she floated around the area, smiling and conversing with others. Someone with an untrained eye would think she was just making small talk, but Tyke knew better. She was fishing for information that might lead to the suspect. As soon as she realized the person she was speaking with couldn’t help her, she politely smiled and moved on to the next.


    Kenna left a wake of sunshine behind her. Everyone she spoke with looked happier and more content as she bid them farewell. He used to love that about her. How easily she could work a room and make everyone around her immediately feel comfortable. Tyke, on the other hand, was only good at avoiding people and scaring little kids. Which came in handy with his job, but her talent would make it much easier to get information this week about the alleged theft.


    This week… He almost laughed. This week was going to suck. Dealing with his hot-as-fuck ex, who seemed to get even hotter in the last decade. Looking for a ring he was supposed to have slid on her finger as his wife. And now feeling like he needed to protect her from some faceless Joe who might break back in to her hotel room.


    God almighty…when she’d said the asshole had been in her room. That she’d seen someone and could’ve stumbled upon him while he was still there… Tyke fisted the tumbler in his hand, almost shattering the glass from the pressure. She could’ve been hurt without anyone knowing until it was too late.


    What did the guy want with the ring anyway? To pawn it?


    And how in the hell did he know she had it?


    If Tyke never had to think about that sapphire ring for the rest of his life, he’d be ecstatic. It was nothing but a reminder of everything he’d wanted but had to give up. As that thought came to him, just as quick another idea formed: this could be his chance. If he could track down the thief and get the ring back, then she’d be happy. Too happy to be pissed at him anymore, right? While she was basking in the heavenly glow of satisfaction—because he found the ring, not because of anything else he did to her, though God knew he wanted to give her other satisfaction, too—he’d finally be able to tell Kenna why he didn’t come back. She could leave the resort knowing he wasn’t wholly a bad guy. That he’d saved the day this one time, and he’d ultimately done what was best for her in the long run. It was almost too poetic.


    First step: he needed to learn more about this dark-haired guy she saw outside her room.


    Turning, he shot a look back over his shoulder. The person on the other side of Claire got up and headed toward the bar.


    Tyke shot from his chair, cutting off whatever Assistant Principal Mutters was saying about the mayor. He didn’t seem too upset, though, just turned to the person on their other side and kept going as if there hadn’t been an interruption.


    Bryan lowered into the seat next to Claire.


    “Hi,” Tyke said.


    She started and spun toward him, clutching her chest. Richard’s eyes narrowed, and he swayed forward, hovering over his chair.


    Tyke threw his hands up, palms out. “Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.”


    Claire inhaled a breath, and Richard lowered back into his seat.


    “I’m Bryan,” he said. “I’m a groomsman. I work with Ash and Luke.”


    “Hello,” Claire said, offering a relieved, cordial smile. “I’m Claire. I work with Cassandra. This is my husband, Richard.”


    He shook the other man’s hand.


    “Are you enjoying yourself?” Richard asked.


    “Uh, sure. Yeah,” Tyke said. “Can’t beat the open bar, right?”


    Richard and Claire exchanged a look and let out a forced chuckle.


    “Anyway,” Tyke said, spotting the person who vacated his current seat heading back to the table. “I wanted to ask you about your watch.”


    Claire’s smile evaporated, and Richard threw a possessive arm around his wife’s shoulders.


    “What about it?” Richard asked in a curt tone.


    “I overheard you talking about it earlier,” Tyke said. “I wasn’t eavesdropping. Just heard as I was passing by. I didn’t give much thought to it actually. But you said it’s missing. Can you tell me if you noticed anything out of the ordinary when you saw that it was gone?”


    Richard and Claire mirrored each other’s reaction, eyebrows furrowed and a confused tightening to their lips.


    “Like what?” Richard asked.


    Tyke made eye contact with the person whose seat he was in. The sixty-something stout man with graying hair looked around for a moment as if debating whether he should ask Tyke to get up. He voted for delaying and went back toward the bar.


    “Well,” Bryan said to the couple. “Things happen. Thieves target people who’re on vacation because they tend to be living out of suitcases and don’t have a good handle on what they brought. It’s easy to pick up and walk away with items. Especially if they’re small.”


    Claire clutched the diamond seahorse pendant hanging from her neck. “Thieves? You’re suggesting it was stolen?”


    Tyke lifted one shoulder. “Just trying to rule out all possibilities.”


    “Possibilities of what?” Richard asked, eyes widening. “A burglary?”


    When a few people at their table looked up, Tyke leaned closer to the couple and lowered his voice. “Maybe. Did you notice anything odd? Anyone you remember that might’ve seemed suspicious?”


    “No. No one.” Clare shook her head. “I mean, I’m not sure. I didn’t know the watch was missing until recently. Maybe we saw someone or something and didn’t realize it.”


    As her words went on, her voice climbed three octaves. Her husband placed his hand over hers and soothed her with shhh sounds. “It’s okay. We’re going to find it.”


    “I hope so.” Claire dropped her head on her husband’s shoulder with a soft sob.


    Tyke’s chest squeezed at the woman’s emotions. The honest fear and despair in her voice made it tough to pull another breath.


    “Sorry for bugging you,” Tyke said, getting to his feet. “If you think of anything, let me know. Enjoy the, uh, wedding and stuff.”


    He headed straight back to the bar. He slapped his hand onto the shoulder of the guy whose seat he’d taken. “Seat’s all yours, man. Sorry for the delay.”


    “Huh? Oh. Thanks.”


    As the man shuffled past, digging his sandals into the sand, a female voice sounded from Tyke’s other side.


    “Anything yet?” she asked.


    He turned to Kenna, who held a plate and fork, eating small bites of the already bite-size dessert. He watched her cut off a small corner with her utensil, slip the tiny piece into her mouth, and chew. Then she cut off another piece small enough for a mouse and repeated the motion.


    “Why the hell don’t you just shove the whole thing in?” he asked. “I know for a fact your mouth can take bigger.”


    Her fork froze on its way to her lips, suspended in midair. She stared at him, pissy-ness growing with each silent second that passed. After a moment, she lowered her fork, resting it on the plate, and then set the entire thing on the bar behind her.


    “If we’re going to get through this week without me killing you,” she started, “and more importantly, if we’re going to find the ring in time, I strongly encourage you not to bring up anything about our past. That includes memories of your small prick getting near my mouth. Capiche?”


    Wait, what?


    I know your mouth can take bigger.


    Oh, shit.


    “Fuck, Kenna. I wasn’t even thinking—I was saying—I just—”


    Then of course he couldn’t do anything but think about her mouth all over him.


    “Just tell me if you found something,” she said bluntly.


    He cleared his throat, ignoring the tightness in his lower stomach. “No.”


    “What did you say?”


    “No,” he repeated a little stronger. “You go first.”


    She narrowed her eyes. “Why?”


    “Why, what?”


    “Why do I have to go first?”


    “Because…” He wasn’t going to tell her he needed a few more seconds to get his head back in working order after his other head was imagining some one-on-one time. He wanted to live long enough to solve this case. “I wanna know what you found out so I can piece this thing together.”


    “You always work best alone, don’t you, Bryan? It’s not like you need my help on anything, right?”


    Tyke massaged his screaming temples. Where had that come from? Ken Griffey wouldn’t have been able to snatch that out of left field even with a head start. “What are you talking about?”


    She grunted. “Never mind. Just tell me what you know.”


    Out of spite, he wasn’t going to give in. “Did you notice anything else about the guy in the hallway? Anything beyond average height and dark hair? Any identifying marks?”


    She squeezed her lips together and turned away.


    Jesus, she was stubborn. “You wanna stand here all night with your arms crossed not talking?”


    She didn’t respond or turn back to him.


    For shit’s sake. Fine. “There’s a couple who said they’re missing something valuable.”


    That got her attention. She spun with eager eyes. “Do you think the same guy did it?”


    Tyke shrugged. “They didn’t see anyone. But she brought a watch that was her mother’s on the trip, and now she can’t find it.”


    “Another family heirloom,” Kenna reflected to herself, then addressed him. “You think it’s related? It has to be, right? It’s too similar to my mother’s ring.”


    It was definitely too similar. Even if he didn’t want to admit it. But who at this resort would know how important Kenna’s ring and Claire’s watch were to them?


    Who could know Claire and Kenna both well enough? Kenna was Samantha’s friend; Claire was a teacher friend from Cassandra’s school. The only connection he could think of right now was Baltimore. It’s where Sam and Cassandra both worked and lived.


    “This sounds like a pattern,” she said in a strained voice. “What if the guy strikes again? What’s next? Sam’s wedding dress?”


    “What’s wrong with my wedding dress?” Sam appeared at Kenna’s other side.


    Kenna shrieked. “What? Who?” She smoothed her already smooth hair and forced a chuckle. “Nothing. There’s nothing wrong with your dress. Why would you think there’s something wrong with your dress? Or my mom’s ring. There’s nothing wrong at all!”


    Smooth. Real smooth. Remind me to take her on my next undercover op.


    Sam’s puzzled look bounced from Kenna to Tyke. “Uh, okay. Glad that’s cleared up. I wanted to check on you two to make sure you’re getting along. Actually, I’m surprised to see you together. I thought you were going to avoid each other all week.”


    “We were,” Kenna said, then shook herself. “We are.”


    Sam paused, again passing another look between them.


    Tyke shrugged and stayed silent to spare his life. Kenna seemed to be fucking it up just fine on her own. No sense for him to contribute.


    “Well, that’s good, then.” Sam reached her hand out for Kenna. When Kenna reciprocated, Sam placed her other one on top. “I’m so happy you’re here. Really. I can’t believe this is happening. I’m getting married!”


    Kenna smiled, but it only lightly touched her eyes. Tyke had to look away to get his emotions under wraps. Kenna deserved a beautiful wedding like this. She deserved to be just as happy as Sam. Tyke hoped like hell once this shit with the ring was sorted out, she’d find someone and settle down. If she hadn’t already.


    Shit, he hadn’t thought about that. She could be with someone. The guy could be here right now, and Tyke hadn’t realized it. Tyke would’ve seen him hanging around with her somewhere, though. What about at home? Maybe the guy couldn’t travel for whatever reason.


    Tyke hated the idea of another man touching her, protecting her, loving her, but it was best. He’d had more than a decade to come to terms with it, and it’s what he wanted for her, but it still didn’t hurt any less to think about her with someone else. In fact, it felt suspiciously like that bullet he’d taken in Iraq.


    “I can’t believe it, either,” Kenna said, ripping Tyke out of that unpleasant memory. “I’m so happy for you.” If her tone was any indication, she meant it.


    “You’re sure about your mom’s ring? I mean, I know you said it was okay for me to wear it, but if you don’t want me to because it would be too weird or it would remind you too much of her or…” Sam’s gaze skirted to Tyke, then went back to Kenna. “Of other stuff, I won’t. I swear. I can find something else that’s blue. I’ll go get a blue umbrella from one of those fruity drinks and stick it in my hair or something.”


    “I’m sure,” Kenna said, this time smiling all the way. “I want you to wear it. After Mom…” Kenna swallowed hard. “Like I said before, it’ll help knowing there’s a piece of her here with us.”


    Kenna flicked a meaningful look at Tyke, her expression saying so much in that split second.


    What if they didn’t find that ring?


    The guilt in Tyke’s stomach ramped up a few thousand notches. Kenna’s mom, who had treated Tyke like one of her own, had made him promise if anything happened to her that he’d take care of Kenna. Look out for her. Love her.


    Jesus, what she would think of him now. He was just full of disappointments.


    And he’d be another disappointment if he didn’t get that ring back.


    Sam’s expression softened. “Do you mind if I see it? The ring. It’s been so long. I remember how beautiful it is with the bright sapphire in the middle and shimmering diamonds around it.”


    Panic rose in Kenna’s expression. She shifted her weight and cleared her throat.


    Shit. She was gonna blow it. And if Sam freaked out that someone took the ring, then she’d go all G.I. Jane wanting to find the thief, which would be counterproductive to Tyke’s intention of being hush-hush. Plus, it would distract Sam from the happiness she should be feeling.


    Kenna sighed. “Sam, you should know there’s a chance that—”


    Tyke stepped forward. “Kenna doesn’t have it.”


    Kenna’s eyes expanded to a size that could’ve rivaled the full moon overhead.


    Sam passed a look between them like she didn’t understand.


    “Uh, well… You see…” Kenna started.


    “Tonight,” Tyke said. “Kenna doesn’t have it with her tonight. She was actually just telling me about how she’s keeping it locked up safe until the wedding. She doesn’t want anything to happen to it before your big day. She’s excited. She’s been gushing all day about you wearing that ring.”


    Sam beamed. “Really?”


    Kenna looked at Tyke with a confused expression, then turned to her friend with a tight smile and nod. “Sure did.”


    “That means so much, thank you!” Sam pulled Kenna in for a huge hug and then leaned toward Tyke for one. He put his arms around her thin body.


    “I’m so glad you two are here,” Sam said.


    Once Sam was a safe distance away, Kenna spoke. “Why didn’t you let me tell her there’s a chance—”


    “Because there’s not,” he cut her off. “I’m gonna find it in time.”


    She tipped her chin up to look him in the eyes. The sadness in her light-blue gaze pierced his heart like a million pitchforks. “What if we don’t? What am I going to tell Sam?”


    We. He ignored that and instead focused on what mattered more.


    What it would do to Kenna if that ring were lost forever.


    “Don’t worry about it,” he lied. “I’ll find it.” He had to.


    “You’re not doing this alone.”


    “Don’t start, Kenna,” he said. “If there’s a pattern here, and it is a theft, this could get dangerous. I don’t want you anywhere near it. You could get hurt.”


    “You know better than to think I’m just going to—”


    Yeah, he did know better. But he wasn’t going to put up with it. He might have once upon a time, but not now.


    He stepped up to her, brushing his chest against hers. She gasped and blinked up at him. He looked down at her lips, because what the hell, he was a masochist. He could grip the back of her neck, dip to her level, and have his mouth on her in seconds. He wanted to. Even just to shut her up. Or just to remember how well they fit together.


    “I have a lead on this case,” he said instead, “and I’ll solve it a hell of a lot faster without you slowing me down. This is what I’m good at. Let me do my thing so we can both get what we want.”


    Her throat worked as she swallowed. “What do we want?”


    “You want your ring back.”


    “And you?” Her eyes glazed over, the blue turning rich and deep. “What do you want?”


    She couldn’t look at him like that. Like he was her savior. Like he could fix it and make it right again. That wasn’t him anymore. He didn’t fix shit for her. He only messed it up.


    No, this time he’d come through.


    “I want to get you the ring back,” he replied.


    Her smile was sweet. Like she had ultimate faith he could do it.


    He didn’t hold any illusions. No matter how much he’d missed her and no matter how bad he wanted her back, it wasn’t going to happen. It couldn’t.


    “And then we both can get on with our lives,” he said. “Apart.”


    The eagerness in her eyes died, and she stepped back with a firm set to her jaw. “Right. Well, I’m not backing down. I’m going to find my own damn ring, without your help. I haven’t needed you for the last decade, and I sure as hell don’t need you now.”


    Ouch. He deserved that. Didn’t mean it hurt any less, though.


    “I meant what I said, Kenna. This’ll be over a lot faster if you just let me do it.”


    “Feel free. But know that I’ll be doing the same. So as long as we’re in agreement that we’re each doing our own thing…”


    His back teeth locked down. Arguing was useless. She’d do the opposite of what he wanted anyway.


    Great. Just like old times.


    …


    “Come on, Bryan,” Kenna said, standing at the door to her hotel room. “Is this really necessary?”


    “Some guy broke into your hotel room,” he said. “He could do it again. Yes, it’s necessary.”


    The luau ended, and as Kenna was walking toward the resort with the rest of the wedding guests, Bear had caught up with her and insisted on following her to her room.


    “I doubt he’d return to the scene of the crime,” she said. “And so soon.”


    His expression suggested he agreed with her but wouldn’t admit it out loud. Instead, he said, “Open the door so I can sweep the area.”


    “This is so silly.” She pulled her key card out of her wristlet. “Really. I think you’re overreacting.” Though, as she said it, she couldn’t help but feel relieved. The thought of coming back to her room alone, after someone suspicious had been in there, worried her. She hadn’t given it much thought until now. The fact that Bryan was here put her at ease, despite her anger toward him and their past.


    As soon as the card slid into the lock, and she turned the latch, he spoke.


    “Stay here until I say otherwise, understand?”


    She hesitated, her lungs seizing at the realization that the man could be in there right now.


    “Kenna,” Bryan said, dipping his chin to search her eyes. “Do you understand?”


    She swallowed. “Yes.”


    “And if anything seems out of sorts, I want you to scream as loud as you possibly can and run, okay?”


    She shivered a little at his direct tone and the meaning of his words. “O-okay.”


    He marched into the room, letting the door slam behind him, leaving her standing alone in the hallway. She glanced to her left at the line of tan carpet and white walls with coral doors. To her right was another row of painted doors leading in the direction of the elevators, which she could hear dinging every few moments. A woman in her mid-twenties in a short black dress and heels walked with a man Kenna assumed was her boyfriend. They held hands, laughing, greeting Kenna on their way to a room a few doors down. The guy had an arm around the woman’s waist, snuggling his nose into her neck as she fished her room key out of her bag. Once their door opened, they disappeared inside, and silence overtook the hallway.


    A few more silent moments passed, and Kenna’s heart rate sped up. The longer she stood there, the longer her imagination ran wild. Bear could be dangling from the balcony while a bunch of gangsters stood watching. Or worse, they could have thrown him off by now.


    It also occurred to her that if the suspect did come back to her room, and wasn’t in there yet, she was a sitting duck in the hallway by herself.


    Screw this.


    She quickly reinserted the key into the lock and reached for the handle. Before she got the door open, it swung open, and Bryan appeared.


    “Thought I told you to wait out here for me,” he said.


    She breathed a sigh of relief. “You’re okay.”


    “Of course I’m okay. What did you think was gonna happen?”


    “Honestly? I thought gangsters might have thrown you off the balcony by now.”


    An amused grin lit his face. “Gangsters?”


    She shrugged. “Who knows what’s lurking around here.”


    “I can say for damn sure if it was a bunch of gangsters, I would’ve taken care of them.”


    “Not if they outnumbered you.”


    “Especially if they outnumbered me.” His eyes sparkled, and his grin broadened. He was enjoying this. “It’s all clear. Come on in.” He held the door open so she could enter.


    She moved to the middle of the room and peered around. “You’re sure you didn’t miss a spot?”


    He was behind her, his breath dancing across her bare shoulder. “I never miss a spot. I’m very thorough.”


    The implication was clear enough, but a traitorous thrill ran through her nonetheless. There was a time when he’d known all of her spots. Even ones she wasn’t aware of.


    As Kenna turned around to face him, nerves washed over her. “You’re sure?”


    Taking in her worried look, he clasped her face in his large, warm palms. “You’re safe, Kenna. I promise.”


    She nodded but didn’t feel reassured. How did the thief get into her room? Did he have a key? Had he broken in? Her lock didn’t look like it had been tampered with.


    So how?


    Before she could voice those concerns, Bryan was already walking to the door. She heard the click of the dead bolt being fastened. “I’ll stay with you tonight.”


    “Wait, what?” she shrieked. “That’s not… I didn’t mean… You can’t.”


    “I can. And I am.” He strode past her toward the bed, reaching to his back to pull his shirt over his head. He tossed it on the nearby chair, slipped out of his boots, and dropped his shorts to the ground like it was normal. He stood in tightly fitting boxer briefs—God help her, she definitely looked—as he turned the blankets down on the side of the bed by the balcony.


    “That’s my side,” she said.


    Yeah, ’cause that was her biggest problem at the moment.


    Grinning, Bear rolled so he landed on the other side, the one closest to the door. He fluffed the pillow under his head and closed his eyes. “Night, night, Kenna.”


    She stood staring at the man whom she hadn’t seen for more than a decade making himself at home in her bed. Like he belonged there. In his underwear, no less.


    How had she gotten here? And how was she going to survive if he planned to make this a nightly routine until they found her mom’s ring?


    As those thoughts processed, there was one very important thought that came to mind as she shed her own shoes and dress.


    He’d distracted her from the events of the last few hours. He was protecting her, even though it wasn’t his job anymore.


    She wasn’t sure what to make of that.

  




  
    Chapter Five


    She was a terrible friend. But really, Kenna had more important things to do than meet the rest of the wedding guests for a rowing competition. First, her arm strength was abysmal, so she wouldn’t be much help anyway. More pressing, she had a thief to track down. She’d beg for Sam’s forgiveness later.


    When she’d woken up, she rolled over expecting to see Bear still snoozing away in her bed, but he wasn’t. In fact, there wasn’t any trace of him in her room at all. The sheets had been pulled up on his side, and his items weren’t on the chair. She’d had a slight flash of disappointment and then reminded herself what she should be focusing on.


    Her mom’s ring.


    Kenna pulled the ball cap she’d purchased in the gift store lower on her forehead and kept her face toward the marble floor of the elevator as she rode it down to the main level. When it dinged and then the doors opened, she slipped out and quickly glanced into the lobby for anyone who might foil her plans. Not spotting anyone she recognized, she headed straight for a courteous looking man with kind brown eyes, dark hair, and a white hotel uniform typing on a computer at the front desk.


    “Excuse me,” she said, keeping her voice intentionally sweet.


    He looked up with a smile. “Yes, ma’am, what can I do for you?”


    “Hi, I’m Kenna. I’m a guest here.” She read the name on his badge. “Davis? I was hoping you could help me locate another guest.”


    His expression turned weary, making her nerves ramp up.


    He opened his mouth like he was going to rebut, so she jumped back in. “Average height, dark hair, thin build. He wears T-shirts and shorts. We had the most fantastic night last night on the beach together, and he didn’t even give me his name. I was hoping to be able to repay him for such a wonderful night last night. If you know what I mean.” She winked for good measure. “Anyone you can recall here fits that description?”


    “As a matter of fact, yes,” Davis said.


    “Yes?” she said, her voice a little too excited. Ha! Take that, Hawaii Five-O. She could have this case solved in less than twenty-four hours. “Who? Do you have a name?”


    Davis swung his arm out in a wide arc. “Take your pick. About a quarter of our guests are average height, with dark hair, and thin build. I even spotted some of them wearing shorts. I bet your one-night stand is out there somewhere. Happy hunting.” He lowered his attention back to the screen in front of him.


    Gee, thanks.


    She gave him a half-hearted laugh. “Okay, fine. It wasn’t a one-night stand. I’m actually looking for someone who I think might have broken into my hotel room and taken something very important to me.” A flash of interest passed Davis’s face, so she took that as her opening to keep going. “It was a ring that belonged to my mother. She died, and it’s the only thing I have left to remember her by.”


    The man’s expression softened, but his words didn’t. “We take security at this hotel very seriously, miss. If you’d like to make a claim that your hotel room was indeed broken into, I’ll need to call my security manager so you can give him an official statement. They’ll take a report and investigate further.”


    “Very well,” she said. The more people looking for this guy, the better.


    Davis typed a few things into his computer, moved the mouse around, then said, “Your room number?”


    “550.”


    Three clicks, then he paused to regard the screen with interest. “Hmm.”


    “What?” she asked. “What is it?”


    “There’s already a claim in the system.”


    “How? Who filed it?” Though she already had her suspicions. Talking to hotel security was the next logical step. Obviously Bear beat her to it this morning.


    “I’m not at liberty to say,” he said. “If you’ll wait just a moment while I call security. I’m sure they’ll be interested in getting your perspective.”


    After a few minutes of Kenna tapping her sandals on the glossy tile floor, and a few annoyed glances from Davis, a tall, dark-skinned man in his thirties walked toward her. He introduced himself with a slightly accented voice as Kilos, the hotel’s assistant security manager.


    He gestured to a small office behind the front desk with a two-way mirror that looked out on the lobby. Once inside, she took a seat in a worn leather chair across from his desk and gave her account of what her ring looked like and what the man she spotted leaving looked like. The interlude lasted a lot shorter than she’d expected. It wasn’t long before Kilos escorted her back to the lobby.


    “Thanks for your time. We’ll be in touch.” He held out his hand. “If you think of anything else, please let us know.”


    She didn’t shake his hand. Not yet. “You guys have cameras all around, so that means you’ve got security footage you’re going to review, right?”


    “We do,” Kilos said.


    “Great, can I take a look?” Hopefully their cameras caught the thief’s face.


    Kilos’s thin lips spread into a conciliatory smile, giving way to straight white teeth. “I’m sorry, Ms. McCord, I won’t be able to do that. Hotel policy.”


    “I really need to find the man,” she pleaded, her emotions getting the best of her.


    He placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry. We have a great relationship with the local authorities. We’ll handle it from here. You have my word.”


    The rational part of her was relieved. Security had been alerted, and they were on it. But the irrational part of her didn’t want to accept that. The controlling part of her brain needed to do something. Since she was the only person she could depend on.


    “Please,” she said. “Is there anything you can recommend? Anything at all?”


    Her expression must have been pleading enough, because his shoulders dropped on a sigh. “You could talk with the gentleman over there.” He pointed toward the entry of the hotel.


    She turned to glance toward the wide lobby with marble floors, lofty ceilings, and dark-oiled chandeliers.


    Then she spotted him.


    Bear.


    He leaned against a tall, white pillar with one untied combat boot crossed over the other, reviewing papers. He wore a heather-gray T-shirt and cargo shorts with a baseball hat and wide-rimmed sunglasses. He looked very badass and very sexy.


    Ugh, she hated herself right now.


    She kept her attention on Bear but addressed Kilos. “Why should I talk to him?”


    “Because he asked for the same information about ten minutes before you did.”


    She jerked a look back at Kilos. “You showed him the video?”


    With a guarded expression, he said, “Not yet.”


    Not yet. But he would. “What part of the hotel policy allows you to show it to him and not me?”


    Kilos gestured with his chin at Bear. “That gentleman had a valid reason.”


    “Which was?” Her annoyance and excitement at odds with each other.


    She kept her attention on Bear, and seeming to sense her stare, he looked up. Their gazes connected. Bryan took in where she stood, whom she was talking with, and he smirked. Proud and shit-eating. Then he lifted the hem of his shirt where a shiny silver badge was clipped to the waistband of his shorts. Motioning to it, he mouthed, Got one of these?


    “That,” Kilos said behind her.


    Bryan laughed, then exited the hotel, the turn-style door spinning as he went.


    Kenna cut across the lobby, dodging luggage carts, families checking in with young children and dogs, and one disgruntled older man who claimed he missed his golf game after the hotel purposefully gave him a faulty cart because his wife told them to. She had one objective in mind. Convince Bear to take her along when he looked at that video.


    She headed straight for the regular push door. Pressing her hands against the glass, she thrust herself outside. Bear wouldn’t be difficult to find, given his overly tall and wide frame. Throwing a glance to her right, all she spotted were luxury vehicles, an empty bellhop station, and a few golf carts. To her left was the stone walkway that she’d used to get to the beach last night, a fountain with an intricate water feature, and a row of palm trees that led to the pool. But no Bear.


    Damn it. How did he disappear that quick?


    She dropped onto the side of the marble fountain and huffed out a breath. Okay, regroup. He could hide all he wanted, but she’d corner him later today at one of the wedding festivities. For now, she needed to do something to help her cause.


    Scanning her surroundings, she thought about the thief and what he would want with the ring. Why he would want it.


    He couldn’t do anything until he got off this island…


    Her eyes focused on the small sign pointing toward the ferry, and she rose to her feet. The ferry was the only way to leave.


    It was about ninety degrees at eight thirty in the morning. As she started down the stone walkway, her flip-flops snapping against the bottom of her feet, sweat dripped down the center of her back. Her lungs burned from the exertion, but instead of cursing herself, this time she used the uncomfortable sensation to fuel her. She let her adrenaline take over and propel her faster. She prayed whoever had taken her ring hadn’t left the island yet.


    The hot summer sun pierced the crystal-blue ocean water, casting a reflection like diamonds. The water was peaceful, as was this part of the beach. Serene. No boats coming in or going out. Beautiful boats of all sizes were docked around the area, waiting for their owners to return and take them out for a ride.


    Kenna approached the end of the pier where a small white hut sat with a poster of the ferry cost and schedule. She scanned the schedule for today. The first one was due to leave in thirty minutes.


    A twentysomething guy with shaggy blond hair lounged in a chair inside with his bare feet kicked up on the table in front of him, head dropped back, and eyes closed.


    “Excuse me,” she said through the open window.


    No response.


    “Yoo-hoo,” she said.


    Nothing.


    She pounded on the side of the building.


    The young man jolted forward, bare feet smacking the ground, and looked around as if he expected a sequence of depth charges to detonate on the pier. Once he realized he wasn’t in immediate danger, he took a deep breath, adjusted himself properly in his seat, and looked at her.


    A long, slow smile crept across his face. “Hey, babe. How can I help you?”


    Babe?


    “I’m assuming you work here at…” She drew back to read the sign across the top of the building. “The Bay Bee.”


    “That’s right.” He leaned an arm on the table in front of him. “You need a private, one-on-one tour out on the open sea?” His eyebrows wagged up and down.


    Might as well go for it. It was the only thing she had going for her at the moment. “Well, that depends.”


    He blinked a few times, obviously not expecting his crude tactic to work. “On?”


    “On how helpful you are.”


    “Babe, I can be as useful as you need.”


    Of course he could. “What’s your name?”


    “Finn.”


    “Well, Finn, I need to know how important you are.”


    He looked at her like he didn’t understand her statement.


    “I need a favor,” she clarified. “And I need to know if you’re the guy to do it.”


    “I can handle anything you need me to,” he said, and she got the sense they were talking about two very different things. “I’m the boss. For today at least.” He said the last sentence out of the corner of his mouth, which didn’t give her much confidence in the plan.


    She eyed him a moment. His white T-shirt with a large blue marlin on the front pocket of his chest, his board shorts, and tanned skin. “Okay, Finn. I’m looking for a man.” He grunted at that. “Because he stole something from me.”


    Finn’s posture immediately tensed. “What did he take?”


    “A ring. It means a lot to me. I need to get it back.”


    Finn’s eyes were intent, direct. “What do you need me to do?”


    “Has anyone left the island in the last twenty-four hours?”


    He reached to his right for a clipboard. Flipping the pages up, he read through what she assumed was a log of passengers. “Looks like Jake took a family of five to the mainland last night around eight. Nothing else since then.”


    “Do you have anyone signed up for today?”


    He shook his head. “Not yet. Why?”


    “I think the guy who took my ring is going to try to get off the island quickly. I need to stop him.”


    “What can I do to help?”


    “If a man with dark hair and lean build wants a ride back to the mainland, I need you to delay him. Here’s my cell phone number. Call me, please.” She reached for the pen on the counter and wrote her number on one of the brochures.


    Nodding, Finn said, “Will do. And I’ll alert Jake, too. He’s coming in around three to work the night shift. You can count on us.”


    “I really appreciate it,” she said.


    On her way back up the path, walking at a much more leisurely pace this time, something caught her attention. Movement to her right. It had dark hair, and from the looks of him, he was lean. Could be the thief! When that realization registered, a zing raced through her and she kicked into a trot.


    She trailed him, leaving a few feet between them so he wouldn’t get suspicious. From the back, she couldn’t tell if he was the man she’d seen. He wore salmon-colored shorts and a white polo shirt with brown leather shoes. He was heading in the direction of the resort at a semi-rushed pace. Kenna picked up her speed to keep up with him.


    But someone stepped in front of her, making her skid to a stop.


    “Hey,” Sammie said, with a hand on her hip. “Where have you been? I’ve been looking all over for you. You didn’t show up for the rowing competition this morning. I was worried, so I went to your room, but you weren’t there.”


    “Oh, sorry,” she said, glancing over Sam’s shoulder at the man’s retreating back. “I wasn’t feeling well, so I decided to come down and take a quiet walk by myself near the water.” She tried to step around Sam, but her friend blocked her way.


    “Are you okay?”


    “Yeah, the fresh air helped,” Kenna said. “Sorry to make you worry. I’m going to go back and get something to eat and maybe lie down for a little bit. But I’m not going to miss yoga this afternoon. I’m looking forward to it.” She took one step to the side, and Sam mirrored her move.


    “Good.” Sam eyed her with a curious expression that made Kenna squirm.


    “What?”


    “Have you seen Bryan around?”


    “Bryan?” Kenna said in a strained voice. She cleared her throat and tried again. “No. I have no idea where he is.” Not since he slept in my bed last night, disappeared this morning, and was taunting me in the lobby about twenty minutes ago.


    Sam wore large shades over her eyes, but the way she reset her jaw, Kenna imagined Sam’s eyes narrowed. “He didn’t show this morning, either. I went to his room. He wasn’t there. I thought maybe you two met for breakfast or something.”


    Kenna laughed. It was harsh and fake. “Definitely not. Why would you think that?”


    “I watched you guys talking last night,” Sam said. “It seemed like you were getting along. I don’t know. Just a hunch, but I guess I was wrong.”


    “Definitely wrong,” Kenna rushed to say. “I’m not keeping tabs on him. Do people think I’m keeping tabs on him? Because I’m not. If that’s what people are thinking, just make sure they know my days of keeping track of Bear are long gone. Done. Finished.”


    Jesus, Kenna. Shut up!


    Sam eyed her another minute, and it took Kenna every bit of willpower she possessed not to blurt out everything that had transpired over the last twelve hours. “Okay. Well, I have to get back. Make sure you check the schedule so you don’t miss any more activities.”


    “Got it,” Kenna said. “I’m looking forward to everything.”


    “You’ll be okay for the bachelorette party tonight, right?”


    “Yes. Definitely not missing that. Don’t worry.”


    “Good,” Sam said with a smile. “Go rest up. I’ll see you later.”


    “See ya.”


    Kenna waited for Sam to start back up the path before she followed. She needed a minute to collect her brain. It had fallen out somewhere on the way. Lord, she’d completely lost her shit at Sam’s innocent question about Bear. If she was going to get through this week and this investigation, she needed to act like he was nothing more than an occasional accomplice.


    Because he was. He was never anything more than that.


    …


    Tyke ripped the pink umbrella from his glass of water and shook his head as he rested the item on the other side of the table. He’d asked for ice water. Not water without ice but with an umbrella.


    Sitting at an ocean-view table at one of the many hotel restaurants on the beach, he reviewed the list Kilos gave him. It contained the names of everyone in attendance at the wedding, plus any male who worked at the resort. Consolation for the fact that the hotel wouldn’t have the video footage of the hallway outside Kenna’s hotel room ready for a day or two. Something about the storage servers being off site.


    Tyke figured the thief was someone involved with the wedding, since both suspected robberies involved people in some way associated with the event. That seemed to be the only connection.


    A plate clattered onto the table in front of him, filled with beef sandwiches, asparagus, cubes of cheese, and mashed potatoes.


    “Thought you might be hungry,” Reese said, taking a seat next to him with his own full plate of food. He unwrapped the napkin holding his silverware and laid it out over his lap. Slowly and methodically, Reese cut into his food. “I didn’t see you at rowing this morning. Did you sleep in?”


    “Uh, yeah.” Tyke dug into the food. He’d left Kenna’s room so early, he didn’t have breakfast. With the fragrant scent in front of him, his stomach grumbled. He was tired as hell, too. Barely slept so he could keep watch all night. He’d promised her she’d be safe, and he wanted to keep that promise. That slick son of a bitch wasn’t going to sneak in on her again.


    “You missed a good time,” Reese said, chewing through one small morsel of asparagus. “Cass’s team won. They beat the others by a good three minutes.”


    Tyke grunted. If he’d been there, they would’ve kicked everyone’s ass by at least ten minutes.


    He tossed some potatoes into his mouth and looked up at Reese. That’s when he noticed the other man’s attire. Bright red, skin-tight tank top with navy blue spandex shorts that didn’t do a damn thing to hide his man-junk bulge beneath the napkin.


    “What the hell are you wearing?” Tyke asked, feeling the food he’s just swallowed start to roil in his belly.


    Reese glanced down at himself like he’d forgotten what he’d put on. “It’s my rowing uniform.” For as nonchalantly as he said it, he could’ve been wearing loose gym shorts and a T-shirt.


    “That’s what Sam made you wear?” Tyke asked.


    Thank Christ he’d missed it.


    “She didn’t force us, no,” Reese said, dabbing his mouth with his napkin. “I brought it with me when I saw the schedule of events in the invitation.”


    He sat up taller, throwing his slim shoulders back. Reese wasn’t built by any means. He had muscle, but he was so damn skinny that they could do nothing but protrude. He probably weighed about one-eighty versus Tyke’s two-eighty. What he lacked in mass he sure as hell made up for in strength, though. Reese could do one-handed pull-ups for hours without stopping. And handstands. Tyke had seen Reese do handstands on the side of a mountain, slowly folding himself over the side without falling. It was impressive as hell. No way Tyke would attempt that.


    Reese’s compact chest was still puffed out. “I’ll have you know that I’ve won quite a number of championships in this uniform.”


    The pride on Reese’s face made it impossible for Tyke to hammer him too hard about it. Hey, everyone had a passion for something. Tyke wouldn’t be caught dead in anything squeezing his balls like that, but if it was Reese’s thing, then good for him. It seemed to be working for him with that blond chick he’d been hanging with.


    Tyke was about to ask what she thought about Reese’s man knob, but Reese gestured with his chin to the list on the table.


    “What’s that?”


    “Investigation,” he said through another mouthful.


    Reese rested his fork on the plate and looked directly at Tyke through his wire-frame glasses. “What happened?”


    He gulped his water, swallowing down a half-chewed piece of meat, then said, “A few guests from the wedding are missing things. A little too convenient and similar.”


    “Like what?”


    “One of Cass’s coworkers is missing a watch. Kenna said her mom’s ring was taken from her room last night. She thinks she saw the guy who did it.”


    “Hmm,” Reese mused. “What do we know so far?”


    “I got hotel security caught up on the situation. They’re preparing video feeds from the last few days, including the time when Kenna said she saw the guy near her room. He’s average height and lean with dark hair. She didn’t get a look at his face.”


    “Hence the list,” Reese added.


    Tyke nodded. “I’m trying to narrow it down to viable suspects. Problem is—” He turned the papers to face Reese. “It’s so fucking long. Maybe we can get through it a lot faster if we break it up.”


    Reese’s eyes grazed over the paper. “Out of the one hundred people in attendance, about forty-five percent are males. Take out another ten percent for older men with gray hair. That leaves about thirty-five. We could probably scout most of them today.”


    “Perfect.” Tyke ripped the paper in two. “We need to nail this guy. That ring means more to Kenna than anything.”


    Reese lowered his chin and met Tyke’s gaze. “Also, we don’t want the thief to think he can steal anything else from the wedding guests. Correct?”


    Tyke swallowed. Right. “Yeah, that, too. Do your thing and let’s discuss more at the bachelor party tonight. Oh, and don’t breathe a word of this to Ash and Luke. I don’t want them worrying just yet.”

  





  
    Chapter Six


    “All right, ladies. We gonna do this or what?”


    Aunt Estelle busted into the resort bar on a mission. Her brown hair was teased higher than normal, making it look like a can of Aqua-Net and a cotton ball had had a baby. She wore a denim skirt that hit mid-thigh, a navy-blue tank top that showed off her deep cleavage, and platform sandals. She had a slick glint in her eye that promised the kind of fun that usually got people arrested.


    “Hey, Estelle!” Sam yelled back. “Come on in. We’re just getting started.”


    Ten shot glasses filled with red liquid lined the bar. The women had already toasted Cassandra. This round was for Sam.


    Aunt Estelle snaked her way to the bar, stopping at Kenna’s side. “How ya doin’?”


    “Good,” Kenna said.


    “Bullshit,” she said.


    Kenna snapped a glance at her great-aunt. “Excuse me?”


    “How are you really doing?” Estelle asked. “And don’t lie to me this time.”


    Kenna scrunched her face up as she thought about her answer. She’d told herself she was over Bear. But if that was the case, then why did her heart hurt so bad seeing him again? Why did her body respond the way it did around him? Why did she long to wrap herself in his big, safe arms and force him never to leave again?


    “It’s hard,” she said a little less composed than she wanted. “I didn’t think I’d ever see him again. I’d come to terms with it. But now…” She blew out a breath. “It’s…” Another breath. “I need to get through this week so I can get on with my life without him, just like I did before.”


    Estelle placed an arm around Kenna and squeezed. Needing the comfort, Kenna turned into her aunt and circled her round midsection with both arms. The tight hold made her feel at ease for the first time since seeing Bear and being thrown into this tornado of wrecked emotions.


    “I missed you,” Kenna said into the other woman’s shoulder.


    “Missed you, too, girlie.”


    “This is going to be a great week.”


    “Damn right,” Estelle said.


    “This is about Sam. I don’t want to dwell on my past. I want tonight to be about her.”


    “I agree, hon. Tonight’s not about relivin’ past mistakes. It’s about makin’ new ones.” Estelle winked as both women laughed and toasted to not having regrets.


    A squeal came from farther down the bar, so the women pulled apart to look in that direction.


    Sam had an arm around the other bride, Cassandra, smiling as they lifted shot glasses into the air. Everyone else followed suit, lifting their shot glasses and then downing the contents in one take. It was fruity with a kick that burned on the descent. Perfect start to the night.


    What a joy it was to see Sam happy and in love. She and Kenna used to sit in their bedrooms and dream about their weddings and future husbands. Of course, back then Kenna’s Prince Charming had a face. Sam used to say that one day she’d meet a man just like Kenna’s. Big, broad, brooding, and badass. Either she’d had a crystal ball or she had a very distinct type of man, because Ash fit that description well. He might not be as large as Bear, but Kenna had no doubt of his badass level. Ash exuded power and strength.


    Sam caught Kenna’s stare and beckoned her over. Stepping forward, Kenna tugged Estelle with her.


    “We’re going to play a game!” Sam said as they approached.


    Kenna knew it wasn’t a question or a request. Everyone was going to play. Whether they wanted to or not.


    Following Cass and Sam to the corner of the bar, the rest of the bachelorette party crowded around a circular table, each taking a seat. Tall glasses with pink liquid were set in front of each chair.


    “What are we going to play?” Megan, one of Cassandra’s cute, blond sorority sisters, said from across the table.


    Sam’s eyes met Kenna’s, and she grinned. “Never Have I Ever.”


    That was the moment Kenna’s stomach rolled. “I—uh, we—I don’t think that’s the best choice. There have to be other games that are much more fun.”


    “No,” Tiffany, Cass’s other sorority sister, said. “It’ll be fun!”


    “Yeah, I love this game!” Tracy said all excitement and smiles. She was one of Sam’s friends. Blond and bubbly, just like Sam.


    “One of my favorites,” Estelle said from the corner of her mouth.


    Once upon a time, it had been Kenna’s favorite game, too. But not anymore. Not when she would have to relive all of her experiences so openly with the other women. Bear had been her first, her last, and her only. And now, knowing Sam and the questions that would be asked, she’d have to recall every little detail of her time with him. She wasn’t prepared to open that door. She wouldn’t ever be ready to open it.


    “How do you play?” Celia asked, picking up her glass and examining the contents as if it were some sort of toxic waste.


    Sam sat up eagerly in her seat. “Cass and I, as the brides to be, are going to make statements that start with ‘Never have I ever’ and if you have done whatever we say, then you take a drink.”


    “I don’t understand.” Celia placed her cup onto the table, then straightened the collar of her white cotton button-up shirt. “Why would I drink if I’ve done something you said?”


    Tracy pulled out a chair next to Celia and sat down. “Because it’s a fun way to learn which of us has been the naughtiest.”


    “You’ve been with one man your whole life, Celia,” Estelle said. “You’re not gonna have to drink, so don’t sweat it. Just pick up your glass and sip while us big girls play.”


    Celia’s usually innocent expression hardened as she pulled out her own chair. “I want to play.” The older woman dropped hard into her seat and turned to Sam. “Ask me a question.”


    Sam blinked and looked between Estelle and Celia. Aunt Estelle shrugged and gestured for Sam to proceed.


    “All right then.” Sam sat and dragged her drink from across the table toward her. “How about, never have I ever lied about my age.”


    “I have! I have!” Celia said, nearly leaping out of her seat. “I’ve been told I can pass for sixty-five! I get to drink!” She ripped the glass from the table and held it into the air like it was the Stanley Cup.


    Aunt Estelle snorted a laugh. “Yeah, yeah. That was a warm-up. Buckle up, Girl Scout. The statements get a lot dirtier.”


    Celia sniffed and turned back to Sam with eyes hard and focused.


    Just about everyone around the table lifted their glasses, toasting one another, and took a big sip of pink liquid.


    A mouthful of the liquor traveled down Kenna’s throat effortlessly, tasting like berries, vodka, and exhilaration. You know what? This was Sam’s weekend, and Kenna was surrounded by amazing people whom she loved to the ends of the Earth. She needed to get out of her funk and start enjoying herself. This should be a fun night with a group of women celebrating one another’s happiness, not a pity session over what she’d lost.


    “My turn.” Cassandra glanced around the table, her green eyes sparkling wickedly at the other women. “Never have I ever skinny-dipped.”


    Estelle passed a you steppin’ up? look to Celia.


    Celia tilted her head, her perfect gray chignon resting delicately against her neck, and smirked. She reached for her glass and took another drink.


    Approval crossed Aunt Estelle’s face. “You’re makin’ me proud, Cee.”


    The rest of the women at the table lifted their glasses and drank.


    “Never have I ever seen a male stripper,” Sam offered.


    “Easy,” Estelle scoffed, and lifted her glass. Before she placed it to her mouth, she elbowed Celia’s side. When the other woman looked at Estelle, she said, “Last month. Remember? We went to that male review down on Broadway?”


    It took a second, but then recognition dawned on Celia’s face and she excitedly lifted her glass.


    “Come on,” Becca, one of Sam’s high school friends, said. She flipped a section of silky brown over her shoulder. “These are too easy. We’ve all done that. Give us something juicy.”


    The other ladies nodded and mumbled in agreement.


    “All right, all right,” Cassandra said. She looked up to the ceiling for a moment in thought, then, “How about, never have I ever worn a skirt without underwear.”


    Celia’s eyes expanded, and her mouth dropped open. A look of bewilderment crossed her wrinkled features. “Without a girdle?”


    Aunt Estelle leaned closer to the woman but didn’t lower her voice. “It’s good to let your girl breathe every now and then. I’m doin’ it right now. Feels pretty damn freeing.”


    Celia’s lips warped, and she turned a slight shade of green.


    Kenna noticed two women at the table, who were guests at the wedding, though she couldn’t recall their names, looking sidelong at the others and didn’t drink.


    The questions continued to build, each one growing more risqué. Kenna drank on every single one, earning her glances of curiosity and approval from the others. Alas, there wasn’t much she hadn’t done. She and Bear had quite the history together.


    “Never have I ever had sex in a car.” Sam’s blue eyes illuminated, watching and waiting for the women to lift their glasses.


    “Hannah!” Cassandra squealed, looking at her college roommate. “With who?”


    The cute, energetic brunette with a bob giggled with drink in hand. “John.”


    Cassandra’s jaw fell open. “Your husband, John?”


    At Hannah’s nod, Cassandra chuckled. “You little minx.”


    Kenna casually kept her focus forward, brought her drink to her mouth, sipped, and placed it back down. Yep, she and Bear had done that, too. Actually, it had been on his daddy’s John Deere. But the same principal applied.


    Estelle tipped her head back and finished the rest of her glass, then slammed it on the table. “Another round!” she called out. When no one came running with a tray of refills, Estelle grunted and excused herself to lumber toward the bar.


    “What’s next? What’s next?” Tracy asked, practically bouncing in her seat.


    Cassandra threw a look at Estelle, who was still waiting for service at the bar. “How about…never have I ever masturbated in front of someone else.”


    Sam’s lips curled, and one eyebrow quirked in challenge. “Who’s gonna own up to it, ladies?”


    Nervous eyes glanced around at one another, waiting to see who would respond.


    Kenna wasn’t going to be the only one, so she sat and waited, too.


    “You sure as hell better drink on that one,” a low, deep voice whispered into her ear.


    Bryan.


    Something hot and unexpected hit Kenna. Her insides tightened, and her eyes drifted closed. That gravelly voice. That warm breath across her skin. The man it belonged to.


    She’d masturbated in front of him. More than once. She’d gotten massive satisfaction seeing his reaction as she did it. But she wasn’t going to think about it. Not his predatory stare as he’d watched her. Not the way he’d barely restrained himself, wanting to stop her so he could finish her off. Nope. She wasn’t even thinking about it right now. Not at all.


    Kenna squeezed her legs together and spun on the chair to meet hooded blue eyes. His expression told her he was reliving that particular memory right now, too. “Go ahead,” he said. “Drink.”


    “Ash!” Sam got to her feet and nearly catapulted over the table to get to her fiancé, which thankfully pulled Kenna out of whatever trance Bear put her in.


    She shook herself and came back to the present.


    Bryan didn’t take his eyes off her. “Still waiting.”


    She jutted her chin out. “The game’s finished.”


    He leaned over her, his masculine, woodsy scent hitting her nostrils the second he moved, and reached for her glass. Sliding it in front of her, he commanded in a steely voice, “I said drink.”


    A nervous thrill washed over her. He was commanding her like he used to do. And on instinct, she wanted to obey. God, did she want to obey.


    She gave herself a few extra seconds to recover. Instead of responding to what he said, she changed the topic. “What are you guys doing here?”


    His expression suggested he knew what she was doing, but he played along. “Guess Sam and Cass couldn’t be away from Ash and Luke for more than five minutes. They called and made us join your party.”


    The women at their table had scattered over the last few minutes, so Bryan took it upon himself to lower into the seat next to hers. One arm draped over the back of his chair, and the other rested on the table in front of them. He angled his body to face her, taking up most of her personal space with his big body. It felt natural. Normal. Being this close. It was disconcerting how easily she forgot about his betrayal. Or maybe she didn’t forget as much as her body just disregarded it because she wanted him so badly.


    “Where were you before this? Were you guys at a different bar?” she asked.


    He pulled a strand of her red hair over her shoulder, holding it between his thick fingers. Playing with the ends, he said, “Nah. Luke’s suite has a kick-ass panoramic view of the ocean. We ordered a shit ton of room service and were watching the fight on pay-per-view.”


    She pulled her hair out of his hold and flipped it over her shoulder, pushing aside that long-ignored feeling of warmth his touch always brought on. “Sounds like a good time.”


    “It was,” he said, letting his hand fall. “Then those vagina suckers wanted to come down here. It was the last round, too. Valdez was getting ready to knock out Christenson.”


    “You could’ve stayed and finished watching the fight. You didn’t have to join the other men, you know.”


    His gaze dropped to her mouth, and the ghost of a smile touched his lips. “Yeah, but I like what I’m watching now better.”


    She found herself staring at his mouth, too. Bringing her eyes up where they belonged, she eased back a few inches. “Bryan.”


    “What?”


    “You know what,” she said. “You can’t make comments like that. You gave up that right when you—”


    “Didn’t come back.” He pulled away from her, slamming his back against the chair. “I got it. Can’t I enjoy looking at you for five goddamn seconds without you reminding me how bad I fucked up?”


    Fucked up? So he was acknowledging that it was his fault. That he was the one who ruined things between them.


    That he’d lost her.


    She looked at him, noticing his posture was a little askew and his eyes glassy. “Have you been drinking?”


    “Yeah, so? You gonna bitch at me for that, too? I don’t need you telling me what to do, Kenna.”


    She got in his face. “You never did, you jackass.”


    He met her the rest of the way, bringing his confused expression closer to hers. The tip of his nose brushed hers. “What are you saying, woman?”


    “You never listened to me in the past,” she clarified. “Why start now?”


    “Maybe I would’ve listened if you hadn’t nagged me all the damn time.”


    She inhaled a sharp breath and shot backward. “I did not nag.”


    He raised his voice about four octaves, and said, “Bear, do this. Bear, do that. Bear, you forgot to empty the trash again.” He huffed a breath and went back to his normal voice. “Every fucking day, woman. Sometimes a man doesn’t want to take out the trash. You ever think about that? Maybe he just wants to sit and watch the game with a bowl of popcorn and his hand down his pants without listening to his woman complain about every single thing he didn’t do right. Christ, Kenna. You’d think I was never enough for you.” His eyes were clouded from the effect of alcohol, but his tone was strong and direct. He was serious.


    She blanched, her face immediately going ice cold. “Of course you were. Why would you say that?”


    He grunted with one side of his lip lifting cynically. “No reason.”


    Bryan started to turn away, but she gripped his arm. “Wait.” When he brought somber eyes up to hers, her insides hollowed. “Why did you just say that?”


    His expression was straightforward. He meant it. All this time, had he really believed he wasn’t enough for her? Was that why he’d stayed away? Why he didn’t come back? But that didn’t make sense. She’d convinced herself it was her. Somehow she wasn’t enough.


    “Bryan, you were always enough for me. You know that, right?” More than enough, actually. Sometimes too much. There had never been anyone else for her. He was it.


    He grunted again and looked away. “Sure.”


    “You were,” she insisted. “Why would you think otherwise? I mean, I know we argued. God, how we argued. We’re both hardheaded. We both want our way all the time. But we always got past it, didn’t we? That was no reason to think we weren’t good together.”


    He stared at the rest of the bridal party on the other side of the bar, his chest rising and falling with labored breaths. “Forget it.”


    “No. I want to know.” She had to ask if this was why he never came back. If she didn’t do it now, she’d always wonder. If that was the reason, she had to know why. He’d never mentioned a problem with their relationship while they were together. He’d proposed to her the evening before he shipped out to basic training for crying out loud. If there’d been a problem, why tie himself to her?


    “Is that why you—” She stopped and cleared her throat. Her body started to hum, blood seeming to rush through her veins faster. She’d waited so long to confront him. To find out why he’d stayed away. The moment was here, and it was almost crippling. “What I mean to say is…did you not come back because you thought you weren’t enough—”


    “I said forget it!” he snapped, eyes wide and blazing.


    She fell back a step from the force of his anger. She glanced around the bar, but no one seemed to be watching them. The surrounding clatter of noise must’ve drowned out the boom of his voice.


    He sighed, running a hand over his crown, smoothing a few loose hairs. “Jesus, Kenna. Can’t you ever let anything go? Why do we have to rehash our shit over and over again? We’re over. Done. Get that through your head, okay?”


    Kenna advanced on him and tipped her chin up, gritting her teeth. “Oh, I got that part loud and clear. You made damn sure of that, didn’t you? Don’t worry, Bryan, that chapter of my life is closed and I’ve moved on. Just like you wanted.”


    Kenna wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of knowing she’d pined for him for years. That she’d been unsatisfied with her own hands and had refused to give up hope that one day he’d come back. She wasn’t that stupid, foolish girl in love anymore.


    Surprise and hurt flashed across his face before he threw up a stone-cold expression. “Good,” he said, practically spitting the word out. “You’re right. It’s exactly what I wanted.” But something in the taut set of his lips suggested he’d meant the opposite.


    “I’m happy to oblige,” she said. “You should know I’m happy. I have a really good life without you. It’s been great. Amazing, even.”


    A hint of sadness crossed his face before he glanced away. It made her stomach drop. He’d hurt her with his words, so she’d wanted to do the same to him. It’s what they did. They could spar back and forth with the best of them. But he’d never reacted this way before. It immediately thawed her spitefulness.


    “Bryan.” She laid a hand on his forearm, but he pulled away.


    “Forget it,” he said. “I’m gonna hang with the guys. Have a good night.”


    Before she could respond, he turned and marched to the bar, where the rest of the wedding party gathered. Ash had his arm out, ready to welcome his buddy into the celebration. Catching Bear’s sour mood, Ash’s own smile faded and he glanced over at Kenna.


    She attempted a grin, but it was phony, and she knew Ash noticed.


    Guilt filled her. She should stop feeling sorry for herself, for the loss of her relationship, and for the way she was treating Bear. It was time to put the past behind her. What mattered was getting her mom’s ring back and making sure Sam had a perfect wedding week. She could put aside her differences with Bear and make that happen.


    No more moping. No more bitching.


    Time to enjoy her week and not drag anyone else down.

  




  
    Chapter Seven


    “You okay, man?” Ash asked, throwing one arm around Tyke’s shoulders and using the other to hand him a towering stein of beer.


    Bryan gulped the cold liquid, hoping it would settle his nerves. “Yeah, I’m good. Why wouldn’t I be?”


    Ash chuckled lightly. “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because your ex-fiancée that you haven’t seen in however many years just randomly showed up at your best friends’ wedding and put your dick in a twist.”


    Tyke threw a look at Ash. “My dick’s not in a twist.”


    One lift of Ash’s shoulder, then, “In a vice, then.”


    He didn’t comment. It was the truth. Kenna had a strong hold on him, and he wasn’t sure whether he wanted her to squeeze tighter or let go.


    I’m happy. I have a really good life without you.


    It’s what he’d wanted for her. What he’d hoped for. He’d never wanted her broken up about him. Yet, hearing her say it out loud didn’t give him the satisfaction he thought it would. In fact, it hurt like a bitch.


    A tiny glimmer of struggle would’ve made him feel better. Not because he’d wanted her to suffer, but because there was some solace in knowing she hurt as bad as he did. Instead, when she said it, her eyes were clear and her voice strong. She really had been fine without him. He sure as hell hadn’t been fine without her. He still wasn’t fine without her. He wasn’t sure he knew what fine felt like anymore.


    Tyke watched as she approached the bar, sexy swing in her hips and confident smile. She was a striking woman. The innocent girlish face he remembered was gone. In its place was a fierce woman with arresting blue eyes and sharp cheekbones. She used to wear a T-shirt and cutoffs, which made his blood run more than hot, but now she wore pieces that accented her curvy ass and full breasts. The tank top tonight was low cut, giving him a healthy dose of cleavage to look at. The skirt was just small enough to show off tanned, sculpted legs. It drove him crazy. He wanted to lift the tiny fabric and touch her where he knew she’d scream for more.


    If he thought she’d gotten to him when they were younger, he was reaching all-time highs in temperature now.


    “Tyke, I’m sorry. Sam and I had no idea. If I would’ve known, I would’ve told you.”


    “Huh?” he said, trying to focus on what his friend was saying, but his eyes were glued on Kenna.


    She smiled at one of the other bridesmaids he couldn’t remember the name of. A peppy blonde. Kenna fanned herself and lifted her long red mane off her neck, and he nearly charged her right there. He wanted his lips on the column of her neck. Wanted to hear her whimper. He wanted to work his way down her body and back up again until they both got out whatever frustration they were still holding on to.


    “I repeated that I was sorry,” Ash said. “But, like I said, your dick’s so twisted you can’t even hear me.”


    Kenna caught him watching her, so he turned back to Ash. “Tonight’s about you and Calder. Let’s fucking drink.”


    Ash hesitated, probably to see if Tyke was going to jump off the deep end, then he laughed. “Yeah, okay.” Clinking his glass against Tyke’s, he lifted it in a toast and then drank.


    Luke made his way over with a satisfied smirk.


    “Oh, hell,” Tyke said, sliding his forearm across his mouth to get the droplets of beer left on his beard. “What now? If you say we have to dance on the bar in G-strings because Cass wants it for her wedding, I’m done. Tell her to go fuck herself.”


    “You have issues, you know that?” Luke said, stopping at their side. He shook his head, but his grin belied the negative effect. “Seriously, Tyke. You need to get laid or something.”


    No kidding.


    Luke slapped a hand on Ash’s shoulder. “Gear up, men. The ladies want to play drinking games. They actually think they can take us. You believe that?”


    Ash chuckled and looked at Bryan. “Didn’t you tell them we have the grizzly bear on our team?”


    Tyke’s back teeth clenched. “Fuck you, man. We were kids. No one even calls me that anymore.”


    “Take it easy on him, Ash,” Luke said through his own laugh. “I need him. I’ve got a blow job riding on this game.”


    Tyke harrumphed. “Don’t you think you two have done it enough this week? Jesus, you’re getting married. Shouldn’t she be cutting you off by now?”


    “So much to learn, little Padawan,” Luke said. “So much to learn.”


    The trio approached the other end of the bar, where a large group gathered to watch. Five women lined one side of a rectangular table, already in place and waiting. Two men were on the other side, watching Ash, Bryan, and Luke approach. The first, Sean Sawyer, stood about six foot with sandy-blond hair and light-colored eyes. He had a baby face that drove women nuts. Right now he was rocking the start of a five o’clock shadow he’d probably started growing about a month ago. He was team leader for another four-man DEA team like Ash was the lead for Luke, Bryan, and Jason. Sawyer and his team had backed them up on some crazy shit. Sawyer was a good guy.


    The second man at the table was one of Sawyer’s teammates, Tyler Murray. While he was taller than Sean, Tyler wasn’t as broad. What he lacked in muscle mass he made up for with agility and speed. The guy was like a jujitsu master.


    “Where’s Reese?” Tyke asked.


    Luke gestured with his chin to a table a few feet away.


    Jason sat with his cute blonde, smiling over a set of drinks. The two seemed in their own world together.


    Red plastic cups had been placed on the table in preparation for the competition, five on one side and five on the other.


    Tyke sidled up to the middle of the table across from Cass, but Luke checked him hard in the shoulder. “Nice try, asshole. You’re anchor.”


    Looking at the far end of the table on the women’s side, across from where he was going to stand was Kenna. Of course. Because his friends hated him.


    “Kenna,” he said, standing across from her.


    “Bryan,” she said just as evenly.


    “You ready for this?” he said. “I mean, I don’t want you to feel bad when you girls lose. Calder’s got a lot riding on this game.” He leaned in like he wanted to tell her a secret. “And we’re pretty fucking good.”


    She made a thoughtful sound deep in her throat and didn’t look very worried.


    He couldn’t be happier to have something else to focus on other than all the unresolved shit between him and Kenna. Nothing like a good, healthy dose of competition to ignore one’s real problems.


    “All right, everybody,” Maybel’s voice shouted over the din of the bar. The eighty-something woman was in a sleeveless shirt and skirt down to her knees. Her gray hair was more fluffy than normal, and she wore pink lipstick on her usually bare lips. She was the fourth member of the old-lady squad. She lived on the same street in Baltimore as Sam and Ash, Rose, and Celia. “Some ground rules. One round. That’s it. Winner takes all.”


    “ ’Cause that’s all we’re going to need to beat you guys,” Sam said across the table at Ash.


    Ash and Luke exchanged looks, laughing.


    “Don’t touch your cup until the person before you is finished and their cup lands upside down,” Maybel went on. “Any premature actions will result in your team’s forfeit.”


    “You hear that, Tyke?” Luke jabbed him in the side. “Don’t blow your wad prematurely. I need this.”


    He grunted but didn’t comment. There was a reason Tyke was anchor. Calder was usually the one who choked.


    Sending Kenna a cocky grin, he cracked his knuckles. “Let’s do this.”


    She mirrored his move. “Yes. Let’s.”


    He wanted to laugh. Little five-foot-nothing woman thought she could outdrink Tyke? Hilarious.


    “Everyone ready?” Maybel shouted.


    Ten murmurs of agreement sounded around the table as onlookers watched in anticipation.


    Bryan looked into his cup at the light amber liquid, then to Kenna. She was watching him with a self-satisfied gleam in her eye. As if their previous conversation had given her plenty of ammunition to kick his ass.


    “And…go!” Maybel shouted.


    Samantha and Ash each picked up their cups and guzzled them. Ash dropped his cup onto the table about three seconds before Sam. Sliding it to the edge, he wore a look of concentration as he used his index finger to flip the cup over. His first try missed, and the cup landed on its side. Sam started flipping her cup.


    “Come on, you dickhead! Christ!” Tyke yelled down the table.


    “Not helping!” Ash said, keeping his eyes on the cup. He flipped it again, and this time it landed upside down.


    “Yeah!” the crowd shouted. “Go! Go!”


    Sawyer’s throat worked as he drank. He placed the cup on the edge of the table and started flipping.


    Sam finally got hers to land the right way. “Come on, Grandma! You can do it!”


    Aw, how sweet. The chicks were cheering one another on. Ha. This was a high-stakes game of flip cup. Not a friendly match of tennis.


    Rose lifted her glass and placed it to her mouth.


    Sawyer flipped his cup, and it landed upside down.


    Tyler immediately grabbed his beer and chugged it.


    Rose downed hers in one shot, and on the first try, she flipped her cup over and it landed perfectly.


    “Woohoo, Grandma!” Sam shouted.


    Rose dropped her chin once and dabbed her mouth with a handkerchief from her pocket.


    Estelle reached for her beer.


    “Come on, Aunt Estelle,” Kenna said. “You’ve done this a million times. Bring it!”


    Estelle did bring it. Like Riddick Bowe brought it to Evander Holyfield. She finished her drink in record time. The guys were waiting for Tyler to flip his cup. And they still had Calder and Tyke to go.


    What the actual fuck. Tyke was starting to sweat. How were the women closing in this fast? He eyed his beer again, envisioning himself downing it in one shot and flipping his cup in one try.


    The women would not win.


    Finally Tyler hit his mark.


    Luke drank from his beer. He dropped the cup onto the table at damn near the same time Cass started flipping hers.


    “Goddamn it, Calder!” Tyke said, his pulse pounding so hard his heart might crack right out of his ribs. “Come on!”


    Bryan looked at Kenna, who was grinning.


    His fingers started to tingle. As soon as Luke finally landed his cup, Tyke was going to take these women down.


    In three…


    Two…


    The second the lip of Luke’s cup touched the table, Tyke grabbed his cup and placed it to his mouth, opening his throat. He slammed it onto the table and flipped it.


    Shit.


    Flipped it again.


    Fuck.


    Flipped it a third time.


    Kenna had just picked up her own drink. She swallowed and lowered it to the table.


    Damn it. His heart was definitely going to break his rib cage.


    “What the fuck, Tyke!” came shouts from the other end of the table.


    “What?” he shouted back, keeping his concentration on the cup. “You idiots get twelve years to get it, and it’s left up to me to clean up in two seconds?”


    “That’s why you’re the goddamn anchor!”


    He flipped his cup again, and the thing wouldn’t sit. The cup’s lip hit the table, wobbled side to side, and it tipped over, rolling. Tyke inhaled a deep breath, adjusting the cup on the edge of the table—


    Kenna flipped her cup and stuck the landing. Repeat: she stuck the fucking landing.


    Game. Over.


    Screams erupted. The women jumped up and down, hugging one another like they’d just found out some high-end store put a bunch of overpriced leather handbags on sale.


    What the hell just happened? Someone please tell him, because he couldn’t make sense of it.


    Bryan met Kenna’s gaze, and his heart stopped. She stood across from him, hand on her full hip, wearing a naughty smirk, swiping a red-painted finger across her lips. All he could think about was placing his mouth on hers and licking where her finger had just been. He wanted to taste her. So fucking bad. And not just her mouth.


    A hard punch connected with his shoulder, jolting him back to reality. He massaged the area and glanced in Luke’s direction. His friend’s eyes were narrowed and his face flushed.


    “Sorry, babe.” Cass wormed herself under her fiancé’s arm and patted his stomach. “That’s too bad you guys lost. Guess you’ll be going with me to that four-hour antiquing class tomorrow.”


    Luke swung a look at Bryan. “Goddamn you, Tyke.”


    Cass dragged her fiancé away, amused, so Tyke made his way around the table to Kenna.


    “Think you’re pretty slick, don’t you?” he said when he reached her.


    A playful smile split her lips. “Maybe.”


    “I didn’t think you girls had it in you. I’m impressed.”


    “Please,” she said. “There wasn’t any doubt.”


    “Careful,” he said. “Don’t get too cocky.”


    “Why? Because then the size of my ego would rival yours?” She chuckled. “No one is catching up to you. I think we’re safe.”


    “You love laughing at my expense, don’t you?”


    “I do.”


    “Good thing I can take it, huh?”


    “Definitely.” There was a glow in her eyes that hadn’t been there earlier in the evening. A playfulness between them he’d missed.


    “Wanna see how big my ego really is?” he asked.


    She drew back, and her mouth distorted. “Was that a euphemism for the size of something else?”


    “No, but I like the way you think.” His voice was too enthusiastic, but he didn’t care.


    As he hoped, she let out a huge laugh. “It’s cute that you’re so confident.” She stepped past him toward the bar.


    Confident? Of course he was confident. He knew what he was packing. So did she.


    “You know why I am,” he said, following her. “You’ve seen it.”


    She didn’t turn around.


    “You remember, don’t you?”


    She kept walking.


    “Kenna?”


    At the bar, the two parties of guys and girls meshed together. The older ladies called it a night. Single men and women paired off, the betrothed couples whispered into each other’s ears, which left Tyke and Kenna.


    She looked at him and then glanced around at the others. “So…”


    “You wanna drink more?” he said. He didn’t want her to walk away. They were getting along. Laughing, even. He wanted more of that.


    “Sure,” she said with a casual shrug. “What did you have in mind?”


    “Just good old-fashioned shots.”


    Her relieved smile made him wonder if she needed something to get through this week, too. If she’d been struggling as much as he had with this whole reunion thing.


    And it gave him that little bit of solace imagining she did.


    


    Tyke stumbled off the elevator at the seventh floor, carrying Kenna fireman-style over his shoulder, and staggered down the hallway toward his room.


    Kenna let out a loud giggle-snort combo that most likely woke up half the hotel.


    “Quiet, woman,” Tyke said, probably just as loud. He was so drunk he couldn’t be sure.


    “This isn’t my floor!” She struggled against his hold like she was trying to get down.


    “I said quiet.” He smacked her ass and took immense satisfaction in the loud cracking sound it made.


    She gasped and then slapped him hard on the back.


    Damn what he wouldn’t give to slip his hand under her skirt right now. It was all he could think about. Having her bottom so close to his face and not being able to do anything about it was the worst sort of torture. There was no other feeling in the world that compared to Kenna’s legs wrapped around his neck, writhing underneath him. Pure euphoria.


    He pulled his key card out of his back pocket, balancing her on the opposite shoulder. Sliding it into the access pad, he threw the door open, went in, and dropped her on the bed with a bounce.


    “Where are we?” she said, lifting her head to look around. “This isn’t my room.”


    “I know. It’s mine.”


    Her features locked up as her body stiffened.


    “Thief, remember?” he said, kicking off his boots. “I’m not taking you to your room while both of us are drunk. Just a safety precaution.”


    “Oh,” she said, her body relaxing. “Okay.” Rolling onto her side, she snuggled into the pillow, and all he could do was watch her. The past and present converged with a vengeance. Everything he’d had that he walked away from was currently lying in his bed.


    He approached her side and sat next to her. “Let me help you with your shoes.” Tugging on her feet, he took off her sandals and tossed them toward the dresser at the end of the bed. He looked down at her outfit and thought long and hard about taking that off her, too. So she’d be more comfortable, of course. But he didn’t dare. That would be even more dangerous than taking her back to her room with the thief. He’d get a full view of her body, barely covered by her underwear, and there’d be no stopping him. And given the fact that she was drunk, she’d give in, which would spell disaster in the morning. He could separate past from present. He could sleep with her knowing that would be it. It wouldn’t mean they had a future. Kenna, on the other hand, would want more. She’d expect it.


    Tyke stood, reaching for the collar of his shirt as he made his way around to the other side of the bed.


    “Why are you doing this?”


    “Doing what?” he asked, tossing his shirt in the corner of the room. His shorts were next. He stepped out of them and flicked them with his foot in the same direction as his shirt. Pushing the covers back, he slipped in and then pulled them up to his chest.


    She brought the sheet up to her neck and curled to face him. “Why are you being so nice to me?”


    How could she even ask that? “Why wouldn’t I?”


    A loud yawn sounded from her side. “Because you never came back to me.” Her voice was soft and sleepy. “What did I do? What was wrong with me?”


    “Not a fucking thing.” He urged her onto her back and looked down at her. “I don’t wanna hear you say shit like that again. It’s not you. It was never you.”


    Her eyes were heavy and she yawned again. “Had to be. I needed you, and you weren’t there. You didn’t want me.”


    He could’ve shoved a dull knife through his gut right then, and it wouldn’t have hurt half as bad as what she’d just said. She wasn’t over him. Not at all. He’d hurt her, and she never got over it.


    That killed him the most. She’d spent the last twelve years with hope that he’d come back. He’d failed her. He was the worst sort of man. Leaving her hanging without a reason, letting her think it was her. Christ. It was never her. It was all him. What he wouldn’t give to change the past. To never enlist. To never leave her. They would’ve been married by now.


    She’d be his.


    His.


    She yawned again and flopped onto her stomach. “It’s fine. You didn’t want me. I get it.”


    “No, you don’t get it. Not at all.” He leaned over to see her eyes closed and mouth slightly open. Her back rose and fell on a soft snore. “Kenna?”


    Another snore.


    “Kenna, I wanna talk about this,” he said, amazed at how effective the alcohol was at opening him up. “It wasn’t you. You hear me? It was never you. You’re perfect and I’m just… I’m nowhere near enough for you. You deserve a hell of a lot better than me.”


    She didn’t respond, except for deep, steady breaths.


    Tyke lowered himself beside her and threw an arm over her, savoring the few moments he had to remember what it was like to hold her.

  




  
    Chapter Eight


    Kenna squinted against the bright light streaming in from the window to her right.


    God, who left the curtains open? She lay on her side and rubbed her forehead. With the pain slicing through her skull, she was pretty sure someone was driving a metal spike into it.


    She rolled in the other direction in an attempt to give her eyes some reprieve, but she bumped into something large, warm, and solid. She froze. Extending an arm, she placed a hand on the object, gently traveling along its hard surface. Skin. It was hot, bare skin. And given the peaks and valleys, that skin was protecting firm, bulging muscles.


    Oh no. She didn’t. Did she?


    She dared a peek at the person next to her.


    Don’t be Bear.


    Please don’t be Bear.


    Not that anyone else would be better. She didn’t pride herself on getting drunk and going home with random men. But Bear. She definitely couldn’t go home with him.


    The man lay face down, his shirtless back toward the ceiling. Wide shoulders sprawled across the bed, spilling over onto her side. Long dirty-blond hair fanned his pillow. His face was turned away from her, but she could see the faint outline of a beard across his cheeks and jawline.


    Shit. Shit. Motherlode of all shit.


    Lifting the crisp, white cotton sheet enough, she saw he was wearing black boxer briefs, and she breathed a big sigh of relief. It was one thing to fall asleep together. It was quite another if he were naked.


    While her intention was to lower the cover and get immediately out of Dodge, she couldn’t seem to tear her eyes away from the round, sculpted mounds that stared back at her. The bottom edges of his briefs rode up to the underside of his ass, accenting just how full the object below was. It also drew attention to his extremely long, chiseled legs. Bryan had always been athletic and bulked up easily, but now, as a man, he exuded a new level of masculinity. In a man’s body.


    She swallowed down her rising need. The temptation to have him was most definitely there, no matter how badly she wanted to deny it. And in a situation like this one, in full view of his body, it was difficult to remember that she didn’t want him.


    Or at least shouldn’t want him.


    Finally, after some struggle, she convinced herself to roll away. Slowly and quietly, Kenna shimmied out of the bed and tiptoed to the other side of the room. She was still in the same tank and skirt she’d been wearing last night. Her shoes lay across the room in front of a dresser.


    Kenna started to reach for her shoes, but something caught her eye on the nearby table. A half-torn piece of paper on what looked like hotel letterhead. She stole a quick glance at Bear, who still slept in the same position, then bent to get a closer look at the paper.


    At the top of the page someone had scribbled, Avg height. Dark hair. Lean. Then she saw a list of men’s names.


    Suspects! Bryan must have been able to obtain a list of suspects from hotel security!


    Another quick glance at Bryan, then she snatched the paper from the table, grabbed her shoes, and raced like hell out of the room. She needed to work through most of this list before Bryan tracked her down and killed her.


    


    Kenna lounged poolside with a wide-brimmed sun hat, oversize sunglasses, and her pink bikini. She peered over a magazine at a guy treading water in the deep end. According to the hotel employee who brought her a pineapple martini, the man was Joseph Landry. The fifth name on the list.


    There were twenty total names, and given the rip at the bottom of the page, there were most likely more. Which she’d search for if the guys on this list ended up being duds. Like the first four who were either too short or too old.


    This one, though. He fit the profile perfectly.


    She’d watched him enter the pool about ten minutes ago. He was lean with dark hair. He had an air about him. Confident and authoritative. He exuded power. She could sense it from here. When he walked along the edge of the pool toward the diving board, she got a clear shot of his back. He looked damn similar to and had the same smooth manner as the man she’d seen walking down the hall when her mom’s ring had been taken.


    This could be her guy.


    When the thought sank in, her palms grew clammy, and her pulse kicked up.


    Patience.


    He swam for a while, leisurely doing laps, so she used the time to reflect on the past few days. She and Bryan had gotten along really well last night. Laughed, even. It was…nice. And made it easy to remember how it felt when things were good between them.


    She missed that most. How much fun they used to have together. No one used to make her smile like Bear.


    A long, deep breath and also a sip from her drink later, she watched Joseph leave a trail of wet footprints behind him as he approached his beach chair to gather his belongings. He threw his towel over his shoulder, slipped his feet into thong sandals, and donned metal-framed sunglasses. Sliding what looked like his room key card into his pocket, he turned and headed in the direction she’d come from when she’d left Bryan’s room.


    Flip-flops already on, Kenna stood and picked up her towel, taking off after Joseph as fast as she could without being obvious.


    Kenna held up her phone and snapped a few pictures of his backside as he walked up a stone path, passing well-manicured shrubs and richly colored flowers. Joseph turned once and looked in her direction, so she acted like she was taking a selfie.


    Slowing her pace so as not to tip him off, Kenna pretended to gaze at one of the flowers. The man continued the ascent up the hill toward the main hotel. When she thought he was far enough ahead where she could still see him without being obvious, she started after him.


    That’s when a tall brick wall stepped in front of her, and a hand gripped her wrist. Tipping her head back, she met Bear’s furious blue eyes.


    “Clever,” he said. “You plan all of that last night just to get the list?”


    She laughed in his face. “Yeah, sure. I came up with the master scheme of getting rip-roaring drunk just so you’d take me back to your room, and I could steal the list from you. You’re the idiot who left it out in plain sight. If you didn’t want me to take it, you should’ve hidden it better.”


    He peered down at her with an unreadable expression. “You left this morning.”


    She shrugged. “So?”


    “You were in my bed.”


    “But I wanted to be in my bed. You were the one who placed me in yours.”


    “Maybe I wanted you there.”


    Maybe she wanted to be there.


    No, she didn’t. What her brain and her body wanted were two very different things. Her body could want him all it wanted. But her head and her heart weren’t going to forgive so quickly. If ever.


    “Look,” she said, peering around him at Joseph’s retreating back. “As much as I’d love to reminisce about old times, I’m onto something. So I’ll catch you late—”


    His hand tightened around her wrist. “You’re not going anywhere.”


    She tugged against his unbreakable hold. “I think I found him. The thief.”


    His anger evaporated immediately. He released her and shot looks all around them. “What? Where?”


    She pointed. “That way. Come on.” Without waiting for him, she stepped around his large frame and ventured in Joseph’s direction. She spotted him about thirty yards away, getting ready to enter the lobby. “Hurry up!”


    “I’m coming, I’m coming.” His footsteps sped up behind her as she increased her own pace.


    They reached the front door of the hotel about the time Joseph was crossing the grand foyer. He turned left toward a bank of gold elevators.


    “He’s getting away!” She threw open the door and busted into the lobby.


    “Where is he? Which one?”


    “There.”


    Joseph had pushed his sunglasses onto the top of his head and was looking down at his phone as he waited for the elevator doors to open.


    A deep, irritating chuckle sounded next to her. When she looked at Bryan, he wore an expression like she’d lost her mind.


    “Landry?” He could barely get the name out between a string of heavy snorts. “That’s your suspect?”


    “Yes. Why? How do you know him?”


    The man in question stepped into the elevator, and before the doors closed, Kenna almost sprinted and threw a hand between. But the doors shut, and her supposed thief got away.


    Whirling on Bryan, she said, “Speak. Now.”


    “Landry’s not your thief.”


    She crossed her arms. “How do you know?”


    “Because he’s my boss.”


    “Just because he’s your boss—”


    Bear sobered immediately. “It’s not him.”


    “How can you be so sure?”


    “He’s a by-the-book kind of guy. Never steps out of line for anything. There’s no way he could take a piece of gum from someone without asking them for it first.”


    Her heart sank. Well, damn.


    “But he looked like the man I saw outside my hotel room. Exactly like him, in fact. Same build. Same hair.”


    “Really?” Bryan scratched his beard. “I guess I could talk to him.” When her eagerness must have shown on her face, he said, “But only to see if he noticed anything or anyone suspicious. Not to interrogate him.”


    “But if he—”


    “He’s not.”


    “But he could—”


    “No.”


    She stomped her foot. “Stop doing that.”


    “Doing what?”


    “Discrediting what I say. I’m not ruling out anyone who fits the profile. I know what I saw. As far as I’m concerned, he’s still a suspect.”


    Bear’s expression was impassive and he stayed silent a moment, seeming to think her statements over. Then, “Okay, fine.”


    That was a surprise. “Seriously? Just like that? You’re not going to continue arguing with me?”


    “What’s the point? You’d keep going on about it forever, and we’d miss the real thief.”


    True. She would. She hated being wrong.


    “But I’m telling you: it’s a waste of energy,” he said. “It’s not Landry.”


    It did seem unlikely that an important guy at the DEA would steal family heirlooms—and for what reason?—but she’d already learned once that good guys couldn’t be trusted to always do the right thing.


    She lifted her chin. “You have your hunches, and I’ll have mine.”


    One corner of his mouth went up, and he mirrored her move with his arms. “You’re just as stubborn as you used to be.”


    “Look who’s talking. Guess some things never change.”


    “Guess not.”


    Their gazes met and something passed between them. Something familiar. Charged. Meaningful. He must have felt it, too, because he cleared his throat and shifted his weight from one leg to the other.


    He held an open palm out to her. “I’m gonna need that list now. Or…” He smiled as his gaze skimmed down her bikini-clad body, making tingles erupt everywhere it touched. “Am I going to need to search you for it? Given that tiny scrap of fabric you call a bathing suit, there are only so many places you could hide it. I’d want to be sure I covered every inch.” His eyes went to the apex of her thighs.


    She’d been in such a rush to catch Landry, she didn’t bother to throw on a cover-up. While she might be in a bikini, it certainly wasn’t a G-string. It was tasteful and covered all the necessary bits. But based on the way Bear’s expression heated, she wished she was in a brown paper bag. From head to toe.


    She backed up a step. “Lay one finger on me and see what happens.”


    He stepped forward.


    “I’m serious.” She took two steps backward, a rush of excitement racing through her at their familiar cat-and-mouse game. “You’ll lose some beloved body parts.”


    “Give me the list, Kenna.”


    “No. I’m making better headway than you.”


    “Damn it, woman. Give it to me.”


    Her heart was ready to beat out of her chest. “Say please.”


    “Now,” he growled, reaching for her.


    “No!” she squealed and took off.


    Kenna made it four steps through the door and out into the hot afternoon before a strong arm wrapped around her midsection, pulling her back. She lost her footing, but the arm around her held her up. Feet dangling, she was pinned against Bear’s chest. Although he wore a fitted T-shirt, he might as well have been bare-chested. The friction of his body against hers brought on an onslaught of memories she thought she’d buried. But now she remembered every aching inch of him. Every moan he’d coaxed from her. Like it was yesterday.


    “How far did you think you’d get?” he said. “You know I always catch you.”


    Yeah, she knew.


    “You can put me down now,” she said.


    His mouth brushed her ear, the whiskers from his beard rough against her heated skin, and a powerful shudder wracked her body. “I can’t trust you not to run.”


    “I promise I won’t run.” Far.


    There was a pregnant pause, then he lowered her to the ground and slowly released her.


    “I’ll save you the extra effort on the remaining names,” he said. “None of them fit your thief’s description.”


    “That’s only half the list, though, right? Aren’t there more?” She remembered it was ripped at the bottom, as if it had been torn in half.


    “There’s another list, yeah,” he said. “I gave it to Reese. Figured we’d cover more ground between the two of us. He said he has two more guys to check out who match the description. He’s scoping one of them out on the beach now.”


    “Excellent, let’s go—” She took a step, but his arm pulled her back. Broadcasting her frustration across her face, she hurled it at him like an anvil. “Get off me. I want to go to the beach and—”


    “Reese can handle it.”


    “But he never saw the guy, I did. I can ID him.”


    “Like you did with Landry?”


    She held off the eye roll that was seconds from exploding. “Bryan, let me go.”


    His face suggested he was struggling with some sort of internal battle. After a few moments, he said, “I’ll make you a deal. Stay out of Reese’s way and I’ll take you with me to review the security camera footage.”


    “Security footage?” she asked in what she hoped was a composed voice.


    Bear lifted an eyebrow.


    Damn, so her voice wasn’t as calm as she’d hoped. She relaxed her features and tried to appear nonchalant.


    A slight pinch of his lips told her she wasn’t fooling him, but he didn’t say as much. “The guy in security told me the video’s ready. I’m going down there in a few.” He paused. “If you can behave yourself, you can come.”


    “Deal,” she said a little too hastily.


    He eyed her. “Understand that we do this my way. If I think you’re in danger or interfering, I won’t hesitate to ship you off to Estelle’s hotel room and keep you in the dark on this whole thing.”


    “I get it. I’ll behave.”


    For the most part.

  




  
    Chapter Nine


    Tyke and Kenna stood in a small room with computers, phones, a blinking switchboard, and a team of people chatting into headphones. Al Carpenter, Kilos’s supervisor and the director of security at the resort introduced himself. He was average height with ebony hair and dark brown eyes. His full midsection and meaty arms hinted at Al’s life as a retired police officer who got comfortable behind a desk.


    They’d already viewed footage from outside Richard and Claire’s room, but no one except the couple went in or out. That piece of information definitely compounded the investigation. How had the thief taken Claire’s watch if he hadn’t entered her room? Was he also snatching things from people while they were out and about?


    “Anyone else report things missing?” Tyke asked as they waited for the tech guru, who was introduced as Vin, to pull up the feed outside Kenna’s room.


    Al shook his head. “No one other than the two incidents you’ve informed us of.”


    For now. Tyke hated to think it, but bad guys usually didn’t stop at one or two. If they knew they could get away with something, they’d keep doing it until someone stopped them.


    Someone like Tyke.


    “We’ve handed everything over to the local police,” Al said. “They’re sending over some uniformed and plainclothes officers to increase our security presence at the resort.” He turned to Kenna. “They’d like to speak with you.”


    Tyke stepped in front of her. “Only with me present.”


    Al’s gaze skated from Tyke to Kenna. “I’ll let them know.”


    Vin, wearing a headset over his short brown hair, pushed back a few inches in his chair and cleared his throat. “Excuse me, sir.”


    Al gestured to the far-right TV screen on the wall. “This should be it.”


    The screen came to life, showing a black and white video of an empty hallway.


    “The room is right there.” Al pointed to a door in the bottom-right corner of the screen.


    Vin pressed a button on his control pad, and the time stamp in the corner of the video sped up. People raced up and down the hallway.


    After a few moments, something moved near Kenna’s door.


    “There,” Tyke said. “Stop.”


    The guy slowed the video to normal pace.


    The four of them watched as a lean, dark-haired man approached her door with his back to the camera.


    Son of a bitch. Despite what he’d told Kenna, from this angle, the guy on the screen did look like his boss, Joseph Landry. But that was impossible.


    “Show me your face,” Tyke said under his breath. It’s not him. It’s not him. “Come on. Turn around.”


    The man kept his head low as he slid something out of his pocket and fiddled with the door handle. Another second and then the door opened, and he walked into Kenna’s room.


    Her body tensed beside him as she sucked in a sharp breath. “My God…”


    Her reaction skyrocketed Tyke’s protective instinct to a billion.


    “Interesting,” Al said. “That’s why our security alarm didn’t sound. There was no forced entry. He used a key.”


    “But how?” Kenna asked, her voice anxious. “How did he get a key to my hotel room?”


    “I don’t know,” Al said.


    Wrong answer.


    Tyke gripped the guy by his shirt and smashed his back against the closest wall, holding him there with his feet off the ground.


    “But I’m going to find out,” Al croaked, his dark eyes bugging as he strained for air. “I’ll find out, okay?”


    “You better,” Tyke said. “Because the way I see it, either your hotel mixed up keys or someone here intentionally put her life in danger. Either way, you better pray you find them before I do.”


    His face turning an unhealthy shade of purple, Al rasped, “We’ll have a new key printed and we’ll move Ms. McCord into another room immediately.”


    Kenna rested a hand on Tyke’s shoulder, making the red in Tyke’s vision dissipate. He lowered Al to the ground, straightening the man’s lapels but not letting him go quite yet. “I’ll be back, Al. Don’t disappoint me.”


    Al nodded with an expression that said disappointing Tyke was the last thing he wanted to do.


    Good.


    He sent Al one more meaningful look before they exited the room.


    Standing outside the thick steel door, Tyke put his hand on Kenna’s back. “You okay?”


    Her chest expanded as she inhaled a long, slow breath. “I think so. It’s just… I focused so much on the ring that I didn’t think about the fact that he was in my room. That he could’ve come in while I was in there.” She closed her eyes as fear blasted across her features.


    Fuck. He should’ve never let her watch that video. It was careless. The reality of her words finally set in. How could he have been so stupid?


    “Hey,” he said quickly. “Look at me.” He pressed his index finger under her chin, urging her to look at him. When she did, he said, “You’re safe. You hear me? I’m gonna make sure he doesn’t get near you ever again, okay?”


    She frowned and gave a weak nod.


    “And I promise, I’m gonna get your momma’s ring back. That asshole isn’t getting away with this. Tell me you believe me.”


    She started shaking.


    He gripped her shoulder. “Kenna. Come on. Tell me.”


    “I… I believe you,” she said it so soft his heart almost ripped in half.


    The video was unsettling. It had rattled him, too. She was right. The guy could’ve come in while she was in there. Hell, if he had a key, he could come back again. The thought of her in danger—that something could happen to her and Tyke wouldn’t be able to prevent it—made his stomach squeeze to utter agony. He almost doubled over from the force of it.


    No. He was going to catch the bastard. And when he did, Tyke would see to it the guy couldn’t steal anything from anyone ever again.


    “We’re moving everything out of your room,” he said. “You’ll stay with me until this is over.” He wasn’t trusting anyone else with her safety until he could piece this together.


    Without thinking, he slid his hand into hers, immediately regretting it as soon as a familiar spark of awareness zapped him. Kenna’s gaze dropped to their connection, and before he could pull away, she wrapped her fingers around his and held tight. She let out a soft relieved sigh. “Thank you, Bryan.”


    Leading her down the hall toward the elevators, he ignored the warmth and longing radiating through his body at the simple touch.


    


    Tyke stood at his favorite location on the island—the bar. Beer in hand, he looked out at the tables filled with people having a great time, with no idea a thief was among them.


    It was dusk, and dinner was over, but everyone stayed in their chairs, waiting for the show to start. Fire dancers. What a brilliant idea that was. People who intentionally lit things on fire and threw them into the air for entertainment. You wanna talk about dangerous? That shit was dangerous.


    Before coming to dinner, Bryan and Kenna had moved all of her stuff to his hotel room. She’d stay with him until the threat was over.


    The threat…


    That thought sent his head into a tailspin. The threat was real. The guy was lurking around here right now, and they had no idea who he was or whether he was targeting people for a specific reason.


    Glancing down at his now-warm beer, Tyke cursed it. His nerves were shot, and it wasn’t doing a damn thing to calm him.


    It couldn’t be Landry. Right? He was Tyke’s boss for Christ’s sake. But it sure as hell looked like Joe on the video. Same build. Hair. Even the way the guy walked.


    Tyke did a passing glance over the crowd again, spotting Landry at the table with Reese and the cute blonde Reese had met on the first day. Tyke really should learn her name. Given their relaxed posture, they were talking about something normal and mundane. Tyke had known Landry for years. He was a good guy. The best.


    Reese looked back at Tyke and must have read something in his expression because he tilted his head and got up, making his way toward the bar.


    “Are you okay?” Reese said once he was at Bryan’s side.


    Tyke kept his eyes on their boss and lifted a shoulder. “Sure.” After a minute, Tyke said, “You know what? No. I’m not. Let me ask you something.”


    “Of course. What is it?”


    “Do you trust Landry?”


    Reese’s face showed his confusion at the random question. “With my life. Why?”


    Right. So did Tyke. It was stupid to think Landry would have anything to do with stealing anything from anyone.


    “Never mind.”


    Reese waited, like he thought Tyke was going to elaborate. When he realized Tyke wasn’t going to, he turned his back to the wedding guests and lifted a hand to flag down the bartender. “I was able to narrow down the list to two viable suspects.”


    Tyke placed his drink on the bar and faced his friend. “Yeah?” Thank Christ. See, it couldn’t be Landry.


    “They both fit the description. But, get this, one of them works at the hotel.”


    Tyke’s adrenaline ramped up, climbing to unhealthy levels.


    “He’d be able to obtain keys for all the hotel rooms,” Tyke said, his mind going immediately to the vision of the thief inserting a card into Kenna’s door and waltzing in.


    Reese pulled his glasses off to wipe the lenses with a cloth from his pocket. When he slid them back on, he looked directly at Tyke. “Yes, he would.”


    “But he doesn’t have a connection to the wedding guests. Not that we can tell. So why were Claire and Kenna targeted?”


    “It does seem odd that only those two ladies are missing items. Which is why I took particular interest in the second suspect. He’s here.”


    “Right now?”


    Reese turned his head, gazing over the tables of people. Tyke followed, noticing that Reese stopped on a table in the front corner, next to the stage. “Eleven o’clock, facing us.”


    “Got him.”


    Tyke stared at the dark-haired guy in a collared shirt and shorts, chatting with one of Sam’s bridesmaids. That bubbly blond one again. Tracy. Suspect number two had a finger looped under a gold bracelet around her wrist and seemed to be complimenting her on it.


    “Son of a bitch.” Tyke turned back to Reese with his blood pounding in his ears. “If that’s our guy…”


    “If,” Reese said. “You know how this goes. We need more intelligence before moving in, so I contacted Giles and requested he run our suspects through the system.”


    Giles was a computer tech guy at the DEA who often aided the team in compiling intel on their missions.


    “What came back?” Tyke asked.


    “Giles said the man who works at the hotel has prior records of robbery and also owes money to some unscrupulous people.”


    Keeping his attention on the second suspect, whose name and room number were on their list from Davis, therefore Tyke knew exactly where to find him when needed, he asked, “Where can I find the hotel worker?”


    “He lives in a villa on the private side of the beach. I’ll send the address to your phone.”


    “Thanks, man,” Tyke said. “That’s the best news I’ve gotten all day.”


    Get ready, assholes. I’m coming for you.


    …


    “We have a problem,” Kenna said as she approached the bar where Bear stood. He’d been holding the thing up all night, not walking away even to sit and watch the entertainment.


    His expression was serious and calculated as he stared at the beer in his hand. “Which is?”


    “Aunt Estelle said her brooch is gone. It’s a family heirloom from her mother.”


    His head snapped up. “When?”


    “Today. Just before dinner. She said she left it out on her bed when she went for a walk with Rose and Celia, and when she came back, it was gone.”


    He brought the bottle up to his mouth, threw his head back, and his throat worked as he drank. After a few seconds, he slammed the bottle onto the bar, making Kenna jump. “What did she say? Please tell me she saw the motherfucker.”


    “I haven’t asked yet. Figured you’d want to be there when I talk to her.”


    He paused, surprise blanketing his face. “Yeah, I would. Thanks.”


    “Sure.” She started to walk away, but he rested a hand on her arm.


    Stopping, she faced him.


    “Since, uh…you know, you did something nice for me…I’ll tell you something I found out, too.”


    Her expression warmed. “Okay.”


    “Reese found two suspects on his list. A guy who works at this hotel and owes a lot of people money, and a guest here at the wedding.”


    Her eyes were already scanning the crowd. “Where are they?”


    “Reese is sending me the address for the first. He’s got a place on the other side of the island.”


    “And the one here?”


    Tyke lowered his voice. “Don’t stare. But look at the table that would be considered eleven o’clock. He’s facing us talking with Tracy.”


    She found him and glanced at the woman next to him.


    Holy crap. Why hadn’t she seen him before? He fit the profile. At least enough that they should check him out. He was a little broader across his shoulders than she remembered. And his hair was a touch longer. Like he was a few weeks late for a haircut. The man she saw walking down the hall was well-groomed and didn’t seem like the type to ever miss a hair-trimming appointment. Then again, she’d only seen him for a few seconds, and the security video wasn’t close enough for that kind of detail. He was definitely a viable possibility.


    “Stop staring.”


    Kenna brought her attention back to Bryan. “So what do we do now? Should we talk to him?”


    “Not unless we want to blow the investigation. First, we watch him. See what he does. Who he talks to.”


    She sent another look the man’s way, her anxiousness making her heart race. One of these men was their guy. They were so close. She could feel it.


    “Stop looking at him,” Tyke growled.


    “Okay, okay.” She turned, keeping the man at her back so she wouldn’t be tempted to keep staring.


    “If you’re so adamant about doing something,” Bear said, “then let’s find out what Estelle knows.”


    Good idea.


    Kenna wormed her way through the row of tables, dodging chairs and people, in the direction of where her aunt sat. She lowered into the chair next to Estelle. Tyke pulled one from the next table over, keeping it facing the opposite direction, and sat backward with legs wide.


    “Aunt Estelle,” Kenna said. “I hope you don’t mind, but I said something to Bryan about your missing brooch. In addition to Mom’s ring, he heard about another couple at the wedding who are missing something, too.”


    Her eyes widened, and her voice went up an octave. “He did?”


    “Yeah, it was a couple days ago,” he said. “We’re trying to see if all this is related.


    “Do you remember anything out of the ordinary when you got back to your room?”


    Estelle’s forehead wrinkled. “Not that I can think of.”


    “Did you see anyone? A dark-haired guy, maybe?” Kenna asked.


    “A what?” Estelle perked up. “Now that you mention it, yeah. I do remember seein’ a dark-haired guy.”


    “What was he wearing?” Kenna asked, eager. Come on. Something specific.


    Estelle’s lips squeezed in thought. “I don’t remember.”


    Kenna wilted in her chair. Damn.


    Without attire, it was tough to choose which one to target first. If Estelle had seen someone with a uniform, then they’d know it was a hotel worker. Plain clothes could suggest a wedding guest.


    Kenna glanced across the area at the suspect, and she was about to ask Aunt Estelle if the man looked similar to that suspect, but when she opened her mouth, Bear cut her off.


    He shook his head once. Not now, he seemed to say.


    “Was anything else in your room disturbed?” he asked, his expression serious. It was crazy to see this side of him. She’d never seen him in action. The no-nonsense demeanor was a welcome change. He obviously took other people’s safety seriously.


    “Uh.” Estelle’s features went thoughtful, like she was thinking back to when she walked into her room. “Nothin’.”


    “Anything about the guy you can point out? Other than dark hair? Did he talk a certain way? Act a certain way?”


    She shook her head. “Nah. Can’t think of anything.”


    Bryan blew out a breath, his frustration rolling off him. “Okay. Thanks, Estelle.” He shot from his chair and ate up the distance to the bar.


    “Why didn’t you want me to ask her about the guy at the other table?” Kenna asked once she met him back at the bar.


    “Too soon.”


    “But if she saw him, maybe she can identify him.”


    “Or it could draw attention to someone who has nothing to do with the investigation. It would draw attention to what we’re doing. We don’t need Estelle blabbing to everyone that Sam and Cass invited a thief to their wedding.”


    “Oh. Good point,” she said, lounging against the bar. “So what now?”


    His attention was focused on the stage, where a handful of tanned-skin men and women wearing grass skirts were lighting batons on fire.


    “Now we wait for the fireworks to start.”


    “Be serious,” she said. “What should we do?”


    “What I said.” He gestured with his chin to the man at eleven o’clock. “We wait.”

  




  
    Chapter Ten


    The hula dancers performed for about thirty minutes and not one of them managed to catch on fire. Shame. Tyke half hoped it would happen—just a tiny flame—to make this event more entertaining. When they were done, a DJ came out and started playing Top 40, suck-ass pop music. The DJ said a kid named Justin Beeby or Justin Baby was singing, and for as high as his voice sounded, that’s exactly what he could’ve been. The crowd loved it, though. Nearly everyone was on their feet, moving and grooving to the terrible, electronic beat.


    Even Kenna was out there, shaking her ass and smiling. She danced with a few different people—Estelle, Sam, and Tracy. Kenna was the most vibrant one out there. With that shiny red hair and those curves, she looked like a fire goddess.


    When she saw him watching her, she waved him over.


    Nah. He shook his head. He wasn’t a dancer. With arms and legs as long as his, it was tough to move in a coordinated manner. Plus, he’d much rather stand back and watch her.


    That tune ended, and then it happened.


    The DJ changed course and played a slow song.


    Their song.


    The one she’d picked for their wedding. The wedding that never happened.


    Out of all the songs over the last five decades, how in the hell could the DJ pick that one?


    The first few bars played, and it was like an emotional shock into their past. In that moment, Tyke must’ve been dying—or at least at death’s door—because everything he’d ever experienced with Kenna flashed before his eyes. The first time she smiled at him. Their first date at that ice cream shop. The time they’d made out in the parking lot instead of going into the movie theater. The night he’d slid her mother’s sapphire ring on her finger when she agreed to marry him. The next morning, at the airport in his fatigues shipping off to basic training. The accident in Iraq. The irreversible prognosis from the doctor. Kenna’s beautiful, angelic face coming into his mind when he realized he wouldn’t be able to go home to her.


    Her gaze was still on him, and when the music registered, her smile lengthened and a look of longing set in. Goddamn, when she looked at him like that…he’d do anything for her. Anything.


    Some people on the dance floor paired off. Those without partners moved to stand on the outside, watching. Kenna stayed where she was, smack in the middle of the dance floor, her eyes pleading with him.


    It would be so easy to go to her. To hold her in his arms and not let go. To imagine what their future could hold. They could have a fresh start.


    But like the pussy he was, he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t give her what she wanted. He never could.


    “Fuck. I can’t do this.” He turned away, not bothering to picture her broken expression. He’d envisioned it enough over the last twelve years that it was ingrained in his brain forever.


    He flew away from the dance floor, brushing right past a waiter with a beer in his outstretched arm. Tyke reached the tables where a few people were still seated. Of course he met Estelle’s questioning face first. “Bryan?”


    He ignored her and kept going.


    “You okay, man?” Ash jogged next to him.


    “I’m good. Just gotta go.”


    His friend gripped Tyke’s arm, forcing him to a stop.


    “Let. Me. Go.”


    Cooper’s face got up in Tyke’s. “Stop and think for a second. You sure you wanna do this?”


    Tyke shrugged out of Ash’s hold.


    “You better be one hundred percent certain when you leave this time.” Ash had a purposeful set to his jaw as he turned his head to look back at the dance floor.


    “Fuck you, man.” He followed his friend’s gaze. “I’m sure—”


    Kenna was in someone else’s arms. Another man was holding her close and singing into her ear. She swayed in sync with his body to the song she should be sharing with Tyke.


    And that other man was suspect number two.


    …


    Tyke went back to the bar, his gaze locked on Kenna. She was smiling, seeming to enjoy herself, and he told himself he could do it. He could keep his eyes on her and not feel anything.


    It was complete and utter bullshit.


    He wanted nothing more than to pounce on the man, rip him away from Kenna, and then drag her back to Tyke’s room like the barbarian he was. But what would be an amazing night of sex would only lead to disappointment later on.


    She’d want more. Something permanent. A stable family. A house full of kids. And he couldn’t give her that. After his accident, he was half the man he used to be. Half the man she deserved. He wasn’t going to give her false hope of a future she’d only hate him for later on.


    So he continued to stare at her.


    The man she danced with was Michael Tucker. Some advertising executive friend of Cassandra’s. Truthfully, he looked like a wiener. Pressed shirt tucked into his khaki shorts. Leather slip-on shoes. Dark hair perfectly gelled. He stood erect like someone jammed a fishing pole up his ass. Guy probably waxed his balls, too.


    “So you decided to stay,” Ash said next to him.


    “Yeah, so?” Tyke said, not bothering to face his friend.


    “Seems significant, that’s all.”


    That made Bryan swing a look at Ash. “Significant? Who the fuck are you? Dr. Phil? What’s significant about me coming to the bar and getting another drink?”


    Ash glanced at him sidelong. “You can drink in your room.”


    True. But then his mind would wander into dangerous territory.


    Without giving much of a shit, he slid a look back at Kenna. Michael was leaning in to whisper into her ear. She threw her head back and laughed at whatever the pinhead said. His hands inched from her waist down to her hips. His mouth traveled back to her ear again, where he said something else. When the guy pulled back, whatever he said made Kenna’s eyes glitter and lips curl.


    Tyke’s fist tightened around his beer bottle. He brought his attention back to Ash, and his friend’s raised eyebrows suggested he’d come to some sort of conclusion.


    “What?” Tyke barked.


    Ash’s shoulders lifted and dropped. “Not really sure why you’re being such a pussy right now.”


    “And I’m not sure why you’re over here spouting bullshit at me when you should be over there with your fiancée.”


    Ash drank a large guzzle from his beer. “You know what? You’re right. It’s not like you’ll listen to common sense anyway, you stubborn son of a bitch.”


    “Son of a—” Tyke sputtered. “There’s more going on here than you realize.”


    “Yeah, I’m getting that.”


    “I don’t think you are, Coop.”


    “Nah,” his friend said. “I am. Loud and clear. Enjoy holding up this bar by yourself tonight while the rest of us go back to our rooms with someone.”


    Before Tyke could go back at him, Ash spun and cut across the sand toward Samantha.


    Like the masochist that he was, Tyke looked at Kenna. She and Michael were closer together, his hands moving up and down her back, each time getting lower and lower, hovering just above the swell of her ass. She didn’t seem bothered by Michael’s touch. In fact, based on the way she swayed her hips against him, she seemed to enjoy it.


    But she couldn’t. Could she? Michael wasn’t her type. She liked men who were rough around the edges. This one was too slick. Too rehearsed. Too generic in his advances.


    Kenna liked a man who took control. Possessed her. Pushed her body beyond its limits.


    Yeah, she didn’t want that guy. She was just getting back at Tyke for his dick move with their song. Plus, she was trying to see if Michael was their thief. Yeah, two birds with one stone kinda thing. ’Cause if she was attracted to this douche, then Tyke was going to put a stop to that shit pronto.


    Michael Tucker could be dangerous. That was all. Tyke just didn’t want her getting too close to a potential psychopath.


    The dance ended, and they held hands back to Michael’s table. On the way, Michael flipped a twenty between two fingers to a passing waiter. A few moments later, the waiter came back with a low glass of amber liquid and a tall glass of white wine.


    Ha. First mistake, dick weed. At least let the woman order her own drink.


    Kenna hated white wine. She used to say wine wasn’t worth drinking unless it was red, dry, and full-bodied.


    Just as Tyke expected, she gave a half-assed smile as she took the glass from Michael. Lifting it to her mouth, she sipped before giving a small, unenthused nod of approval.


    Michael was back at her ear again, probably whispering some played-out crap about how hot she was and how bad he wanted to take her back to his room.


    She placed the glass on the table in front of her and nodded more enthusiastically. Even batted her eyelashes. Her eyelashes. Michael’s expression said he’d just won the lottery without buying a ticket.


    Hand in hand, the pair turned from the table and maneuvered toward the exit.


    Oh, hell no.


    Tyke dropped his bottle onto the bar, leaving it half full, and headed in their direction. He caught up to them in seconds, staying close enough to hear what they said without tipping off that they had a tail.


    “So where’s your room?” Michael asked in a rough bedroom voice that made Tyke’s insides clench so hard he almost seized.


    She told him she overlooked the pool, which was a load of bull. She faced the ocean. She always requested it when they’d go on vacation. She loved opening the windows and letting the breeze drift in. She used to say it helped her sleep better. Tyke, on the other hand, slept for shit because he sweated all night from the hot, salty fucking air.


    Ah, the memories.


    Tyke crept up the adjacent path, trailing slightly behind them. He overheard her say, “I’d prefer your room, if you don’t mind.” There was an awkward pause where the guy seemed like he might argue, so she said, “You said it has a beautiful view of the garden. I’ve been imagining opening the windows and allowing the soft floral scent to drift over me as I’m lying in bed.”


    Oh, what the fuck ever. Now Tyke knew she was playing the guy. She hated plants. All of them. Even flowers that put off “soft floral scents.” She was obviously planning to scope out the guy’s room for the missing items, and Tyke couldn’t let her do that. If Michael was the one who had stolen from wedding guests, and then he realized what Kenna was up to, who knows how he would react. Uh-uh. Not happening.


    Tyke picked up his pace, cutting around the fountain to decrease his travel time in half. He entered the lobby and was standing by the bank of elevators with a hotel pamphlet covering his face as they approached.


    “Stay right here,” Michael whispered. “I’m going to order something special for us.”


    Tyke peered over the paper to see Michael lean in for a kiss, but she turned and gave him her cheek. Probably to ease the blow, she cupped his cheek and said, “Be quick, okay?”


    Tyke didn’t bother holding off an eye roll.


    Once Michael was a few feet away, chatting with a dark-skinned man in a hotel uniform at the Guest Services desk, Tyke reached around the corner and yanked Kenna to him. He spun so her back was against the wall, and he enveloped her. From his angle no one would be able to see Kenna behind Tyke’s large body.


    “What’s the matter with you?” she screeched in a hushed tone. “You’re going to blow my cover!”


    “Your cover?” he snapped. “You don’t have a cover!”


    “As far as Michael is concerned, I do.”


    Nerves grabbed hold of him and bit down with razor-sharp teeth. He couldn’t ever remember a time in his life—maybe once when he first shipped out to basic training—that he felt like this. Fear. He didn’t like the feeling one bit. “I’m not letting you do this.”


    “It’s not up to you.” The desperate look she gave cut right through him. “I have to know.”


    He leaned in, his stomach brushing her rib cage. His hands landed on the wall behind her, caging her in as he softened his voice. “Look, I know you’re pissed at me for earlier. But please don’t do this.”


    “Being pissed at you has nothing to do with getting my mom’s ring back.”


    He scrubbed his face. A million possessive thoughts sped through his brain. He knew she wasn’t going to actually sleep with the guy. But even the thought of her in another man’s room made his pulse quicken.


    “Do you have a plan?” he asked.


    She shrugged as if going back to a potentially dangerous man’s room was no big deal. “I figured I’d wing it once I got in there. I mean, his room can’t be that big. I’ll just look around.”


    Tyke was already shaking his head. “You’re not doing this.”


    Her gaze hardened. “Try and stop me.”


    He chewed on her words, knowing that when Kenna set her mind to something there was no stopping her.


    He looked over his shoulder at Michael, who seemed to be finishing up his conversation.


    What if he really was their guy? What if they could end this tonight? They could get her mom’s ring back. Claire’s watch. Estelle’s brooch. And make sure the guy never stole anything again.


    And you can finally give Kenna what she deserves—an apology. Closure.


    “Goddamn it.” Tyke pulled his cell phone out of his pocket. “Call me. I’ll leave it on so I can hear everything that goes go.” He pulled an extra key to his room out next. “When you’re done, meet me in my room so we can debrief.”


    She eyed the phone and key with an unsure expression. “Michael’s door will automatically lock once it’s closed. How would you be able to save me if something happens?”


    “Easy. I’ll break the fucking thing down.”

  




  
    Chapter Eleven


    He was one of the suspects, and she was in his room. Getting this far, close enough to retrieve her mother’s ring, sent her excitement soaring. With each step forward into the room, she tried to slow her breathing. Calm down. She’d never get it back if she blew this lie right now.


    In an attempt to steady herself, she skated her hand over the smooth wood surface of the dresser. Then along the soft cotton sheets on the bed. She kept her small bag open and across her shoulder, cell phone on as Bear had instructed. The fact that Bryan was listening in gave her the confidence to see this thing through.


    Kenna didn’t see any of the stolen items out in the open. Which meant she’d have to search for them.


    But where and how? Now she regretted her stubbornness in pushing Bryan’s help away. He’d probably know exactly where to look. She lowered her hand to where her phone rested inside. She needed to distract Michael enough so she could talk with Bryan and search the room.


    Michael came up behind her, standing close enough that she could feel his arousal against her backside. He bent to kiss her shoulder, working his way up the column of her neck to her jaw. He tried nudging her face toward him, but she stepped forward and turned around.


    “So,” she said. “This is a nice room.”


    “It’s even nicer now that you’re in it.”


    She held off a groan. Bear heard that played-out line and was most likely laughing right now.


    Michael placed a hand at the base of her spine and pulled her toward him. “So how do you want to do this?”


    Spotting a bottle of pinot on the cabinet across the room, she beelined for it. “Why don’t we get to know each other a little more first?” She lifted the bottle with a grin.


    His expression slipped, showing disappointment, before he recovered. “Sure.” He took the bottle from her and opened a drawer by the windows, pulling out an opener and two goblets.


    Keeping her distance, she walked the room. He came up behind her and kissed her bare shoulder again, making her jump slightly. A glass of red wine came into view, and she snatched it as if it was her savior.


    Michael placed his hand in hers and pulled her with him to the bed. He tugged, and she collapsed next to him, nearly landing in his lap. Scooting a few inches away, she readjusted herself and cleared her throat.


    “You seem anxious,” Michael said, sliding a thick piece of her hair over her shoulder.


    “Not at all.” She worked to not recoil from his touch. Michael’s fingers were soft and smooth across her skin. He had the hands of a man who crunched numbers all day. There wasn’t anything wrong with that, but it wasn’t her kind of man. She liked someone who wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty. A man whose fingers were rough and callused from manual labor. Someone who could handle anything at a moment’s notice. No matter the situation. Michael seemed like the type who was really good at calling someone else to do the dirty work.


    He deposited his drink on the nearby table, then tried to take her glass from her while leaning his face close to hers.


    “Mmmm, this wine is sooo good,” she said, gently pulling it back and taking another drink.


    His face fell, and he settled next to her, brushing his knuckles down her arm.


    “You smell so good,” he said, nudging his nose in the crook of her neck. “What perfume are you wearing?”


    “None,” she said, trying not to notice the fact that he wore way too much. A very distinct scent of sweet vinegar and lemon. It was giving her a headache.


    “Oh.” He froze. “Well, it must just be the essence of you. I’m addicted to it.”


    She closed her eyes and held off another groan. Yep, Bear would’ve heard that generic line, too.


    She couldn’t stall all night, she knew that. So it was time to put her plan into action. Mission: Get Michael Out of the Room commence.


    He continued to root in her neck, so she braced an arm behind her on the bed and leaned away from him. “You know what I could really go for right now?”


    “What’s that?” Michael smirked with hidden meaning behind the expression.


    Definitely not that, buddy.


    “A hot shower.” She tried to make it sound more sexual than she’d meant. Not the most thought-out plan, but it was something. Hopefully she could keep him in the bathroom long enough to find something incriminating.


    His eyes widened slowly, and his smirk turned into a full-watt grin. He was on his feet in seconds, bringing her with him, nearly making her spill her wine. She righted her glass just in time. Thank goodness. That would’ve been a waste of decent wine.


    She lifted her chin as she downed another healthy mouthful of wine, then placed the glass on the table beside his. “Want to get the water ready? I’ll be in shortly.”


    Michael hurried into the bathroom.


    Kenna reached into her purse and pulled her phone out, holding it at her side.


    “Almost ready?” Michael peered around the doorway.


    She walked to the bathroom door and glided a finger down the bridge of his nose. “Go ahead and get in. I’m just getting myself ready for you.” His eyes showed impatience before she closed the door. And she winced. Getting herself ready for him? God, this was embarrassing.


    Sounds of Michael getting into the shower, then “Ready when you are!”


    “Yeah, yeah,” she mumbled to herself. “Coming!” she said loud enough for his benefit.


    Propping her phone between her shoulder and ear, she whispered, “If you were a bad guy and you wanted to hide something in your hotel room, where would you put it?”


    “In the safe,” Bear’s tense voice came back. “But if he’s smart, it’s gonna be locked.”


    Worth a try. She opened the closet and turned the small black handle on the door of the safe. “Yep, locked.”


    “Check all the drawers and under the bed.”


    Kenna pulled the drawers open, one by one, and upon finding them empty, she shut them and moved onto the next. She got down on her hands and knees, and using the phone’s screen for light, she looked under the bed.


    “Nothing,” she said. “I don’t see anything.”


    “Luggage,” Bear said. “Where’s his luggage?”


    “Good idea.”


    She went back to the closet—


    “Kenna?” Michael said, and then the shhh of the shower door opening.


    Shit!


    She pushed the bathroom door open and peeked around with just her shoulder, neck, and head. With her strapless dress, it made it look like she wasn’t wearing anything.


    “Yeah, stud?”


    He had soap in his hair that dripped down the side of his head. Thankfully, the steam in the room saved her from getting a full frontal view of his goods. “There you are. I thought you’d left. Come on in. The water’s fine.” He waggled his eyebrows.


    “Yep,” she said. “Just taking off my very slinky, barely there undies.” She spun, pulling the door closed behind her.


    She rested her back against the door and put the phone back to her ear. Undies? God almighty, what was wrong with her?


    “Barely there undies?” Bear said with a smirk in his tone.


    “Shut up.”


    Stepping forward, she slid the closet door open and pulled his luggage out, quickly unzipping the two suitcases to search inside.


    Empty.


    Empty.


    Empty.


    Damn it.


    “Nothing,” she said in a hushed screech, heart racing. “I don’t see anything! It’s not here!”


    “Your assignment’s over,” Bear said. “Get the hell out of there. Now.”


    “But—” Kenna hesitated to do another sweep of the room. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other. She must have missed something. The items had to be here. This might be her last chance. She had to—


    “Kenna?” Michael said. “Kenna, come on. I’m getting all pruney.”


    Right. Time to go.


    “I’m sorry, Michael,” she shouted as she passed the bathroom. “You’re nice, but I can’t do this!”


    She ripped the entry door open and dashed down the hallway toward the elevators.


    Once the gold doors opened, she threw herself inside and wilted against the wall, waiting for the quick jolt of gravity. Despair hit her sharp and fast. That sham was for nothing. And despite the fact that Michael had sex on the mind, he still seemed like a genuinely okay guy. A bit ordinary in his advances, but she couldn’t hold that against him. He was decent. Deep down she knew Michael wasn’t the thief. So now she felt doubly bad for thinking he was and for leading him on when she’d had no intention of going through with it.


    She was no closer to finding her mom’s ring than she was before.


    Despair gave way to helplessness, which quickly morphed into anger. If she couldn’t control getting her ring back, she needed to blame someone for it. And the easiest target at the moment was the man who caused her to lose the ring in the first place. The man she was starting to have feelings for again. Starting to trust again.


    Trust. Trust wasn’t something she freely gave anymore. Bryan had shown her how detrimental it could be. When she relinquished control, when she gave him the reins and let him guide her future, she ended up with nothing but disappointment and a broken heart.


    If Bryan had come home all those years ago like he’d promised, that ring would’ve been safely on her finger and unavailable to steal. Sure, it wouldn’t have stopped Claire’s watch or Estelle’s brooch from being taken, but at least Kenna could help find those items with a clearer head.


    Instead, Claire and Estelle would lose out anyway. And Kenna would have to leave this island without her most precious piece of jewelry—the final goodbye to not only her late mother, but also to Bear.


    He’d done this to her.


    …


    Tyke paced the carpet in his suite, waiting for the sound of Kenna approaching. He’d opened the door twice already and looked down the hall. He continued pacing. Walked out onto the patio, gazed out at the ocean, listened to the sound of the waves crashing, then came back in and paced some more.


    His room was on the ninth floor; Michael’s room was on the sixth. The wait for her to travel three floors was excruciating. The image of her in another man’s room—making sexual promises, no matter how fake—was more than he could process. Thinking about Michael touching her. His lips on her. Tyke had heard more lips smacking onto skin than he cared to.


    His hands curled into fists as he stomped across the room. He opened the mini fridge, looked in, but couldn’t focus enough to see what was inside, so he slammed the thing closed.


    Finally, he heard someone sliding the card into the door and then the handle clicking open.


    She walked in and he released a long breath.


    Thank Christ.


    Without acknowledging him, Kenna dropped her bag onto the dresser closest to the door and then walked across the room, sliding the door open to the balcony. Once outside, she leaned on the railing with folded arms, her head falling forward and shoulders lifting up and down on deep breaths.


    He followed her out, resting back against the glass door. “You did good tonight. You were smart and kept your cool.”


    “Gee, thanks,” she said, not turning.


    He pushed to stand. “I’m serious. I was impressed.”


    She snorted. “Because that was my main focus. To impress you.”


    His jaw locked down, and he worked hard not to lash out at her. It was their thing. Going at each other like a pack of rabid dogs. She’d say something sarcastic, and then he’d go back at her with something hurtful. He knew she was frustrated at not finding the missing items, so he was trying to be patient.


    But he was Tyke, and his patience only went so far.


    “Kenna,” he said, moving toward her, stopping just before making contact.


    She whirled and shoved him in his chest. “I don’t belong to you anymore. Get that through your big head, okay?”


    He stumbled back a step. “What the hell are you—?”


    “You don’t have the right to make me feel this way,” she went on, her eyes blazing. “You’re the one who didn’t come back, remember? Not me.”


    He touched his chest to hers. “I know what the hell I did. You don’t have to keep reminding me.”


    “Yes, I do!” she shouted into the dark night. “Because you don’t listen!”


    “I don’t listen?” He let out a sharp laugh. “Look in the mirror, sweetheart. You’re the one who went traipsing into some other man’s room with the pretense of sex.”


    Her mouth dropped open. “Traipsing? You’ve got a lot of nerve, Bryan. If you hadn’t…” She slammed her lips together. “Maybe I wouldn’t have had to be in another man’s room if you hadn’t…if you hadn’t…” She looked away, her jaw working.


    “If I hadn’t what?” he said, bringing his face closer to her level. “Go ahead. Say it. What did I do this time?” He’ll just add it to the list.


    “I had to do it,” she bit out, ignoring his question. She was staring to her left at the vast expanse of darkness. A few faint glows from some of the resort activities below illuminated the outline of her face. When she brought her gaze back to him, her eyes were hard and unwavering. It was turning him on, watching that fire ignite and burn out of control. “I had to go to Michael’s room. I had to act like I was interested in him. My ring is gone, and I need to do whatever I can to get it back. Whatever it takes.”


    He brushed the backs of his fingers down her cheek. In a rasp, he said, “I told you I’ll handle it. I’m gonna get it back for you.”


    She let out a dark chuckle. “Like I’m going to trust you to keep your word.”


    His hand dropped. How the hell was he supposed to prove to her that in this instance she could trust him? He was going to come through for her. He might’ve failed her in the past, but just this once he was going to make things right.


    “Kenna, I know it goes against your naturally stubborn-ass nature, but please. I’m begging you. This is what I’m good at. Let me do it. Let me make this right for you.” He paused. “I have to make this right.”


    She blinked a few times, her gaze thawing to blue liquid as she digested what he’d said.


    Come on. Give in.


    “I…I can’t,” she said almost to herself. “I can’t. I have to do this. It’s up to me. I went into Michael’s room on my own, and I’ll do anything else I have to on my own.”


    “Don’t torture me like that anymore,” he said, jealousy rising again.


    She started, her eyes displaying her surprise. “What?”


    “Don’t do that again,” he repeated. “It was complete torture. Knowing where you were and who you were with, not being able to do anything but listen. The sounds of another man touching you. Putting his mouth on you. It took everything I had not to march in there and break his fucking neck.”


    Kenna swallowed, but she didn’t look away.


    “Worse,” he went on, heat beginning to course through him. “I started picturing me in that room with you.” He ran a hand down her side, gripped her thigh, and hoisted it up over his hip.


    Her breath hitched.


    “Everything,” he said in a strangled voice. “I remember every goddamn sound you used to make when I touched you. It fucking haunts me every time I close my eyes.”


    He spun them so her back was against the glass door. He pulled her other leg up around him and stepped into her spread legs, covering her with his body. He dipped his mouth to her throat, running his tongue along the warm, bare skin, giving him the satisfaction of hearing her quick inhale.


    “Bryan,” she breathed, gripping his shirt like she was ready to rip it off.


    “This,” he growled. “This was what I was doing to you. Not him. Me.”


    “W-what else?” she said. “What else did you do to me?”


    He grabbed hold of the tangles at her mid-back and tugged. Her chin flew up and her back arched off the door, exposing the rest of her neck. He took full advantage, working his way up with his teeth and tongue.


    She locked her legs and writhed her core against him.


    Pulling back slightly, he cupped one of her breasts over her dress. “Now these…these are a hell of a lot bigger than I remember.” He kneaded her through the fabric, but it wasn’t enough. Forcing her strapless dress down toward her stomach, he coaxed her tits from the tight hold. They fell out, heavy and full. They were his for the taking. He roughly played with one nipple, which was now at full alert. Squeezing her breast, he tipped it up and sucked the ever-loving fuck out of the thing.


    Kenna groaned loud and forceful, which sent his desire into overload. Goddamn, he missed that sound.


    Bracing an arm under her ass, he reached between them, searching for what he knew would be his undoing. One quick slide of his fingers against her heat, and she gasped. He wanted more. A hell of a lot more.


    Tyke wrapped his fist around the front of her panties, feeling the smooth, silky skin underneath, and gave the skimpy fabric a forceful tug. It shredded in his hands and fell to the balcony floor beneath his feet.


    When he touched her without any barrier, feeling her wet and ready for him, it made him so hard he didn’t think he’d ever find release. He couldn’t. He’d been this way from the moment he’d left, and he’d continue this way for the rest of his life. Only with Kenna. She was his ruin.


    “Bryan,” she said, her voice soft and pleading. “Oh God, Bryan.” Grabbing at the hem of his shirt, she jerked it upward.


    “Forget it.” He sure as hell wasn’t taking either hand away from her to help get the shirt off.


    “But I want to see you,” she whimpered. “Touch you.”


    “You wanna touch something? Here. This is what I need you to touch.” He pulled back enough to pop the button of his shorts and lower the zipper. His erection sprang out of his pants, and with the way she started working herself against him, it landed just right to ignite his climb.


    She moaned as she slid along his shaft in long, fluid motions.


    He closed his eyes and dropped his forehead to her shoulder. Fuck. He wasn’t even inside her yet, and he was ready to blow.


    “Kenna,” he said, clamping a hand onto her full hip. “Slow down.”


    “No.” She reached for his dick and lifted herself up, trying to seat herself on him. “I…I want…I don’t know. Just do it.” Her voice was wild. Frantic.


    He wanted her. More than anything. He needed the release, and he wanted to be the one to give her one. But not like this. Not because he was jealous out of his mind and because she was desperate to forget.


    They had a shit ton of baggage and sleeping together tonight wouldn’t do anything to solve that. If anything, it would make it worse. She deserved not to be screwed over. He’d done that enough for one lifetime.


    He stopped moving and loosened his hold on her ass. After a few seconds, she got the message and stopped, too.


    She glanced at him with a confused expression. “What is it?”


    “Kenna…”


    She must’ve seen something extinguish in his eyes, because hers hardened and her lips pinched. She wiggled against him, which didn’t do anything to help his hard-on die. He let her drop, and once on her feet, she looked up at him and cracked her palm across his cheek. “Fuck you.”


    Kenna stomped into the room, slamming the glass door closed behind her.


    He stood on the balcony, dick hanging out of his pants, staring after her.


    He’d lost his head. Coming on to her. Touching her. Then slamming on the brakes, which probably wasn’t the smartest move. But he couldn’t think clearly around her.


    He wanted Kenna. He shouldn’t. He didn’t have the right. But damn if he could convince himself otherwise. Fuck, what he wouldn’t give to go back in time. Back to when she was his. Back before all the shit. Before fate threw him a curveball of epic proportions.


    Before 9/11 hit, and he suddenly felt patriotic and wanted to do something about it. So he’d enlisted. Wasn’t until he was overseas, fighting for a cause he didn’t understand, getting sent on missions he didn’t agree with that he realized the error in his ways. He’d promised Kenna he’d come back to her. They’d start their life together.


    But then his convoy was blown up. The docs gave him the bad news. And suddenly, everything they’d planned had evaporated around him. Poof. Gone. So he decided to walk. To give her the chance to lead a full and fulfilling life. Without him.


    And when this week was over, he was going to have to do it again. He’d have to leave her knowing that no matter how bad it hurt, it would be nothing compared to the agony of knowing if she stayed with him, he’d never give her the one thing in the world she always wanted: a family.

  




  
    Chapter Twelve


    Kenna lay in the barely warm water of the porcelain tub, eyes closed, hand still between her legs. The internal vibrations hadn’t stopped yet, so she let them ride out, trying to relish in the glow of satisfaction. But she wasn’t satisfied. Not even close. She’d just gotten herself off a second time in the bathroom she was sharing with Bear, and she wasn’t any closer to being over him.


    After the incident on the balcony—where she was ready to have him right there in the open—and then he’d stopped, she marched in and decided to relax in the bath. Well, relaxing meant not being frustrated. And in order for her not to be frustrated, she needed to relieve some stress.


    Her stomach cramped at the thought of how many times she’d done this over the past decade. How many times she’d imagined his hands on her. His mouth. It’s the only way she could get herself off.


    Thinking about Bear doing to her what he pleased.


    She was out of her mind for him. She needed him. And he’d stopped her. Turned down sex with her. The embarrassment was harsh enough, but it was the shot to her ego that really hurt. What was wrong with her that he’d not only left her all those years ago, but now he didn’t want to sleep with her, either?


    They used to have such hot sex back in the day. Wild, crazy, uninhibited sex. There wasn’t anything they hadn’t tried. She was comfortable with Bear, and he was comfortable with her.


    And yet he must not have been as comfortable as she thought. Or there was something about her he didn’t want.


    She sank down into the water, immersing her whole head. When she came back up, wiping the soapy water from her eyes, she decided she wasn’t going to let it bother her anymore. She wasn’t going to hold onto something that wasn’t there. She thought she’d seen a glimmer of hope that there was something between them. A spark of what used to be. He was fighting so hard to help her solve the thefts. She could’ve sworn he was doing it because he still cared for her. Might even want her back. This could be his way to prove he was a changed man.


    Of course, it would be in her worst interest to think they could give it another go. But that didn’t stop her heart from hoping.


    But if he could turn away from her that easily, then she was wrong.


    A loud knock sounded on the other side of the door.


    “You didn’t drown, did you?” Bryan said from the other side. “How long you gonna be? I gotta get in there.”


    She didn’t respond.


    “Kenna?”


    Still nothing.


    “Seriously,” he said. “Answer me.”


    “Give me a minute.” Kenna flipped the faucet to turn the hot water on and pulled the plug to drain the water. Standing, she lifted the nob on the wall so water rained down from the showerhead.


    She tilted her head back, letting the hot water flow down her hair and back. The gentle pelting sensation was oddly soothing as it massaged her tension. Tension she still couldn’t seem to squash.


    Spinning, she pulled the showerhead attachment down from the wall and guided the spray over her body—her breasts, hips, and stomach. Before getting to her thighs, she stopped midway, letting the consistent tap of water hit her where her ache persisted. Using her other hand, she opened herself to the spray, breathing a sigh of contentment as her tension began to build again—that incessant, never-ending reminder that Bear had left his mark where no other man could cure.


    She needed release.


    She caressed the spot, using the dual stimulation to give her what she needed again.


    “Mmm,” she moaned, eyes closing. “Just like that, Bear. Just like that.”


    Her hips pressed forward and back, her body needing it harder and faster. Rougher. The way he used to give it to her. She increased the pressure, but it wasn’t enough.


    Turning the dial on the showerhead, the flow of water immediately kicked up in intensity, hammering against her in the most delicious, erotic way.


    “Oh.” She clenched her teeth, trying not to cry out. Holding it back only heightened her pleasure. “Yes. Just. Like. That.”


    Her core clenched. Her breasts ached. She was so close.


    That’s when a sharp intake of air sounded from the other side of the bathroom.


    She shrieked and released the showerhead. It dropped and clattered onto the tub, spraying water all over the room. Slamming a hand on the nozzle, she quickly turned the water off.


    Bryan stood in the doorway staring at her with an expression of surprise that quickly morphed into extreme hunger. His hot-as-hell gaze coasted down her wet body from head to feet and back up. He stopped between her legs, staring as he licked his lips.


    A small shudder rolled over her at the memory of how amazing it felt when he touched her there an hour ago.


    “What are you doing?” she shrieked. “I said I needed a minute!”


    He brought his gaze up to hers briefly. “Keep going.”


    She swallowed and glanced around the room.


    “If you get that fucking hot imagining me touching you, then go on. Get yourself off.”


    She sniffed out a breath. “I’m fine. It was nothing. I was just—”


    “Bullshit.” He stepped into the room, kicking the door closed behind him.


    Her heart zapped to attention, ramping up her pulse. The climb that had been building before he barged in was still there, waiting for release. She was dying for it.


    Bear’s hands landed on her hips where he hoisted her out of the tub, sitting her on the edge, facing him. He pressed her legs wide and stared down at her.


    “Do it,” he said, eyes ablaze. “Finish yourself off.”


    “I… No, I…I don’t need…”


    “I’ll get you started.” Without any warning, he inserted two fingers into her, forcing out that cry she’d been smothering. The muscles in his biceps worked as he drove in and out. Using his thumb, he circled her until she sighed and closed her eyes. Yep, that did it. She was building again, that quick.


    He pulled his fingers away from her, making her whimper.


    “Now, do it,” he said in a low, steely voice. “You were right there. I could feel it. Give yourself the release.”


    Torture. It was absolute, blessed torture. She needed the relief. She was on the ledge, hanging over in search of freedom.


    Fine. She’d give him what he wanted, only because it was going to give her what she needed. If he wasn’t going to get her off, then she’d show him exactly what he’d been missing all these years. She’d remind him how it looked when she let go.


    Kenna took a deep fortifying breath and slid a finger down her core, opening herself up to him.


    He grunted with approval.


    Circling the spot she’d touched before, she inserted two fingers from her other hand and began to work in tandem, hitting the areas she knew all too well for the quickest, most powerful finale.


    His nostrils flared as he watched her, his own hand skimming down his body. He cupped himself on the outside of his shorts, gripping hard. He bit his lower lip. “Fuck, Kenna. You’re even more beautiful right now.”


    Yes, and he’d chosen for her to satisfy herself, so she was going to make the most of it. Later, he could get himself off three times in row like she’d had to do. See how he liked that.


    She pointed her toes and widened her legs, giving him an even more personal view. It wasn’t going to take long. Between his intense expression and the pressure she was administering on herself, it was a perfect combination for a massive explosion.


    He groaned, long and guttural. And he lowered his zipper. Pulling himself out of his shorts, he used his large hand to clutch his erection. Sliding slow and purposeful down his length, he focused on her hands.


    Maybe this was what she’d needed. Not just imagining Bear with her, but him actually being here, showing her how much she affected him. He might’ve turned down sex earlier, but if he didn’t want her right now, he was a damn good actor. His skin was flush. Muscles taut. That male instinct to jump her and finish her off was barely contained. She reveled in the anticipation that he might pull her against him, turn her around, and drive into her.


    But he wouldn’t. That’s not how this game worked. He would watch, and she would obey. Only this time, he wouldn’t take her again afterward like they used to. No, they would watch each other get off, and then she would walk out on him, like he’d walked out on her.


    There it was. The ascent. It was starting to peak, so she pressed harder, driving her fingers into herself, and moaning loudly. She’d never been quiet during sex, and she wasn’t going to start now.


    “Bear,” she said. “I need you so bad right now.” She worked herself faster. Damn, she wanted him after this. All of him. Inside her.


    “Let me see it.” Bear growled, and his eyes illuminated. His chest heaved quick, deep breaths. The hand on his cock was thrusting as fast as she was pumping herself.


    “Do it,” he said, his voice tight. “Come, Kenna.”


    Just as he grunted, and his hand stopped its motion, his stomach pulling in tight, she let go. She flew over the edge, the powerful release she’d been waiting for since he’d left finally overtaking her. Her breath caught in her lungs. Her eyes darkened at the corners. Her muscles stiffened and then relaxed.


    It was the most satisfaction she’d had in years. And he hadn’t even touched her.


    


    She’d just finished drying her hair and applying a quick coat of mascara when Bryan appeared in the bathroom doorway. This time she was fully clothed.


    They’d been silent when they went to bed, both facing opposite directions, neither broaching the subject of what they’d done. Which was fine by her. She didn’t need his words. Not anymore. So she’d woken up, showered, and was getting herself ready for the day. Hopefully with the busy schedule ahead of them, she could stay occupied.


    Bryan leaned against the doorjamb and crossed his arms, looking at her through the mirror. “I feel like I should apologize.”


    “For what?”


    “Last night.”


    “Don’t,” she said. “That was the best release I’ve had in—”


    “Not that. For what happened on the balcony.”


    “Oh,” she said, sobering immediately. “No biggie. It’s over. I got what I wanted, so…” She shrugged.


    “Did you?” His expression turned probing.


    “Yeah.” She’d gotten off. That’s what she’d needed at that moment.


    He let out a sigh. “Kenna, we’re never going to be like we were. We can’t.”


    She placed the mascara wand on the counter and turned to face him. “What does that mean?”


    Bear ran a hand over the crown of his long hair, tucking a few stray strands behind his ear. “There’s stuff you don’t understand. I’m not the same guy I was. I can’t… It’s not possible for me to…” He blew out a breath and shook his head. “Look, it’s just best if we get through the rest of this week without any expectations, okay?”


    Expectations? Of what?


    She didn’t have any expectations after he rejected her so easily last night. Sure, they’d gotten off in front of each other, but it wasn’t like he’d been the one to finish her off.


    She shrugged. “Fine with me.”


    He blinked a few times in rapid succession. “It is?”


    She picked up the wand and turned back to the mirror, applying a final coat of mascara to her top lashes. “Yep. Totally fine.”


    “Oh.” He rocked back on his heels and placed his hands into his shorts pockets. “I just thought the other night with the dance…when I walked away…and, you know, out on the balcony…and then you told me you wanted me while you got yourself off… I just figured you’d think…well, maybe you’d assume, you know, the way you reacted it was like you wanted more from me.”


    She had. Or at least thought she had.


    But if she concentrated on what mattered most—her mother’s ring—then she wouldn’t have any more stupid fantasies about the two of them giving it another go. The only thing from her past she cared to retrieve was that sapphire.


    “Nope,” she said. “All good.”


    And for the first time in a long while, she meant it. All was good. The only thing that would make it better was if she could persuade Bear to offer his services a few more times before this week was over. It would be nice to store up her reserve while she could before those extra lonely nights at home.


    Ah, what the hell.


    “In fact…” She tucked her makeup away and zipped the bag closed. “I have a proposition for you.”


    His face went guarded. “And that is?”


    “No expectations.”


    He blinked a few times, his posture rigid. “I don’t understand.”


    “Since we can’t be together—or be like we used to, as you put it—but it appears we both have pent-up aggression we need to release, it would only make sense for us to get some of it out of our systems.”


    More blinking and rigidness, but a spark of interest ignited in his gaze. “I’m confused. You can’t be saying what I think you are.”


    She blew out a breath. Men. “I’m offering for us to get some of this frustration out. You are frustrated, aren’t you?”


    “More than I’ve ever been in my life,” he said without hesitation.


    “Do you want to do something about it?” she asked. “With me?”


    “Is that a trick question?” He took a quick step toward her with his hands out.


    She stayed him with a lifted finger. When he froze, she said, “Like you said, no expectations. This doesn’t mean anything. You don’t want me long term any more than I want you. This is nothing but scratching an itch. Right?”


    “Right,” he agreed with a greedy edge to his voice. “The only thing it’ll mean is you’ll be hoarse and you’ll have trouble walking after.”


    She almost laughed at his overly confident comment. “Sounds like you’ve got your work cut out for you.”


    “So, are we good?” he asked. “We gonna do this?”


    She started nodding. “We are.”


    He was on the move in an instant.


    “But,” she said, making him stop again. She glanced down at her watch. “Too bad for us, we have another wedding event in ten minutes.”


    Bryan hissed out a low curse. “And Reese sent me the address of the second suspect. The hotel worker. He and I are checking out the place tonight.”


    That comment momentarily pulled her attention away from one need and put a spotlight on the other. “Guess we’ll have to put sex on hold for now.” She didn’t have to work to sound disappointed. She’d been looking forward to getting off again.


    Kenna moved forward to exit the bathroom. “Hurry up so we can get down to the beach for the next activity.”


    As she brushed past him, he clasped her arm and lowered his voice. “The only reason we’re leaving this room is because I don’t want to hurt Sam’s feelings for missing another bullshit wedding game. But make no mistake, Kenna, tonight you’re mine.”


    With that, he entered the bathroom and didn’t close the door as the water turned on.


    Her blood heated, thinking about Bear in the steamy shower, water running down his tall body, and she nearly jumped in with him. She concentrated harder than normal to get the strap through the buckle of her sandals and reminded herself over and over that marching into the bathroom right now would result in them missing another event Sam scheduled for them. So Kenna’s need for release would have to be postponed. For now.


    Which led her to her next priority. Her sapphire ring.


    As soon as she heard the shower door open, Kenna grabbed his phone and found the text message from Reese. Silly man didn’t even clear it from his home screen.


    1717 Sea Side Blvd. He needs to be at work at 7.


    Guess where she was going tonight?

  




  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Cornhole. What did throwing a teeny tiny bag that felt like it weighed less than a penny at a wooden square with holes have to do with corn?


    Whatever happened to the good ol’ days of horseshoes?


    Tyke looked up at the crystal-blue sky through his shades and squinted against the bright sun. It was another scorcher today. Just in a T-shirt, camo shorts, and boots he was sweating. And it’s not like he was doing any physical activity. He was standing next to Reese, tossing the little bags underhand. The only threat he faced was twenty-degree burns from standing in the UV rays too long.


    Currently his team was winning, which wasn’t a shock since Reese was a goddamn master at this kind of shit. He calculated wind speed, velocity of his beanbags, and distance he had to throw them. Did some math whiz stuff in his computer brain and hit the target dead on ever since.


    Too bad for Kenna, she was paired with Estelle, who seemed more concerned with the fourth mimosa the waiter was late bringing her. Kenna was no better. She chucked the bags like they were Frisbees and her target was more than three hundred yards away, rather than just twenty feet.


    All the better for him. He loved watching her. Each time her beanbag went sailing over the board, she scrunched up her face, shaded her eyes with her hand like the sun was to blame, and stomped her foot. Her cheeks reddened to the hue of ripe tomatoes.


    It reminded him of another time when her face was colored…


    Like when her fingers worked her to ecstasy last night. Eyes squeezed shut. Calling out his name.


    What a sight. He was still hard thinking about it.


    And what she’d said in their hotel room. It was the last thing he ever would’ve expected, imagined, or dreamed about. Sex without any strings. Was there anything better? He’d been afraid she’d get attached. That she’d want more from him after this week. But she said that wasn’t the case. He was going to rock her fucking world in bed, get that ring back, apologize, and then glide off into the sunset with a clear conscience.


    Simple.


    Reese threw his last bag, landing it in the center of the hole.


    “And that’s what we call an ass whooping, ladies.” Tyke clucked his tongue as he walked across the field to retrieve his thrown bags. “Three games to none. That’s gotta be tough for you to swallow.”


    “Not really,” Kenna said, walking in his direction. Passing, she lowered her voice. “I’ve swallowed a lot more.”


    Tyke froze with one boot in front of the other. He jerked his attention to her. Say what?


    She leaned in, and her voice dropped to a sultry whisper. “Double or nothing?”


    He never turned down a challenge. “You saw what happened here, right? How bad we kicked your asses?” He caught her devilish expression. “What are you up to?”


    “I saw,” she said. “But this time there’ll be more at stake.”


    “Like what?” He liked the way her lips turned up, and her eyes grew heavy.


    Tyke never turned down that kind of challenge. He leaned closer. “Baby, you know once you set those terms, I’m gonna win. Every single time.”


    “Sounds like I’ve got my work cut out for me then.”


    His hands itched to reach out and touch her. Pull her to him. Let her feel what she was doing to him.


    “So what do you say?” she asked, eyes glittering. “I’m about done with this game. Wanna head back to our room for some other games?”


    He was about to throw her over his shoulder when a voice rang out.


    “Hey, Big Bear!”


    Tyke gritted his teeth. Fucking Calder.


    Kenna pulled back, glancing away as she toyed with her silky red ponytail.


    “Hey, Kenna,” Luke said, catching his breath. “How’s it going? Enjoying yourself so far?”


    “I am,” she said. “Thanks so much. It’s been a nice week.”


    “Really?” Luke said with a doubtful smirk. “Nice? You mean to tell me you two aren’t killing each other?”


    “What do you want, Calder?” Tyke asked, trying to strangle the guy with his stare.


    “Just stopped by to check on you,” he said. “It hasn’t gone unnoticed that both of you have been missing from a lot of events.” He turned to Tyke with his bottom lip jutted out. Tyke almost punched him in it. “You, Big Bear, missed our guy’s off-shore fishing trip. Nothing but miles of open water, fresh air, and bigeye tuna.”


    “You got seasick, didn’t you?”


    “All goddamn day,” Calder said.


    Kenna chuckled. “Poor thing.”


    “Thank you,” Luke said. “See—” He turned to Bryan. “At least she cares.”


    Tyke grumbled.


    “Since you missed the boat trip yesterday, and there just happens to be a catamaran race this afternoon, I came over to tell you that you two are the final entry.” He glanced at his expensive watch, then started to walk away. “Starts in fifteen minutes. Don’t be late!”


    “Calder!” Tyke called after him.


    He looked at Kenna, who could’ve had stars in her eyes for as brightly as they shined. “You wanna go, don’t you?”


    She nodded like a little kid on Christmas morning.


    Damn it. That quick, her naughty promise of higher stakes dashed out the window.


    “Fine. Let’s go sailing.”


    …


    There were ten boats. Everyone was paired off two to a vessel. Naturally the lovebirds were a team: Ash and Sam, Luke and Cass, even Reese and the blonde he’d been attached to all week. Other teams included some of Cass’s and Sam’s coworkers; Tyke’s boss, Joseph Landry, and his wife; as well as Estelle and Sam’s grandma, Rose.


    In other words, Tyke was going to use the brute strength he had over everyone else and take them all down. With Kenna’s equally competitive spirit, it shouldn’t be too difficult. Especially since he was still so damn ramped up from her offer and her innuendos during cornhole. His testosterone was in full force, and he was going to take advantage of it. He wanted to show her his raw power. Wanted her to see him doing something manly and physical. Something to prelude tonight’s festivities.


    Watch me work, woman. He might even flex a few times just for the hell of it.


    “Are you sure you know how to sail this thing?” Kenna settled on the ten-foot-by-ten-foot contraption with a fifteen-foot sail sticking up between them. “This looks really complicated.”


    Her lack of confidence in him was a shot right to his ego. And when that happened, there was nothing for him to do but to work even harder to prove her wrong.


    “How hard could it be?” He’d been on other boats. Nothing without a motor, but the concept was the same. Just keep it in the wind and hold on tight.


    The resort staff offered a crash course on how to handle the catamarans, but Tyke declined. First, he was hungry and wanted to get his strength up by eating something before the race. But also, he didn’t need a lesson. Lessons were for sissies. He was a man, and therefore this stuff was instinctual.


    “Get ready,” he said, pulling his shirt off and tossing it to the side. He gave her a sly grin. “I’m gonna remind you how good I am with my hands.”


    Her gaze turned hungry as she took in his chest and abs on display. With a lick of her pink lips, the temperature of his blood blasted to a thousand degrees.


    Why had he agreed to this race instead of dragging her back to the hotel?


    He pulled on the bar attached to the sail, making it turn left and right. There was probably a more proper name for the bar, but he didn’t have a clue what it was.


    Right. He could do this. No problem.


    Looking up into the cloudless sky, he did what he thought Reese would do. Calculate the wind speed and direction. He licked his finger and stuck it into the air.


    Nothing. He didn’t feel any wind at all.


    “What are you doing?” Kenna asked.


    He quickly lowered his finger. “Nothing.”


    “You have no clue what you’re doing, do you?” She said it with a small smile like she already knew the answer.


    Before he could soothe her worries, a short man with ebony skin wearing an all-white resort uniform shouted. “Ladies and gentlemen, take your mark!”


    It’s go time.


    Tyke leaped off the catamaran and planted his bare feet into the sand, bracing his hands onto the edge, preparing to push it as hard and as fast as he could into the warm crystal-blue water.


    “You ready for this?” Ash yelled from the boat to Tyke’s left. His arms mirrored Bryan’s, bracing for a quick, efficient launch. “You two assholes are going down!”


    “Ha!” Luke laughed from the boat to Tyke’s right. “Have you ever been sailing before?”


    “Have you?” Tyke said.


    Luke puffed his chest out. “Of course I have. Haven’t you?”


    Tyke opened his mouth, but Kenna spoke first from her perch on the tiny vessel.


    “No. He hasn’t. And he refused lessons from the hotel staff, but he swears there should be nothing to it. So this should be interesting.”


    Luke and Ash bent over laughing.


    Tyke sent an annoyed look to Kenna.


    She gave him a self-satisfied grin and a fake-innocent shrug back. “What?”


    “Stop doubting me, woman. I can do this.”


    “Okay,” she said in a singsong voice and looked in the direction they were headed. “Show me what you’ve got, big man.”


    He almost howled and pounded his chest. He’d show her all right.


    “Everyone ready?” the resort employee said. “On the count of three!”


    “One…”


    Tyke dug his feet into the sand for leverage.


    “Two…”


    He swayed his weight to the back of his feet, preparing to transfer it forward and gain momentum.


    “Three!”


    With all his strength, Tyke propelled the catamaran forward, running as hard as he could through the sand and splashing into the water. Once he was knee deep, he leaped onto the vessel and reached for the bar attached to the sail.


    “Yeah!” Kenna screamed. “Let’s go!”


    The wind swept her red ponytail back like a superhero cape. The sun kissed her bare skin, exposed from her form-fitting tank top, drawing attention to the spattering of freckles across her shoulders and arms. She looked like a sea goddess sent to tame him. Or a muse. Yeah, that was a thing, wasn’t it? She was his muse. Alluring. Tempting. And could fulfill his every fantasy.


    They darted out into the ocean, speeding ahead of the other boats, and Tyke couldn’t help but revel in the rush of the moment.


    “See,” he shouted over the gust of wind flying past them. “I told you I knew what I was doing!”


    “This is amazing!” She looked at him with such unexpected approval that it filled his chest with warmth.


    It was amazing. The exhilaration. The open water. Kenna smiling at him because of something great he’d done. It was a sensation he’d been searching for for more than a decade. And one he fully welcomed now. This woman made him feel alive. Whole. Goddamn, what he wouldn’t give to feel like this forever.


    Drunk on the feeling and craving more, he pulled the bar thing that was attached to the sail toward him. The boat turned to the right and lost some speed.


    Kenna spun with a worried expression. “What happened?”


    “Not sure,” he said, turning the bar the opposite direction. That slowed them down even more. His high drained at a rapid pace and disappointment took hold.


    Kenna frantically looked around, watching Ash’s and Luke’s boats gaining on them. “Do something! They’re going to win!”


    Shit. Uh… Come on, you piece of shit miniature boat. He pushed and pulled on the bar, up and back, neither direction doing much to gain them any speed. In fact, they were starting to slow even more. Practically crawling.


    Calder and Cassandra glided next to them, still moving at a steady pace.


    “Hey, Ishmael.” Calder gave Tyke a salute as they rolled past. “Thar she blows, dickhead!”


    Then Ash and Sam breezed past. Cooper was laughing. “Guess those lessons woulda been a good idea, huh?”


    Sam had enough decency to at least look slightly sheepish. Sorry, she mouthed, then giggled.


    The worst of the pack were Estelle and Rose. The two old broads coasted up to Tyke and Kenna, slowly, but moving nonetheless. And passed them because the catamaran Tyke and Kenna were in had stopped. Dead in the water.


    “Better luck next time!” Rose called out.


    “Like a woman, Tyke,” Estelle said as they crawled past. “Gotta know how to give it to her when she wants it and when to coax her into it when she doesn’t.” She shifted her gaze to her great-niece with a wink.


    Kenna’s eyes narrowed in Tyke’s direction. “Really? How hard can it be, Bryan?”


    A whistle blew in the distance, signaling the first boat crossing the finish line. Screams and cheers erupted as everyone celebrated.


    “Señor?” a voice called from the shoreline. “Señor, you need help? I come swim to you—bring catamaran back?”


    By this point, Calder and Cooper were now standing on the shoreline, hands on their knees, laughing their asses off.


    “Come on back, Tyke!”


    “You can do it! Just blow harder into the sail!”


    An unladylike snarl erupted from the other side of the boat. “Forget this.” The plastic beneath him shifted as Kenna stood.


    “What are you doing?” He threw a hand behind him so he didn’t topple overboard. “I’ll fix this. Just gimme a second. Kenna, wait!”


    She rolled her eyes before diving into the clear, blue water and swimming toward the shore, taking with her any hope Tyke had of getting some before his recon with Reese later.


    The man who’d offered the sailing lesson earlier was wading in the water with a vengeance, shouting like he was saving Tyke from drowning. “Un momento! I coming, Señor! I help you!”


    He’d much rather sit out here and wallow in his stupidness, but thanks.


    All while the entire wedding party stared at him from the shoreline.

  




  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Tyke huddled behind a large row of bushes looking at a small two-story Cape Cod. He and Reese had set up surveillance about two hundred feet away. On their bellies in damp grass, they scanned the front exterior of the house and surrounding area through binoculars.


    The place was located smack in the middle of a long street that was lined with about twenty houses along the ocean. The tall hill across the road where Reese and Tyke lay served as great privacy for the neighborhood from the rest of the resort craziness. This area was dark and quiet. Peaceful. Likely coveted by the resort staff as a way to decompress after servicing the guests.


    Some upstairs lights were on in the adjacent houses; people readying for bedtime after a hard day’s work. Clint Azure’s house was dark and silent. Only a few overgrown shrubs and trees out front. No cars in the cracked driveway.


    “Area secure,” Reese said beside him. “If you’re going, I would say now is the time.”


    Tyke placed his binos in the black canvas bag Reese brought with him to the islands. They hadn’t planned on anything happening while they were on vacation, but one could never be sure. Reese liked to be prepared. Tyke couldn’t complain. It made it easier to snoop around Clint’s place. Which is what they were doing tonight. Since Kenna’s efforts in Michael’s room turned up empty, Tyke wanted to do the same to Clint. Just something small to see whether the guy could be their thief.


    Local police were doing their own investigation—if looking at the footage from Kenna’s room for hours on end and talking incessantly about what they should do next could be considered an investigation. Tyke had always been more of a take action first kind of guy. Rattle a few cages and eventually the bad guy makes a mistake. That’s what he was hoping for now.


    Tyke hadn’t said anything about Clint—or Michael, for that matter—to the police because he wanted to first see whether either man was a viable suspect. Plus, he didn’t want anyone tipping Clint off that they might be on to him. If Tyke found evidence suggesting for sure that Clint was involved, then Tyke would alert the authorities. But for now, being the stubborn bastard he was, he and Reese were going to handle it.


    “Keep an eye out,” Tyke said, getting to his feet in a crouch position. “If you see anything—” He spotted movement at his two o’clock, so he threw himself flat on the grass and scrambled for his binoculars. “Who the hell is that?”


    Reese was already on it, following the person with his own equipment. “A woman. And by the looks of it, Kenna.”


    “What?” Tyke snapped his binoculars back up and confirmed that, surer than shit, it was her. He’d recognize that profile anywhere.


    Her red hair was pulled up into a pile on the top of her head. She wore a black tank top that showed off her full chest and black shorts that were just short enough to give her that curve that drove him nuts. Despite the dark clothing, the way she was tiptoeing out in the open across the front yard Stevie Wonder could’ve spotted her.


    Goddamn woman. She’d told him she was meeting the girls to talk about wedding crap.


    “Are you going after her?” Reese asked, innocence in his tone. Like he didn’t pick up on Tyke’s ire.


    “Yeah, I’m going after her.” He sprang to his feet. “Keep an eye out and let me know if you see anything else.”


    “Copy that.”


    Tyke veered right to come in behind her so she wouldn’t see him approach. He followed her path down to the front of the house, his boots lightly touching the cement driveway. She knelt under the front bay window when he caught up with her.


    “What the hell are you doing here?”


    She squealed and whirled on him with a…


    What the—?


    He plucked the item out of her hand and examined it. “What are you doing with a plastic knife?”


    “You’re late,” she gasped, clutching her chest.


    “I’m late?” Tyke said with a snort. “For what?”


    Her expression suggested he was a little slow on the uptake. “Seven o’clock. We were going to search Clint’s house.”


    How did she—?


    Then he remembered Reese’s text. Damn technology.


    “I sat around and waited for twenty minutes,” she went on, “but you didn’t make a move, so I decided to do my own thing. I’m going in. Now give me the knife and get out of here. You’re blowing my cover.”


    It took all he had not to laugh maniacally while he strangled her.


    “What’s with you and your cover?” he said. “Honey, if you even had one, it was blown the second you stepped on the lawn.”


    She made a pfft sound between tight lips. “Please. I’m covert.”


    “Nothing about you is covert.” He slid the plastic knife into his shorts pocket. “What exactly were you gonna do with that thing? Saw someone’s hand off after an hour? Would that be before or after they easily snapped it in half?”


    Kenna gave him a once-over, seeming fixated with the belt he wore that contained rope, pepper spray, a small subcompact handgun, and a six-inch tactical knife. Stainless steel. Not plastic.


    “Whose wedding did you think you were coming to? The Sopranos’?” she asked. “Why would you need all of that stuff?” She started to reach for his dagger, but he swatted her hand away.


    “Kenna, get out of here so I can search this house before Clint gets home.”


    “No.”


    “Get out of here.”


    “No.”


    “Kenna, I’m serious. Go.”


    She gathered her lips together and crossed her arms like a stubborn kid who didn’t get the pony she wanted for Christmas.


    He closed his eyes and counted to five. Slowly. When he opened them and she hadn’t disappeared, he groaned. “You’re going to follow me in, aren’t you?”


    She patted his shoulder. “Now you’re getting it.”


    “Reese,” Tyke said, touching his earpiece. “How we lookin’?”


    Kenna leaned in and said, “Hi, Jason!”


    “Whoa. What are you doing?” Tyke pushed her back. “No. Just no.”


    “Hello, Kenna,” Reese said, even though she couldn’t hear him.


    Tyke rolled his eyes. “Am I good to go or what, Reese?”


    “Kenna said hello. I didn’t want to be rude by not responding.”


    Tyke waited.


    Nothing.


    “Are you gonna tell me if we’re clear to enter the premises?”


    “As soon as you tell Kenna I said hello,” Reese said.


    Tyke mumbled the words.


    “Aww, that’s so sweet,” she said. “Thank you, Jason. You’re thoughtful. Unlike some people.” And she glared at Tyke.


    Yeah, whatever. “Reese, anytime now. I’d like to check this place out sometime before this guy gets home.”


    “All clear,” Reese said.


    “So how are we going to play this?” she asked. “Break in through the window? The back door?” Her gaze bounced to everything around them.


    “You’re asking me?” he said. “You were the one coming down here on a mission. What was your plan?”


    She looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “I didn’t really have one. Just figured I’d wing it once I got here.”


    “Wing it? Woman, you don’t just wing it when you’re breaking and entering into someone’s house.”


    “Then what are we going to do, supersecret spy man?” Her tone was sarcastic. He didn’t appreciate it one bit.


    “First off, let’s get one thing straight—I’m a DEA agent. I chase dangerous drug dealers for a living. Completely different and way cooler than CIA spy shit. Keep talking that garbage, and I’ll ship you back to the resort right now. Got it?”


    She twisted her fingers over her closed lips like she was locking them and then throwing away the key.


    Tyke rolled his eyes. “Second, this is a beach house on a remote island that overlooks the ocean. I’m sure there’s a window or door unlocked somewhere.”


    They spent a few minutes checking all the first floor windows and doors without any luck.


    “Second story,” Reese said. “ Front right side. A window is open.”


    Tyke made his way to the front of the house and positioned himself under the window Reese referred to. He assessed the situation. And then, in realizing what he’d have to do, he pressed his fingers into his eye sockets. “I’m going to regret this.”


    “What?” Kenna asked. “What are you going to do?”


    “Not me. You.”


    “Me?”


    “I’m going to hoist you up onto the roof, and you’re going to climb into that window. Then you’re going to come down and unlock the front door for me.”


    Her expression was a little too excited.


    He latched onto her arm. “But you’re not going to search any part of the house without me, understood?”


    She was bouncing on her toes. “Sure. Yeah. Let’s do this.”


    Making a basket with his fingers, he said a few choice words under his breath before bending and letting her step in. He counted to three and then propelled her upward to where she could reach the edge of the first floor roofline.


    “Pull yourself up,” he said as he hoisted her higher.


    “All good!” Her head came into view over the edge of the first floor roof.


    “Get to the window.” He stepped back to watch her climb inside.


    Then he went to the front door and waited for it to open.


    And he waited.


    And waited some more.


    “Goddamn it, Kenna,” he said. “Reese, where is she? You see her?”


    “Movement in the dining room.”


    Tyke gently tapped on the front door.


    “Coming your way,” Reese said.


    When the door swung open, he stepped in. “What the hell took you so long?”


    “Oh, shut it. I was finding my way around.”


    As she closed the door behind him, he scanned the area. Stairs to his right. Living area to the left. Dining area beyond that, and a presumed kitchen farther in the back next to the dining room. Minimal furniture and decor. Nothing to imply the guy had been here long or that he planned to stay very long, either.


    “Now what?” she asked.


    “Don’t touch anything.”


    “How are we supposed to find the ring if we can’t touch anything?”


    “I don’t want you rooting through this guy’s stuff and then tipping him off that someone’s been here.”


    She huffed and walked away.


    “Get back here,” Tyke said, but she kept going. “Fine. Search this room. I’ll start upstairs. Just be gentle with everything.”


    “Yeah, yeah.”


    Tyke went up the steps and turned into the first room to his right. It was empty with white walls, a closet, and the open window Kenna had crawled in through. He opened the closet finding that empty as well. Moving into the hall, he stepped into the next room to the right.


    Same song and dance. Empty. Empty. Empty.


    He peeked into the bathroom, finding a few toiletries under the sink, but nothing interesting or what they were looking for. He pulled the shower curtain back, finding soap scum and a bottle of Old Spice on the edge of the tub.


    Come on. There’s gotta be something here. Anything. If not, I’m out of ideas, and I’m out of suspects.


    He didn’t want to think about that conversation later.


    Sorry, Kenna. I know I promised I’d get your ring back, that I’d leave you with a good lasting impression, but sorry. Much like everything else lately, I failed in this, too.


    Gritting his teeth, he made his way with purpose toward the last bedroom. This room had furniture. Bed, one dresser, curtains, and roller blinds. He went to the bed first.


    Flipping the mattress up, he looked underneath. Nothing.


    Moved the curtains and blinds away from the window. Nothing.


    Started opening drawers in the dresser and digging around. Clothes. He pushed aside a few shirts and saw a shoebox. Popping it open, he found about thirty small, individually wrapped clear baggies with what looked like drugs inside. Damn. Not the items they were looking for but still something. Either Clint was using or selling—if it was the former, then he’d need money to do that. Which could be enough cause to make Clint steal things from guests.


    Tyke stored that bit of information away as he tucked the box back in the drawer and closed it.


    “Anything?”


    He spun, snatching Reese’s knife out of his belt. The blade landed within millimeters of her throat.


    “Jesus, woman,” he said. “You can’t sneak up on me like that. I could’ve killed you.”


    “With that little thing?” She placed her finger between the knife and her neck and gently guided it away. “Please. That looks duller than the plastic one I was using.”


    Tyke grazed the blade over his forearm, watching the hairs float away onto to the oak floor. Dull, my ass.


    “You find anything up here?” she asked, gazing around the room. She lifted the cover of a sports magazine on the dresser, then let it fall and turned to Tyke. “I didn’t have any luck downstairs.”


    “Nothing,” he said, figuring the drugs weren’t worth mentioning yet. He should probably pass Clint’s name to the local police, though, just in case. “Did you do a thorough sweep of your area?”


    She placed her hand on her hip and cocked her head. “Of course.”


    “Did you check inside the fridge?”


    “No.”


    “What about under the dining table?”


    “No, but—”


    “Lift any of the picture frames off the walls?”


    “Seriously?”


    “Remember, we’re looking for small items. They can fit anywhere.”


    “People are that creative?”


    “You have no idea,” he said, thinking about the craziest places he and the team had found stashes of drugs. “Come on. I’ll show you.”


    They took one step when Reese’s voice came into his earpiece. “Be advised, you have a car approaching. I repeat. Suspect is approaching.”


    He braced a straight arm across Kenna stomach, making her stop. “How long?”


    Her body locked up as sharp fingernails latched into the bare skin of his forearm. “What?” she whispered. “What is it?”


    “Pulling down the street now. ETA to the driveway will be two minutes.”


    Tyke slid a glance at the doorway. “We have to go. Reese, what’s the best exit?”


    “Go?” she asked, her nerves blowing off her like a tsunami.


    “Relax. We have time. Let’s just get a move on.”


    “You’re not going to make it out the front door,” Reese said. “You have to exit the window in the back.”


    “Which room?”


    “The one you’re in.”


    Kenna’s eyes were wide and her skin white, even in the shadowed room.


    Shit. He was gonna have to tell her to jump out of a window. A window, for Christ’s sake. Real good plan, Tyke. Real fucking smooth letting her tag along.


    “Kenna, listen to me.” He kept his attention on her eyes, making sure she heard him. “We have to leave right now.”


    She was nodding. “Okay.”


    “That way.” He gestured at the window with his chin.


    He didn’t think it was possible, but her eyes went even wider. “But we’re on the second floor!”


    “Shhh,” he said. “We’re going to be fine. We’ll get out on the roof. I’ll go first and then I’ll catch you. It’ll be simple.”


    “Simple?” She choked out a laugh. “That’s not simple!”


    “Suspect is out of the car,” Reese said. “Walking to the front door now. ETA is approximately twenty-three seconds.”


    Placing his hands on either side of her cheeks, Tyke stared at her. “Do you want to get out of here? Or do you want this guy to catch us rooting through his house?”


    “Go. I want to go.”


    “Good girl.” He reached for her hand and started to drag her to their getaway.


    Flicking the knob to unlock it, Tyke threw the window up.


    “Entering the front door now,” Reese said. “Get out of there.”


    “Working on it.” Like Bo Duke, Tyke threw his long legs out first, then propelled his body through the opening. He turned with his arms extended, encouraging her to follow. “Come on, Kenna.”


    “He’s in,” Reese said. “Get. Out. Now.”


    “Kenna, let’s go!” Tyke hissed.


    She must have heard the front door close downstairs, and freaked out, because she chirped and sailed through the window, kicking Tyke out of the way in the process. He lost his balance and tilted backward. He reached for anything to find purchase, but all he could get a solid handle on was open air. He tucked and rolled, knowing there wasn’t any way he was saving himself from falling. His shoulder hit the edge of the roofline, so he shot a hand out, got two fingers on the metal rainspout, but it wasn’t enough. He slid off and fell the ten feet onto the ground, landing in a large bush. His feet were over his head, and it felt like a branch was wedged between his legs and another was lodged in his kidney. He locked his back teeth in an effort not to groan out loud.


    “Bryan,” Reese said. “What’s your location?”


    He winced. “A fucking bush.”


    “Suspect just walked out the front door. He’s heading toward his car. Must have forgotten something.”


    This time Tyke did groan.


    “Oh!” Kenna said in a hushed tone, looking over the edge of the roof. “Oh God! Are you okay?”


    “Peachy,” Tyke managed to say.


    “Are you still going to be able to catch me?”


    “Yeah,” he said. “Go ahead and jump right now.”


    There was a pause, then, “Seriously. How am I going to get down?”


    “Suspect just turned out of the driveway and down the road,” Reese said.


    “Just go out the front door, Kenna,” Tyke said. “I’ll be there as soon as I figure out how to get my legs away from my ears.”

  




  
    Chapter Fifteen


    Kenna walked across Tyke’s hotel room with warm cloths, rubbing alcohol, and bandages they’d taken from Reese’s bag.


    “I feel so horrible,” she said, sitting next to him.


    “You should.”


    Tyke was propped up in bed, hugging his right arm against his tattered, blood-and-dirt-stained T-shirt. His shoulder ached from breaking his fall; he was pretty certain one of the smaller branches impaled his spleen, not his kidney; and he might have pulled his groin muscle.


    She laid the items in her arms out on the bed like she was about to perform surgery. Which was a crock, because he wouldn’t let her within five feet of a scalpel, even if his life depended on it. Not the way she’d twisted and contorted his shoulder back into place. No way. Halfway through she’d nearly dislocated it in the opposite direction from where he’d started.


    “I can’t believe I completely spazzed like that,” she said. “I mean, I heard the door close, and I guess I lost it. I was so scared he was going to find us in his house. You were so calm. Weren’t you scared, too?”


    Of course he was. First, because he didn’t know how Clint would’ve reacted if he’d found them in his house. Guarding himself was one thing, but he’d had Kenna to think about, too. Plus, he didn’t want to explain to the cops why they’d been there. Even as law enforcement, Tyke didn’t get a free pass for breaking and entering without a warrant. Of course, he would’ve taken whatever punishment was necessary—hell, he would endure the worst of the worst for her—but he wouldn’t want Kenna to face the same consequences.


    She was looking at him expectantly, waiting for an answer, so he said softly, “I’m always scared when I’m with you.”


    Scared of how he felt. Scared for the future they could’ve shared. Scared of her reaction once he told her the truth.


    Kenna had been reaching for one of the splayed items, but his comment made her freeze. Her gaze flicked up to his.


    He tried to shrug, but then he winced slightly when his shoulder ached.


    She swallowed and looked away, but not before he caught the slight flush in her cheeks. “Stop moving. You’ll hurt yourself more.”


    He chuckled. “I don’t think it’s possible to hurt any more than I do right now.”


    Opening one of the warm cloths, she began wiping the dirt and grime from his face. Which was nothing compared to his injuries, but he’d take the TLC nonetheless. It’s the least she could do after almost murdering him.


    “We should probably take your shirt off,” she said. “I can’t see how badly you’re hurt underneath.”


    Ignoring the dull pain in his shoulder as he moved his arm, he sat up so she could pull his shirt over his head. Once off, he relaxed against the headboard, bringing his arm across again.


    She stiffened, her arm outstretched in the air. He flipped a glance up, noticing her staring at his bare chest. Her eyes sparkled as she perused from one pec to the other and then down his stomach.


    He was fit and bulky. Much more than when they’d been together. He’d hit the gym hard after their breakup. He’d taken out a lot of aggression on the weight bench. What used to be a tall, broad, lean body was now a tall, broad, very muscular physique. Tyke had packed on more than forty extra pounds of muscle. He was a big boy. Big and strong.


    And judging from her expression, she liked the beefier version a lot.


    He cleared his throat, which made her jump. He smiled. No matter how bad he hurt, he’d always be ready for that.


    “Right.” She dabbed the wet cloth across his chest like it was made of glass. So he took his free hand—the one not currently attached to his previously dislocated shoulder—and he flattened it over hers, smashing her palm against his heated skin. Likely on reflex, her fingers clamped down on his skin. So he flexed his pec muscle, making her gasp.


    That was all it took.


    No more waiting.


    “You know,” he said. “My stomach is really hurting, too.”


    “Hmm?” She dragged her gaze away from where her hand was implanted on him.


    “My stomach.” He started to drag her hand toward his abs. “It hurts. Do you mind?”


    Kenna hesitated, like she wasn’t sure it was the best idea to get a closer inspection.


    “You did push me off a roof,” he reminded her.


    She groaned and a look of guilt covered her face. “To be clear, I didn’t push you. You were in the way when I came out of the window.”


    “Flew. You flew out the window.”


    A slight frown. “I feel bad enough. You don’t have to rub it in.”


    “Take a look at my stomach, and we’ll call it even.” He tried to pop his bottom lip out like he’d seen Calder do a million times to Cass. Tyke must’ve done it well enough because Kenna sighed.


    “Let me see.”


    She gently poked and prodded him. Her touch was heavenly. Just what he needed to get his mind off his injuries.


    “Better?” she asked, placing another warm cloth across his stomach.


    “Mmm, yeah,” he said. “Much better. What about this side?” It wouldn’t be long until she caught on to his game. In a few seconds, it would be obvious how her touch affected certain parts of him.


    One corner of her mouth kicked up. “You’re just sore all over, aren’t you?”


    There we go.


    He stuck his bottom lip out farther and nodded.


    She leaned over and placed a quick kiss on his oblique. Too quick.


    When she looked back at him with bright-blue eyes and a mischievous grin, he did his best at giving her a convincing wince. Didn’t take much effort since his entire body was sore. “Everything hurts. Maybe it would help if you explored a little more.”


    “Aww, poor guy. You think that would help?”


    “I think so. Yeah. You might find a few other spots I don’t know about yet.”


    She made a thoughtful sound deep in her throat and swept a hooded look down his body. “That’s true. There’s no telling the damage that might be hidden under here.” Her finger dragged up one of his thighs, and it curled under the hem of his shorts.


    A charge of something hot and powerful hit him low in his stomach. “Yeah,” he said, voice rough. “Better be thorough. Just in case.”


    Kenna turned to face him fully, resting her knees under her on the mattress. She reached for the button on his bottoms. Making quick work of it, she slid his zipper down, slowly easing him out of them. The movement caused a slice of pain in his shoulder, but he bit his tongue so he wouldn’t yelp.


    “What have we here?” Her gaze fixed on his erection, tenting his boxer briefs. “That looks painful.”


    “More than you know. Might need to do something about that.”


    “I might.” She placed an open palm against him, and she rubbed in a circular motion, applying enough pressure to drive him crazy.


    His head tipped back, and he let out a long exhale. “Fuck, Kenna.”


    “Not yet,” she said. “Soon, though.”


    He peered at her, taking in her hot-as-hell confident expression. The one she’d shot him when she got herself off in their bathroom. God almighty. His heart might give out from all those sultry looks of hers. At the moment, it was beating like a caged animal fighting to get free.


    She tugged on his waistband, pulling the elastic down enough for him to spring free. Closing a warm fist around him, she watched his reaction as she guided her hand up and down.


    “Does this hurt?” she asked softly.


    All he could do was shake his head. He was in a trance, trapped in her beautiful gaze and what she was doing to his state of mind.


    Wrecking it. She was completely wrecking every single shred of him.


    Bending, she lowered her lips to where her hand held him so deliciously tight. She licked the tip, and he thought he was going to come right there.


    Another devilish glimpse up at him with those glowing azure eyes of hers, then she latched that hot mouth onto his cock and started sucking him with an intensity he’d never felt before. It was heaven and hell, rapture and torture all in one. He used his free hand to pull the tie out of her hair, watching that cascade of red fan across him. Just liked he’d fantasized.


    He slid a hand along her scalp and fisted a handful of hair, earning him the control he craved.


    Kenna made a sound of approval, which vibrated against him. His eyes rolled back in his head, his pulse nearing heart attack levels. She kept up her torment, pushing him right to the brink of exultation. Either she sensed he was getting close, or she just wanted to frustrate the fuck out of him, but she pulled off and licked her lips.


    “You’re not done, and you know it,” he growled.


    Her smile broadened to pure wickedness.


    Fuck. She wasn’t going to do it. He’d be stuck here with a steel rod in his briefs while she laughed her ass off at him.


    Before he died of the worst case of blue balls ever known to man, she stood.


    “You know you don’t get off without me.” She pushed her shorts over her ass and down her tanned legs, stepping out of them. Then she lifted her tank top over her head and threw it across the room. Exquisitely slow, she reached behind and unlatched her bra, chucking it in the same general direction. Her black-lace panties were next. She hooked a thumb under each string at her hip and paused. “No expectations, right? It’s just for this week?”


    “Yeah,” he said. “That’s it. Just this week.”


    Anything so she’d keep going.


    Her eyes darkened to a blue that reminded him of the deepest ocean, and she eased the small bit of fabric down her smooth skin.


    Standing before him was the most beautiful creature he’d ever laid eyes on. Hell, ever would lay eyes on. From this day forward.


    She was immaculate. Curvy the way a woman should be. Full, plump tits. Round hips. Clean and smooth between her legs. His mouth watered, and if his shoulder were 100 percent, he would’ve had her beneath him already. He was tempted to do it anyway and deal with the pain later.


    He was so hard it was painful. He needed release, and he needed it right now.


    “Condoms?” she asked.


    He shook his head.


    “None?”


    “Wasn’t planning on sleeping around on this trip,” Tyke said. “You?”


    Her gaze dropped on an innocent, coquettish smile. Like she enjoyed knowing he hadn’t come on the trip expecting to get laid. “Same.”


    The second she said it he felt it. The immediate and intense rush of anticipation for what was about to happen.


    “I’m clean,” he said.


    “Me, too. And I’m on the pill.”


    “Get over here then,” he demanded.


    Kenna crawled onto the bed and threw a leg over his lap, seating herself onto his thighs. He immediately went to her breasts. Lifting slightly, she helped line one up with his mouth. With his good hand, he gripped it and mimicked the way she’d licked and sucked on him moments ago.


    Her back arched and head went back as she moaned. “Yes.”


    “Next.” He tilted his head to return the favor to her other side, relishing in the quick pants she made each time he kicked up the intensity.


    Her hips started to rock against him, so he adjusted himself enough to settle in where she needed. He must have hit something because she dug her nails into the back of his neck for leverage.


    She slowed her pace, releasing and pulling back enough to grasp his cock. Holding it where she wanted it, she raised her hips and then lowered herself, sheathing him all the way to the hilt.


    Her eyes glazed over, and he was pretty sure he saw stars. Neither one of them moved. Just took in the moment of what it felt like to be joined together after so long apart.


    “Oh my God, Bryan,” she breathed.


    This was gonna be a very short encounter.


    She kicked her hips up once, and, yep, he definitely saw stars. And probably some yet to be discovered solar systems. She did it again, and the corner of his eyes went black. Her fingers were back to leaving scoring pain in his neck. He braced his good arm around her waist like a steel band and started to move with her.


    Each push of her hips got harder and more intense. And he gave it right back.


    “You remember the way I like it,” she said in an approving tone. “You always knew how rough I needed it.”


    “Always.”


    She thrust faster. More frenzied. Her tits bounced in his face as she bobbed up and down, chasing what she needed. He’d never get enough of watching her so open with her body.


    “Bryan, I’m so turned on right now,” she said in a strained voice. “No one else makes me this crazy. Just you.”


    “You, too,” he said. “You’re incredible.”


    His body was driving into her at a pace that was going to blow his mind.


    She tightened around him, and her whole body locked up. “Right there,” she groaned. “Don’t stop.”


    “Not a chance.” He gave her what she needed, keeping the pace that started his own climb. “Come on, baby,” he said. “Come with me.”


    She let out a loud moan-grunt combo that pushed him over the edge. He grunted his own release, soaking in the sensation of riding out his finish inside her. It was the most incredible feeling of his entire life. She collapsed forward, hugging him with her head on his shoulder.


    They stayed like that a few moments before she lifted her head with a grin. “Wow.”


    “Yeah. Wow.”


    “Damn, I missed that. My fingers just aren’t the same.”


    His chest rumbled on a deep laugh. “I wouldn’t think so.”


    “Seriously,” she said. “I freaking needed that. You have no idea how hard it is to find someone who’ll just put out without all the bullshit. I don’t want to talk. I don’t want played out, generic lines whispered into my ear. I just want a stiff hit where it counts.”


    At the mention of her searching for sex from other men, jealousy grew fast and violent, taking away any blaze of satisfaction he might’ve felt. It swept over him like wildfire. He shifted his body, suddenly wanting out of her. Immediately.


    She sat up straighter and looked at him confused. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing,” he said, readjusting to pull out.


    She lifted herself, and he slid out, the feeling both exquisite and excruciating.


    Tyke didn’t have a right to be pissed, he knew that. He’d made it so she was free to seek out any man she wanted.


    Didn’t mean it didn’t hurt like a bitch to hear about it, though.


    She must’ve seen something in his expression, because embarrassment swept over her features. Getting off the bed at a speed that suggested she was ready to bolt, she bent for her clothes. While she pulled her shorts up and donned her shirt, he flipped his waistband up to cover himself.


    “So, how are things back in Chesterville?” he said, trying to fill the awkward void. Which was the dumbest fucking topic to do it with. Reminiscing about the good ol’ days wasn’t exactly going to make it easier for her to forgive and forget.


    She had just finished buttoning her bottoms, and her head snapped up. “You actually want to hear about it?”


    “Yeah, why wouldn’t I?” He’d thought about the small town they’d grown up in a lot over the years. If certain landmarks were still there. Certain neighbors were still around.


    She shrugged, climbing back on the bed. “Just figured after you left, you wouldn’t care to hear about anything going on there.” She threw a leg over him like she had when she was naked, but this time she continued her journey onto his other side, dropping onto the bed with a small bounce.


    “I still care about the people there, even if I don’t see them anymore.”


    She was silent a moment, then, “Do you mean that?”


    “Of course. Why do you sound so surprised?” He lightly checked his shoulder into hers. “I do have a heart, you know.”


    A small chuckle.


    “What?” he said, looking at her.


    “I wouldn’t go that far.”


    “Gee, thanks.”


    She rolled her head onto his shoulder and threaded her fingers in his. “A lot of people miss you back home, you know.”


    The touch was so natural that he had to remind himself they weren’t twenty years old anymore. This wasn’t a blast from the past. She wasn’t his.


    But goddamn did it feel good to pretend she was.


    “I’m a camp counselor down there,” she said.


    “Yeah?” It didn’t surprise him. She loved kids. All ages. And she was good with them.


    “Yeah, it’s a lot of fun. My boss, Bobbie Hoops, remember him?”


    “Ha. How could I forget?” Tyke said. “That bastard was always up my ass, trying to steal my starting spot on the football field.”


    Laughing, she said, “Yep. Him. He’s actually head coach for the varsity football team, and he recommended me for camp director. Should be official by the time I get back.”


    “No shit?”


    She smiled wide and bright.


    “Good for you,” he said, pride swelling in his chest. “I’m happy for you.”


    “Thanks.” She sighed. “It’ll be a bit more work, but it’s worth it.”


    “What else?” he said. “What else is going on down there?”


    Her eyes took on a far-off expression like she was trying to think back. “Remember old man Herman?”


    “Of course I remember him,” Tyke said. “He still around?” At her nod, he said, “Christ, he must be at least a hundred and ten by now.”


    “Close. Ninety-six.”


    “He hated me.”


    “Because you used to steal fish out of his pond.”


    “I didn’t steal them,” he said. “I just didn’t ask before launching my boat. But come on, Herman had the best trout in the state. And the biggest. I’ll never forget the ten-pounder I caught that you threw back.”


    She looked affronted. “That’s not what happened. I remember you getting so excited when I pulled it up to the boat that you yanked the rod from my hand, which pulled the lead too tight and ripped the hook out of its mouth.” One corner of her lips lifted into a smile. “The look on your face when that fish broke loose… I thought you were going to dive in after it.”


    “Because it was huge!” He could still remember that moment like yesterday. He’d just bought his boat after saving all winter working at the Save-A-Lot and plowing streets. He’d wanted to take Kenna out on it and show it off. He’d snuck down to Herman’s ramp and guided his beautiful piece of aluminum into the water, and when they coasted across the pond on that hot July day, life couldn’t get any better. He had his boat. His girl. And a promise of a perfect future.


    He would give his life to go back to days like that.

  




  
    Chapter Sixteen


    “Where are you taking me?” Kenna asked, shuffling to keep up with Bear’s lively strides.


    With her hand in his, they cut across the backside of the resort and past the small community where Clint Azure lived. Bryan held a flashlight in one hand and a blanket he’d snatched from the top of the closet in his hotel room under his arm.


    “Seriously,” she said. “You’re freaking me out. The farther we walk, the darker it’s getting. If you had a shovel, I’d think you were bringing me out here to get even for throwing you off the roof.”


    He laughed, a rich, deep sound that caused her lower stomach to tighten. “Finally, you admit it.”


    “Bryan, I can’t walk that fast.” She hated admitting it, but it was the truth. One of his strides equated to at least three of hers. For the last twelve strides or so she’d been squeezing her toes in order to make sure her flip-flops didn’t fly off. “Can you slow down a bit?”


    Without commenting, he swung around, dropped his shoulder, threw her over it, and spun back around in one fluid move that made her head spin.


    “What are you doing?” she yelped. “That wasn’t code for I’m weak and helpless! I can walk on my own!”


    “You’re taking too long,” he said. “We’re going to miss it.”


    “Miss what?”


    Silently, he carried her—as if she only weighed a few pounds, mind you. The bastard wasn’t even breathing heavy—until they reached a dark, remote area of the island where darkness seemed to stretch on for miles. She could hear the soft crash of the ocean waves in front of her, though she couldn’t see it. She knew based on the direction they came that the resort was behind her, though it was too dark and quiet to prove it.


    They were alone. Just the two of them. While the rest of the world seemed miles away.


    Then he stopped and placed her on her feet.


    Bryan lifted the flashlight beam toward his face and grinned. “You ready?”


    “I might be more inclined to say yes if I knew what I needed to be ready for.”


    “Crabbing.”


    “Crabbing,” she echoed. “Certainly you don’t mean the act of catching crabs.”


    “Yep. And they only come out for a limited time, so we have to hurry if we’re gonna catch one.”


    “Catch one?” If he thought she was putting her hand anywhere near a fast-moving creature with sharp claws in the pitch black, he was out of his mind. She stared at him and let the silence pour over them long enough that he would pick up on her resistance.


    “It’ll be fun,” he said. “Come on.” With that, he spun and headed to their right—even farther from the resort.


    She crossed her arms. Screw that. It was too dark. With her luck, she’d step on one of the damn things, and it would chomp her toes off. She needed her toes. For balance. And for flip-flops. Yeah, she wasn’t risking it.


    Kenna watched his strobe of light grow more distant, and still she waited. She turned toward the resort, then looked in the direction of the ocean.


    Yep. She was holding her ground.


    Something made a sound. A scurry.


    Sand kicked up onto her bare foot.


    “Waaaahhhhh!” she screamed and took off. Kenna barreled into Bear’s back, nearly climbing him like a tree. Once she was perched on him, her legs wrapped around his waist, she stopped screaming.


    He laughed hard enough to rock his body.


    “What’s so funny?” she asked. “I could’ve died.”


    His laughter grew in intensity and a hand came around to cradle her butt. He squeezed, hard and possessive. “First off, I wouldn’t have let you die. And second…” He bent, causing her balance to shift forward. She peered over his shoulder at whatever he was picking up. He straightened and said, “The worst thing this harmless, little creature would’ve done was try to bury your feet in the sand.”


    She thought back to the small flick of sand that hit the top of her foot. “Really?”


    “Really,” he said. “Sand crabs don’t eat humans.” He paused, then, “Might have something to do with the fact that we’re ten times their size.”


    She smacked his shoulder as he laughed again. “It could happen. You never know.”


    “Could,” he said, shifting so she could dismount. “But won’t. I promise.” He shined the light on the white crab in his hand. It spanned about three inches. It looked like the ones they used to catch in the summer back home, just smaller, with tiny black marks on their shells.


    This one was feisty. He swung his claws around, snapping at Bryan each time he got his finger near.


    “You’re going to keep pissing him off until he finally gets ahold of you,” she said.


    “Nah, look.” Bryan shined the light on the crab. “He’s got a bum claw. He’s half a crab. He can’t do shit.”


    She took a closer look, seeing that his left claw was regular size, but the one on the right side of his body was tiny. He must have lost the original, full-size claw in an accident, and this was the slow-growing replacement.


    Poor thing. If she didn’t think he’d pinch the hell out of her, she’d cradle him and make him feel better about being picked on just because he was different.


    Bryan kept poking at the animal, the left claw now flying at Bryan’s fingers in fury. The smaller claw was much slower in its opening and closing snap.


    “Seriously, stop. He’s going to clip you. And then what?”


    “Then you’ll have to give me TLC again.” She didn’t have to see his satisfied smirk to know it was there.


    “I only offer first aid if it’s either my fault the person was hurt or if you really deserve it.”


    “And I wouldn’t deserve it? You wouldn’t save me if this vicious crab tried to bite me?” He peered down at her, and the way he turned the light, this time she did see his mouth curved into a smile.


    She looked up, intentionally letting her eyes go hooded as she slid one finger down the center of his chest. “Depends on where he bit you.”


    Bear lowered his face, not taking his eyes off her. “Yeah? Like where? Where would he have to bite?”


    “Hmm,” she mused. “I’m not very concerned with this.” She lightly grazed the outer edge of his ear.


    “Yeah, fuck it. I’ve got a spare.”


    “And your nose.” She ran her finger down the bridge, watching his eyes heat. “I don’t really need that, either.”


    He tossed the crab in the general direction of the water and stepped closer so their chests touched. “What do you need then? Tell me.”


    She reached for his waistband and hooked her hand inside. “I think you can guess.”


    “Yeah, but you know I like to hear—” He froze. Then his eyes opened wide. His smile dropped.


    “What?” she asked, taken back by his sudden change. “What is it?”


    “Motherfucker!” He leaped away, shaking his ankle like it was on fire.


    “What? Bryan, what happened?”


    “The little fucker bit me!” he yelled, dancing around on one foot. “Shit! It’s biting me! The fucking thing is still attached with his good claw!”


    She laughed. She couldn’t help it. It bubbled up, and there wasn’t any stopping it. He, of course, didn’t care for that reaction. When he’d finally shaken the thing off, he whirled on her with narrowed eyes.


    “You think that’s funny?” He stalked toward her. One step. Two. Then three. “I’m probably bleeding out right now, and you’re laughing.”


    “Oh, please,” she said, backing up. “I thought you said sand crabs don’t kill people.”


    “They don’t.” More steps toward her. “But accidents happen.”


    “True. But I think you’ll survive.” She retreated more, her heart starting up into a jog. She was enjoying this little cat-and-mouse game of theirs.


    “Maybe.”


    She stumbled but righted herself before she went down. He swiped a hand out toward her, but she spun around and started running. Her heart kicked into a full-out sprint, matching the pace of her feet, pumping excitement through her veins, which helped propel her forward.


    He caught up to her after a few seconds. His arms came around her, pulling her back against his chest. She squealed and tried to break free—not that she wanted to. Being in Bryan’s arms was the one and only place she’d ever wanted to be. But she put up a small struggle anyway.


    “Stop,” she said, wanting him to do just the opposite. “Your shoulder’s still hurt.”


    “Screw my shoulder.”


    His large palm coasted down her front, stopping at the zipper on her shorts. The other arm braced around her stomach like a steel band. He must’ve dropped the flashlight at some point during the pursuit because a faint line of light shown behind her in the sand.


    “I told you. You can’t outrun me,” he said into her ear. “I’ll always catch you.”


    “I know,” she said.


    “So you wanted me to?” His tone suggested he was pleased with that knowledge.


    “Maybe.”


    He made a thoughtful sound that reverberated against her back. “I think you like what happens after I catch you. That’s why you do it.”


    “Maybe,” she said again, knowing full well she absolutely loved what happened after.


    He must have known it, too, because she felt a tug at her shorts before her button and zipper were open and his hand was inside. He cupped her over her underwear, and she instantly melted against him. His hot mouth was at her ear, his hard body behind her, sending her pulse into a rhythm she’d forgotten it played. It was joy. Anticipation. This man completely owned her.


    “Kenna,” he said, with a purr of approval. “Ready for me again already?” The pad of one finger buried itself against the spot he could always find in the dark. The one that controlled all her responses—her body and her words. “How long, Kenna? How long have you been wet for me?”


    She mumbled her response.


    “Louder,” he commanded.


    “Right after we finished the last time, okay?” she said. “I wanted you back inside immediately after.”


    Another sound of approval that ramped her eagerness for him to unbearable levels. “How long do you think I should make you wait?”


    “You shouldn’t.” She placed a hand over his, urging him to apply more pressure. She was ready, and she wanted this. Wanted him.


    “I’m going to,” he said, stepping back and releasing her.


    Her body wilted, and her heart dropped. That familiar feeling of loss suffused her body, but before it could swallow her completely, Bear turned her around to face him.


    Gazing down at her with the moon casting enough glow for her to see his hesitant expression, he said, “I don’t wanna fuck tonight, Kenna.”


    She glanced away as her shoulders plummeted. Yeah, she’d already figured that.


    His finger urged her chin up so she’d look at him. Once she did, he said, “I still want you. More than you probably realize. But I want you in a way that means more. I want you in a way that makes me want to take my time and savor this moment. Savor you. I told you before, it can’t ever be like it was. When this week is over…” He paused and swallowed, looking more unsure than she’d ever seen him. “When we leave here, that’s it for us. You understand?”


    She nodded, even if it wasn’t the answer she wanted. She did it to urge him on. To find out what he was getting at.


    “When I said I don’t want to fuck,” he went on, “I meant I want to take it slow and love you the way you deserve. The way I should have when we were younger. When I didn’t know what I had to lose. If this is the last chance we get, I want to do it right.”


    Love? Did he just say love?


    Before she could ponder that thought too long, he placed his palm on her cheek, his thumb moving across her skin in slow, gentle circles. His look was so sweet, so genuine, he could’ve told her anything in that moment, and she would’ve gone along with it.


    And if tonight was all they had to get it right—to undo all the pain they’d endured over the last however many years, then she’d take it. She wanted him any way she could get him. Even if it was for one more night.


    “Bear,” she said.


    His hand moved from her cheek to the back of her neck, where he held tight and lowered his forehead to hers. His eyes squeezed shut like he was trying to either ward off a painful memory or savor it. “Kenna.”


    “Yes,” she said. “Yes. Please, Bear.”


    He opened his eyes, and the hopeful look he shot her nearly tore her in two. His lips came down on hers for a brief moment. Touching quickly as if to test the boundaries. Just like he’d done when they were kids. A nervous boy who knew what he wanted but didn’t know how to ask for it.


    Much like back then, she knew exactly how to get what she wanted.


    Kenna pulled his face down, holding his mouth on hers. She opened immediately, feeling that sudden rush the second his tongue swept in and met hers. This wasn’t a kiss of need or simple attraction. No, this was a kiss to end all kisses. It signified understanding and forgiveness. The past, present, and future all in one. They wouldn’t ever share this moment again, and they both knew it. There was nothing to win and nothing to lose. Nothing but the here and now. The two of them and the few final moments they had left together.


    Bear’s hand coasted down to her backside to cup her, and in one fluid motion, he lifted her so she could wrap her arms and legs around him. He walked back to the forgotten flashlight, never breaking the kiss. Kenna held onto him as if he might evaporate at any second. If she could hold tight enough, maybe this time he wouldn’t have to leave. He’d stay forever.


    He wrapped a solid arm around her as he bent, reaching for something in the sand. After a few seconds, he lowered them, placing her back on the ground. The soft cotton of the blanket he’d brought brushed against the backs of her legs and feet.


    Bryan positioned both hands on either side of her head, staring down at her. His eyes glittered and mouth slightly upturned. He covered her with his body, the familiar feeling of safety and home rushing back in an instant. This was where she belonged. With him and only him. He kissed her again—her mouth, cheek, neck.


    “I used to dream about this,” he said. “Having you out in the open, under the stars. It was the only place we never explored.”


    “Good thing we’re checking it off the list now then.”


    He chuckled. The hearty sound sending tremors through her that only served to heighten her desire. He moved down her body, kissing her chest, and then descending to her stomach. He lifted her shirt and placed his lips on the skin at her side. Then her other side. Then right above her shorts, making her writhe slightly. Slowly, her shirt crept up her stomach, past her bra, where she lifted her arms and head to let him take it off. She reached for his T-shirt, mimicking his movements, and divested him of the useless scrap of fabric. Her hands immediately went to his chest. The hard muscles that flexed with each movement. She trailed her fingers across his abs, enjoying the defined surface of peaks and valleys. He was strong and yet gentle. Slow and yet fast. All man, but still very much the boy she’d remembered. Everything was the same between them and yet it felt brand new, too.


    Bear kissed across her stomach again, reaching for her shorts. The button was already open from earlier, so she lifted, signaling her consent. He glided the fabric over her bottom and down her legs with ease. Kenna lay looking up at him in nothing but her bra and underwear, taking in the awe on his face and the beautiful glow of moonlight across his muscular body.


    “Your turn,” she said. “Bottoms off. Now.”


    One corner of his mouth lifted in smug approval. “Yes, ma’am.” Standing, he made quick work of his shorts.


    Once they were off, she took in the sight before her. He was bared to her. Completely. The magnificence of his body, hot and ready for her. The undeniable proof of how badly he desired her jutted thick and waiting between his legs. The satisfaction that surged through her was euphoric. He wanted her. There was no denying that. She licked her lips and started to sit up, reaching for him. Wanting to taste him.


    “Not this time,” he said, stopping her.


    When she tilted her head in question, he said, “Slow and steady, remember?”


    Lowering herself onto her back, she spread her legs and ran a hand down her front, slipping her fingers inside her panties. She let out a small whimper. Even in the dim moonlight, she saw him eyes ignite.


    “Vixen,” he said. “I’m trying to do this right.”


    “You always do me right,” she said. “Always.”


    A deep, satisfied rumble erupted from him, as he looked down on her, all male, corded with muscle and want. It was the perfect vision. One she’d keep with her after tonight ended.


    “You going to stand up there all night,” she said. “Or are you going to do something with me? I mean, I’m enjoying the view, but I think I’d enjoy the feel of you more.”


    Another lift of his lips before he lowered himself, first to his knees, then to his hands as he crept up her body. An arm went behind her to unsnap her bra, then it went to her underwear. Both were off in seconds.


    “Finally,” she said. “I didn’t think you were ever going to—”


    Bryan braced his arms next to her shoulders and cradled her cheeks in his hand. He stared at her with an expression she couldn’t decipher. It was a beautiful mixture of confusion, amazement, and…love. It looked like love. The way he used to look at her.


    “Bryan.”


    “You’re everything,” he said. “Everything so perfect. Everything I don’t deserve.”


    “Don’t say that,” she said, sliding a long piece of hair behind his ear. “Of course you do.”


    He shifted his hips to position himself at her opening. “I don’t. But tonight you make me feel like I do.”


    She braced for it. That initial exhilaration of him filling her. The inescapable sensation of pure bliss. Slowly, he pressed forward, gliding himself to join with her. Kenna took in every blessed second, every inch, savoring the feel of him. All of him. As soon as he was in, he paused and looked down at her.


    And that was the moment she knew. She wouldn’t be able to leave this island without him. He was hers. And she was his. She couldn’t go back to her life in Chesterville, knowing what they had. She couldn’t go through each day not being able to reach out and touch him. She’d never be the same again.


    Kenna loved Bryan so much it hurt. She couldn’t endure another decade without him. She wouldn’t survive. Tears started to well up, but she forced them aside. She didn’t want to ruin this moment.


    “You okay?” he said, tracing a finger across her temple.


    “I’d be better if you started moving,” she said, swallowing her emotion. “Please.”


    With the sound of the ocean in front of them and the moon looking down overhead, Bryan began to move, giving her what she needed in that moment. All of him.

  




  
    Chapter Seventeen


    Fuck it was hot. The sun, the sand, everything radiated with a putrid, humid air that nearly suffocated him. They were out on another scouting mission. Another day riding in a scorching metal box the Army called a Humvee, looking for the enemy. Though, who the enemy was had become harder to tell since they hid among the people of Baghdad. Hiding so well that there had been incidents at least once a day without any clue of when and where before it happened.


    They were traveling in a group of three today—Tyke’s vehicle operating as the lead, with SFC Cole’s and SGT Pearson’s vehicles following.


    The butt of Tyke’s rifle rested against his shoulder, the barrel pointed out the window as he peered through the scope at the vast landscape ahead of them. Nothing but wasteland, more wasteland, and a bunch of goats and mountains that led them to the next town in this shit-hole country. The terrain was rough, the Humvee suspension doing nothing to dull the constant bouncing from large rocks and debris scattered along the dirt road. Tyke sat shotgun beside PFC Bradley Hall, a twenty-two-year-old redhead on his first deployment.


    One of Tyke’s buddies, SGT Scott Warner, was singing in the back seat, a regular occurrence over the past few weeks. The kid had been struggling with homesickness, and since this was his third tour in two years, Tyke didn’t mind. Even if Warner had the singing voice of his tone-deaf grandmother. Today’s choice was the cult classic, “I Will Survive.”


    “Give it a rest,” SPC Heath McIntyre groaned from the seat behind Tyke. “Either that or pick a new damn song. I’m so fucking sick of that one.”


    Warner stopped long enough to address McIntyre. “Don’t tell me you don’t like Diana Ross. ’Cause if that’s the case, I’m gonna get Tyke to throw your ass out right now.” And he started back up, but louder and even more off-key this time.


    PFC Hall swiped a camo-sleeved arm over his clammy forehead, keeping his other hand on the wheel. Without taking his eyes off the road, he said, “Diana Ross doesn’t sing that. The Supremes do.”


    “The Supremes?” Tyke laughed. “What the hell are you smoking? The Supremes were out in the ’60s, man. That song was a hit in the late ’70s.”


    Hall shot a quick look in Tyke’s direction. “Diana Ross was in The Supremes, wasn’t she?”


    “Yeah. So?” Tyke focused out the window toward the short cement buildings in the underdeveloped town about a mile ahead of them. “It’s still not her.”


    “You mean to tell me all this time I’ve been thinking it’s her, and it’s not?” Warner sounded like Tyke just kicked his puppy.


    Tyke swiveled to glance at Warner in the seat behind Hall. “Aww, did I just crush your dreams, Scottie?”


    “Yeah. Kinda,” he said, throwing a dejected look out the side window. “Who the hell is it then?”


    “Hell if I know,” Tyke said.


    “Then how do you know it isn’t Diana Ross?” The sound of clicking and snapping went off as McIntyre tinkered with his rifle in the back seat.


    Tyke’s chest bounced on a quick snort. “ ’Cause I’m a savant with shit like that.” He wasn’t. And he didn’t really care who sang the song, he just liked ragging on the guys.


    “I’m just sayin’,” McIntyre went on. “If you don’t know who it is. How do you know it definitely isn’t Diana Ross? Wasn’t she, like, huge in the ’70s or something?”


    Warner was quiet in the back seat. Too quiet. When Tyke turned to look at him, the kid shrugged. “What? I have no clue what happened in the ’70s. Unlike you old fuckers.” He sat up straighter and grinned. “I’m a ’90s baby.”


    The car erupted in laughter as McIntyre smacked Warner in the back of the head with a loud whap.


    “Hey, man!” Warner said, dodging another swat from McIntyre.


    “We’re not that much older than you, dickhead.”


    “How do you know the song then?” Hall asked with a brief glance in the rearview mirror.


    Warner shrugged again. “Doesn’t everybody know it?”


    The Humvee was silent as the men slid quick looks at one another. And then all four men broke into the next line of the song.


    Laughter bubbled up inside Tyke like it hadn’t done since he’d been deployed. His shoulders bobbed, and his cheeks hurt from stretching them so wide. Goddamn, he loved this crew. A bunch of pranksters but also good guys. He trusted them with his life.


    The laughter quieted, but Warner continued to hum to himself.


    “I expect a new song tomorr—” McIntyre started.


    The Humvee rode over a bump, causing the front driver’s side corner to rise into the air before an ear-piercing explosion and a bright flash of light and fire. The wheels on the driver’s side of the vehicle blasted off the ground, flipping it onto its side, then sending the Humvee sailing onto its roof with a crunch. Tyke tumbled, his right shoulder slamming into the front passenger door. The Humvee continued its roundabout motion until it landed back on its wheels, the shift in force making Tyke wobble violently from his left to his right before gaining his equilibrium.


    His ass end came up over his head, his legs dangling awkwardly around his shoulders. Funny, since that was similar to the move Kenna wanted him to try in that stupid yoga class she’d forced him to attend back home. Couldn’t do it then, but hell if he could do it now.


    He righted himself just as a high-pitched, nightmarish whistle blew past them at what felt like a million miles a minute. A rocket-propelled grenade exploded into SFC Cole’s Humvee behind them. Tyke watched in horror as the vehicle ignited in flames. Men from Pearson’s group immediately leaped out, taking cover behind their vehicle, where they began to shoot in the direction of where the threat was coming from.


    Tyke was frozen in place. The harsh realization of what had just happened trapping him in his seat.


    Four men gone. Just like that.


    More will die if you don’t get out of here.


    Right.


    He shook himself, allowing his adrenaline to take over, helping him focus on getting his men to safety.


    Tyke scrounged for his radio. “Zero, this is Bravo one,” he said to the team back at camp.


    “Come in, Bravo one.”


    “We’re taking enemy fire. Repeat—active enemy fire. We need QRF ASAP. Bravo two is down, and Bravo three is engaging incoming hostiles.”


    “What’s your location, Bravo one?” Zero said.


    Tyke offered the coordinates, praying like hell there was a quick reaction force in their immediate area.


    “Everyone okay?” Tyke asked his guys while he waited. “Hall?” He glanced at the driver.


    Hall’s chin rested on his chest, head turned to the driver’s window.


    “Brad?” Tyke gave him a firm shake on the shoulder, which caused Hall’s face to sweep from left shoulder to right. Tyke got a clear view of thick, red blood smeared across Hall’s cheeks, nose, and mouth. And his eye. Jesus, there was a hollow black hole where one of his eyes had been. The other stared blankly at Tyke.


    Fuck.


    “Warner! McIntyre!” Tyke barked, turning toward the back seat.


    McIntyre groaned behind him as shouts in a language he didn’t comprehend drew closer to their vehicle.


    “You still with me, McIntyre?” Tyke slid a quick glance in the guy’s direction but reached for Warner.


    Another groan from McIntyre and an unfocused look at Tyke.


    “I’m getting you out in one second, buddy. You got it? Just one second.” Tyke turned to Warner, who wasn’t moving.


    “We gotta get outta here, Warner,” he said, extending a desperate arm toward the kid. “You hear me? We gotta go!”


    The clatter of footsteps approaching. More shouting. Bullets blasted around them.


    “Zero!” Tyke screamed. “Zero! I need a status. We’re under fire!”


    “Charlie unit is three clicks from your location and en route. ETA ten minutes, Bravo one.”


    Ten minutes was the equivalent of a lifetime.


    Warner’s eyes were closed, his head ticked an inch to the left. Then the right. A confused mumble of words Tyke couldn’t make out as a deep-red trail of blood spilled out of the corner of Warner’s mouth.


    Tyke did a quick scan of the kid’s condition, his heart hammering in his chest as gunshots sounded like booms from a cannon.


    Blood. A lot of blood. Everywhere.


    And then the ambush started. Bullets rained all around their vehicle, clanking and zipping through the metal like it wasn’t even there. Screams in the native language pelted from their left.


    Tyke ducked in his seat, yelling for his men to move as he lifted his rifle and fired back.


    The enemy was messy in its tactics but effective in probability. The sheer quantity of bullets propelling their way was bound to do damage given enough time.


    They had to get out now.


    Opening his door and throwing himself out, Tyke used the Humvee as a shield to maneuver toward the back passenger door where McIntyre sat. He forced the door open and reached in.


    Tyke threw McIntyre’s arm over his shoulder and hauled him out. “You okay?” Tyke did a quick scan of the other man’s disheveled camo-covered body.


    Brave soldier he was, McIntyre nodded. “Something’s jabbing my side, though.” He tried to reach for it and winced.


    Tyke glanced down at a piece of shrapnel the size of a mailing envelope lodged into McIntyre’s oblique. “Shit,” he said under his breath.


    “What?” McIntyre asked, his light-blue eyes pleading with Tyke. “What is it?”


    “Nothin’, buddy. You’re good.” Tyke gripped the guy’s rifle. “I need you to use this. I need cover to get Warner out. You up for it?”


    McIntyre coughed, blood still trailing down his slightly stubbled cleft chin. “Yeah. Yeah. I got you, man.”


    Tyke paused, giving him another once over. McIntyre’s rifle shook as he lifted it in to position. The other man shuffled to the back end of the vehicle, using the corner for cover. Then he let out an animalistic growl and began firing.


    “Go!” he screamed. “I got you!”


    Tyke jumped into the Humvee, tugging at his friend by the shoulders. Warner mumbled incoherent sentences about Diana Ross and stuff about his girlfriend back home in Kentucky.


    “I know, Scottie,” Tyke said. “I’m gonna get you out, and you’re gonna go see her. Just stay tough, okay?” Tyke ignored the sear of pain in his own shoulder, and the pitiful yelp Scottie made as Tyke yanked him out of the Humvee and guided him on to his back on the dirt road.


    Warner’s face shined with sweat and grime. His expression contorted in pain as he fisted his side where a large patch of dark blood stained his shirt. “It hurts. Fuck, it hurts. Tyke, you gotta help me. Help me, man. I gotta go home and see my girl.”


    Tyke’s mind immediately went to Kenna. Fuck, he missed her. It had been months since they’d been able to video chat. Weeks since he’d called.


    “We’re gettin’ married, Sarge,” Scottie said. “Did I tell you that?” He gave a lopsided grin. “I asked her last week. She said yes. When I go home, we’re making it official.”


    Tyke swallowed his emotion, remembering an almost-identical conversation he’d had with Kenna. He’d promised her he’d come back. They’d get married. Start a family.


    He’d promised her.


    They had to survive this. He never made a promise he couldn’t keep.


    “You will,” he said to Warner. “I’m gonna get you patched up real good. You’re gonna go home to your girl. I promise. We all are.”


    “Even Hall?” Warner asked. “Where’s Hall?”


    Tyke didn’t comment. He was beyond words. Instead, he reached for the med kit. Opening it, Bryan retrieved the anti-coagulant and bandages. He ripped Warner’s shirt open and poured the white powder on his wound.


    Blood seeped from under Warner’s body into a dark, red puddle on the road. Tyke did his best not to look. He closed his eyes and shoved away the anger surging through him.


    “Ammo!” McIntyre yelled. “I need ammo!”


    Shouts erupted behind them, Pearson’s team seeming to lose ground against a force that was three times their size in quantity.


    “Zero,” Tyke yelled into his radio to base camp. “Where the fuck are those reinforcements?”


    “On the way, Bravo one. Three minutes. Just hang tight.”


    Any longer and it wouldn’t be an issue.


    Tyke divested himself of his rifle, tossing it in McIntyre’s direction. The guy picked it up and looked back at Tyke with a look of forfeit. “We’re not gonna make—”


    “Shut the fuck up,” Tyke barked. “Yes, we are.”


    “Leave me, Sarge,” Warner said with a hand latched onto Tyke’s arm. “I’m only pinning you down. You and McIntyre got a shot to escape. Get outta here.”


    “Not leavin’ you,” Tyke said through locked back teeth.


    “You have to,” he responded. “Go. While you still can.”


    There was nowhere for them to go. They were still about four hundred yards from town and about a mile from the mountains. They were sitting ducks, and the enemy knew it.


    “Fuck!” McIntyre curled himself behind the Humvee, clutching his shoulder. Bullets continued to rain around them, pounding against the metal vehicle.


    “Sarge,” Warner said in a strangled voice. “Leave me. Go.” A single tear trailed down Warner’s cheek as his jaw worked. “Tell my girl I died doin’ something that mattered.”


    Tyke’s hands fisted as tightly as his lungs squeezed. These were his men. His friends.


    His family.


    And he’d failed them.


    Scottie’s eyes cleared, and a look of determination passed over his features. “This is the only way.”


    “Always gotta be the hero, don’t you, Warner?”


    The kid coughed out a laugh. “Get outta here before I change my mind.” He brought his hand up, and Tyke clasped it, helping him to stand. Tyke propped him against the Humvee.


    “You sure about this?”


    Scottie nodded, hugging the rifle to his chest, a fresh trail of blood running out of his mouth along his throat.


    Something hit Tyke. Something fast and sharp. In the top part of his right thigh. It jolted him back. Excruciating pain exploded through his entire midsection and down his legs. It spread, making him double over and gasp as if he were suffocating.


    “Sarge!” Warner yelled.


    “Tyke!” McIntyre shouted.


    The last vision he had was red. Red hair spread out like a waterfall over a pillow in the dim light of the early morning. The morning he made his promise to Kenna to come back to her in one piece.


    Instinct now telling him he’d have to break his promise.


    …


    “How are you feeling, Sergeant?”


    Tyke blinked against the light overhead, finding it odd that the sun was so bright and yet he wasn’t sweating. For once, he was cool and comfortable and felt like he was lying on a marshmallow.


    When his vision adjusted, he noticed white walls and a young man in a white lab coat.


    “Where am I?” Tyke tried to sit up, but a pain in his lower stomach forced him back down.


    “Take it easy, SGT Tyke.”


    “W-what happened?” He scanned the room frantically. “Where are my men? Where’s Warner? McIntyre?”


    The doctor, who looked like he couldn’t have been much older than Tyke, glanced toward the doorway, where a steady bustle of footsteps and chatter passed by. “You all had quite an accident. You’re lucky you made it out alive. Very lucky.”


    It was the way he said it that had Tyke on edge. With the corner of his lip pinched in and his balance slightly off-center. Like the guy was finding a way to lessen the blow of whatever he had to tell Bryan.


    “You lost a lot of blood. Took quite a hit.”


    “Quit fucking with me, doc.”


    The doctor cleared his throat. “The bullet. It went through your upper-right trochanteric region, hitting the primary bilateral transection of the spermatic routes.”


    “My what?”


    “It hit you in your upper-right thigh and damaged your spermatic cord. You won’t be able to have children. It’s irreversible. I’m sorry.”


    Tyke bolted upright, ignoring the impending pain his lower body should’ve caused. But there wasn’t any pain. At least not the kind he expected from a bullet.


    He glanced around, taking in the blue horizon, scent of the ocean, and the woman next to him.


    The beach. He was on the beach in Mexico. Not on the sand in Iraq.


    Scrubbing his face, Tyke laid back down and tried to slow his racing pulse.


    Christ. It had been years since he’d had that nightmare. He thought he’d finally gotten over it. No such luck, it seemed.


    Kenna mumbled next to him, a soft, melodic noise, and she cuddled up to him, fitting her shoulder up under his. She snuggled her face into his neck, and he sighed. He actually sighed. He couldn’t believe it. It felt so right and so good to have her wanting him. Needing him. He was going to hold on to it until he had to walk away again.


    Last night was the most incredible time of his life. The sounds she made. The way her body fit his. It was almost indescribable. Unmatched to anything he’d ever find again. But the nightmare he’d just had was a constant reminder that he couldn’t have what he most desired. Life had other plans, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.


    No matter how right she felt, his situation remained unchanged.


    So for now, today, he was going to curl up with Kenna and hold her tightly enough to etch this memory in to his mind. If he was lucky, nightmares like this one would replace the one he’d been having since his accident.


    After last night, and what he was going to do her at this end of this week, he’d deserve it.

  




  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Two days. They had two more full days to find her mother’s ring and the other items taken.


    Tonight was the wedding rehearsal. The sun was just starting to set, which cast a perfect glow upon the wicker canopy with sheer white drapery and white roses. White safari chairs were already set up, as were tall silver candelabras with candles leading into each row. The weather was supposed to be milder the rest of the week with lower humidity. It was going to be a perfectly beautiful day.


    As long as they could track down their thief.


    Only members of the small wedding party, the brides’ and grooms’ parents, and grandparents were invited to the rehearsal. The rest of the guests had the evening free to explore the island. Kenna rested in one of the chairs in the front row, one leg crossed over the other, the skirt of her maxi dress flowing around her on the slight breeze as she waited for the wedding coordinator to give her directions on where she needed to stand.


    The coordinator, Laura, had a friendly face with kind blue eyes, easy smile, and confident demeanor that immediately put you at ease. Which was good since it seemed Sam and Cass were a little more wired than they’d been earlier in the week. Each bride paced in front of the canopy, Sam biting her fingernails and Cass twirling her long brown hair around her finger. Both women with a deep crease of anxiety between her eyes.


    “Ladies and gentlemen,” Laura said, holding a small tablet and cell phone at her side. “May I have your attention?” With bleach-blonde hair, golden skin, and a white tank with long white skirt and sandals, she very much personified the true island persona.


    Kenna stood, following Laura’s voice toward the canopy.


    That’s when she saw him. Bear. Walking with that commanding gait he couldn’t hide if he tried. He crossed the sand in a simple white button-up that fit his broad shoulders, khaki linen shorts that hit his knee, showcasing his muscular thighs, and bare feet. The thought made her giggle. No untied boots tonight. His hair was smooth over his crown and secured at the base of his neck with a tie. She could barely believe her eyes, but his beard looked as if it had been combed and trimmed. It was less unruly than normal. More polished. Her heart did a little flutter, and her stomach, a small flip.


    Or that could’ve been the lingering memories of last night. The man had transformed before her eyes. He was so caring and cautious with her. Taking his time like he thought she might run at any second. When, in fact, she was the one terrified of him running away. In all their years together, they’d never made love. Not like that. They’d explored each other’s bodies. But nothing like last night. That was different. It meant something.


    He caught her stare, his features lighting up as he approached, keeping his attention only on her. Her insides started to warm. Her chest felt light. It was as if he was walking into her previous thoughts. It almost seemed like a dream. The soft white sand. The slight glow from the rising moon. The flicker from nearby candles. Everyone else around them disappeared. It was simply Kenna and Bear. Her Bear.


    “Hey,” he said once he was at her side.


    “You look nice.”


    He glanced down at himself like he forgot what he was wearing. “Thanks. Sam picked it out.”


    “Why would Sam pick out—?”


    “Hey, asshole,” Ash said on his way toward them. He gave Bear a once-over and shook his head. “You can’t take direction for shit, you know that?”


    “What?” Bryan asked, the tips of his ears coloring.


    “The wedding,” Ash said, gesturing to Bear. “You’re supposed to wear that for the wedding, you dipshit. Not the wedding rehearsal.”


    He scanned Ash’s attire, which wasn’t white and khaki. “But…but…”


    “But nothing,” Ash said. “You better get your ass up to your room and change before Sam sees you. Otherwise we’re both dead.”


    Bryan glanced at his watch, panic rising across his face like a second skin.


    “May I ask for the brides and grooms to join me, please?” Laura called out from under the canopy.


    “Forget it. We’re starting now.” Ash started to walk away but threw over his shoulder, “Just don’t get anything on yourself tonight. Christ.”


    Once Ash was out of earshot, Bryan swiped a palm down the front of his shirt, which she noticed was wrinkle-free. “Fuck.”


    “You’re adorable,” she said, unable to hold off the laugh bubbling up inside her.


    He snapped a look at her.


    “You are. You were so worried about looking nice for Sam and Cass. It’s incredibly thoughtful. I love it.”


    A smile finally cracked his worried expression. “Thanks. Hopefully Sam doesn’t mind too much.”


    “It’ll be fine.” She looped an arm in the crook of his elbow. “Trust me.”


    They made it through the rehearsal without any major blips. Bryan didn’t hold Kenna’s arm the way Laura suggested. The violinist didn’t play “Here Comes the Bride” at an adequate tempo for both brides to get down the aisle before it ended. And someone misjudged high tide because halfway through the practice a large rush of water came up over the hill and pooled around everyone’s feet. But Sam and Cass didn’t seem to mind any of it. Once they’d gotten through the formality of the rehearsal, and their fiancés’ arms went around them, and they were told to practice their first kiss as husband and wife, they both seemed to relax.


    Dinner was being served at an oceanfront restaurant attached to the resort. It was where the reception would also take place. Everything was outdoors. Yellow, twinkling lights were strung to the dark canopy above, white hydrangeas in glass vases were strategically placed along the center of the elongated table accented by various-size candles. It was romantic and classy. There was another long table behind theirs, currently empty, which would house the rest of the wedding guests for the reception tomorrow night.


    “Want something to drink?” Bryan asked.


    “Wine, please.”


    As Bear made his way to the bar on the other side of the patio, Kenna scanned the table. Place cards had been set out with everyone’s names in black script. She found hers near the middle, smiling when she noticed she would be sitting next to Aunt Estelle and Bryan.


    She picked up Bryan’s card and reread his name. How formal and classic it looked in the beautiful font. So different from the man himself, who wasn’t formal or classic. And she loved him for it. She always would. He knew who he was and be damned with anyone who didn’t like it.


    She placed the card back onto the table, then pulled out her chair, hopelessness filling her. The prospect that they may never get that ring back at all was too much for Kenna to process. It was the only thing she had left of her mom. It was something she’d always thought she’d pass down to her own daughter. Her own daughter whom she would never have because there was no other man for her but Bear. No one else she wanted to share the beauty of parenthood with.


    Spending time with Bryan again had been amazing. It was all she’d wanted for so long. But how did multiple orgasms help her find her mother’s ring? It didn’t. She’d gotten distracted by his body and her lust for it. That never-ending ache low in her belly that only he could extinguish. Once again, she was blinded by her love for him.


    If he didn’t want her long term, which he said he didn’t, and things would never be like they used to be, then what good was acting as if he did? What good was it to imagine that this time they might actually make it work? That they’d leave this island together.


    They wouldn’t.


    He came back to the table, handing her a glass of red wine, lowering his voice as he sat. “Just had an interesting conversation at the bar.”


    Now what?


    She took a sip and prepared herself.


    “Remember that couple I told you about? The ones who thought her mother’s watch was stolen?”


    Kenna nodded. Richard and Claire. Their family heirloom went missing around the same time as Kenna’s ring.


    “They found it.”


    “You mean they found the thief?” she nearly gasped. “They got the watch back?”


    Bryan shook his head. “She found it in their room this morning. No one took it.”


    He looked at her, and the unspoken question hung between them until Kenna adamantly said, “I searched. Trust me, I looked everywhere. The ring isn’t in my room.”


    His shoulders sagged, and his face said he figured as much.


    Oh, how she wished it were that easy. Especially since the ring and the brooch seemed to have evaporated into thin air. No leads. No more suspects. Nothing.


    “There’s something else I need to tell you.”


    The glass rested on her lips, red wine ready to pour over into her mouth, but she lowered it onto the table and waited. “Go ahead.”


    He chewed on whatever he had to say a moment longer, then, “Clint’s gone.”


    “What?” She gathered herself enough to quietly hiss, “Gone where? What happened?”


    “While we were at Clint’s place, I found drugs.” When she opened her mouth, most likely to berate him for not telling her, he flashed a palm. “Save it. I didn’t know if it had anything to do with our investigation. Just in case it did, I passed his name to the cops. Figured he was worth a second look. But something must’ve spooked him because he bolted. They have a few leads on where he might have went. They’re confident they’ll catch up to him pretty quick.”


    “So he did it,” she said. “He wouldn’t run from the cops if he was innocent, right?”


    Bryan sipped his beer, his expression clearly saying he had similar suspicions. “We won’t know more until they catch him.”


    That made her think about the ferry and her deal with Finn. She quickly recounted the story to Bryan about how she’d asked Finn, the driver of The Bay Bee, to text her if any man with dark hair and lean build tried to leave the island. If Finn hadn’t contacted her, then Clint hadn’t tried to escape that way.


    “The cops are on it. Trust the process, Kenna.”


    Easier said than done. Especially since Bryan’s eyes shadowed with doubt that the cops would actually come through.


    “Bryan, I feel like a broken record, but this time I’m really worried. What if they don’t find him? What if we don’t find the ring? The wedding is tomorrow.”


    She knew he heard her voice crack because his eyes took on a hard glint. He brought his face to her level. “Don’t talk like that. We will. I promise.”


    Kenna closed her eyes and inhaled a fast, deep breath to hold off the frustrated tears gathering in her eyes. “How can you be so sure?”


    “Because I never make promises I can’t keep.”


    The cut through her stomach was quick and efficient. As if he’d pulled that fancy knife he’d had the other night out of his belt and jammed it into her side. He didn’t realize what he said. What his words meant. Promises didn’t mean anything to Bryan Tyke. She knew that firsthand.


    “So…” she started but had to tamp down the rise of anger. “What about us? What was that? Didn’t you make me a promise?”


    Almost instantly she watched his fire die. Regret. Anger. Despair replaced it. “Not tonight, Kenna,” he said barely audible. His voice was pleading.


    Kenna quickly scanned the area, noticing most of the wedding party at the bar, laughing and talking. Everyone enjoying the evening with one another, not caring about the past. Simply relishing in their time in the present. The time they had together before the week came to an end. And of course, the beginning of a new shared life for Ash and Sam, and Luke and Cass. A long-lasting, picturesque marriage as husband and wife.


    “If not tonight, when?” The week was just about over. It’s not like she’d be able to have this conversation later. Once they left the island, she’d never see him again. Her emotions started getting the better of her. Started making it hard to see and think straight. The lump in her throat made it difficult to get the next words out. “Were you ever going to tell me why you never came back? Or was your plan to leave me hanging forever? Because that’s exactly what happened, Bryan. I waited for you. For years.”


    He squeezed his eyes closed and massaged his temples. “Kenna. I can’t do this—”


    She finally cleared her throat enough to thrust her words at him. “You never could, could you? You never planned to come back. Like a fool I waited for something that wasn’t going to happen. How could you do that to me?” She jabbed a finger in his chest, and this time he recoiled. He absorbed the impact by curling his shoulders forward and dropping his chin to his chest. “I would’ve done anything for you. Would’ve turned myself inside out if that’s what it would’ve taken.”


    “I wouldn’t have let you.”


    “Yeah, well,” she continued, “that would’ve been nice to know before you promised me you’d come back. Would’ve saved me a hell of a lot of time caring about something that wasn’t real.” She huffed out a breath and gathered a bunch of his linen shirt in her fist. “I feel sorry for you, you know that? You’re alone because you choose to be. And I won’t be a part of it anymore. I’m over you, Bryan. It’s time I start living my life. You gave me everything I needed in your bed. I’ve had my fill, and now I’m finished with you. I’m going to find it with someone else. I’ve wasted too much time thinking you’d come to your senses. That you’d change. That my love for you would be enough. But you don’t change. You never did.”


    “Great,” he said with a shake of his head. “I knew this was gonna happen. I knew you’d get attached. We never should’ve slept together. We promised. You promised.”


    “So this is my fault?” she said, affronted. “Really? You’re going to blame me for thinking—no, believing—you’d changed?”


    “What’s going on here?” Aunt Estelle said. She placed her short glass of clear liquid on the table in front of them. Spearing Kenna and Bryan with a stern look, she crossed her arms over her snug-fitting navy sleeveless top. “Someone start talkin’.”


    “It’s nothing,” Kenna said, throwing up her wall. She smiled at her aunt as she stood. “This is a huge misunderstanding. But it’s all sorted out now. We’re good. Aren’t we, Bryan?”


    He wiped all emotion from his face and flicked a final hard look at Kenna. “Yeah. It’s done.”


    She gave a quick nod. “Good. Now if you’ll excuse me.”


    Kenna brushed past Bryan and moved as fast as she could away from the crowd without drawing too much attention to herself in the process. She caught Sam’s stare, but she smiled and mouthed, Not feeling well. Going to lie down. Sorry. Sam darted a glance over Kenna’s shoulder at Bryan and Aunt Estelle. She didn’t know how they reacted because she wasn’t turning around to check.


    She, of course, crossed directly in front of Michael Tucker, suspect number one and the man she’d left naked in the shower a few days ago. Faltering a step, she groaned. She attempted a pathetic smile and a sorry again, to which she earned an eye roll back, before continuing on her way.


    Kenna made it through the doors to the back of the resort before she crumbled to the ground, knees to her chest, hands covering her face. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she couldn’t get enough oxygen into her lungs.


    This was what she needed. The closure. And while she didn’t get the answers she needed from him, she had to accept that she never would. What mattered was what she said. She told him how she felt and what he’d done to her. That’s all she’d ever wanted to do.


    To make sure he knew how badly he’d hurt her.


    Even if the pain would never subside.

  




  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Tyke stood next to the table, unable to move as he watched her go. Estelle hustled after her niece, but given Kenna’s speed, it would be a miracle if the old broad caught up with her.


    He wanted to go after her. Chase her down and make her understand. Explain why he couldn’t make her happy.


    He had a passing thought that she’d turn around and come back. For Sam’s benefit. But her hatred for Tyke must’ve been a lot stronger than her love for her friend.


    He knew she hated him. Hell, he hated himself. But to hear it. To listen to the words in that strangled voice of hers. To hear how broken she’d been over him. How his leaving still affected her. It ripped him up. His insides were in shreds. He’d been selfish to think they’d be able to get through this week without incident. Without reliving their past.


    And he was stupid to think he was over her.


    He’d been ashamed of himself for so long. Disappointed he couldn’t be who she needed. That he’d betrayed her trust. But he saw now that she needed to know. Otherwise, she’d never get over the past. She’d hold his leaving against him forever. And she deserved to be free of him. To truly move on and not look back. Once she knew why he never came back all those years ago, she’d understand. She’d finally be done with him. For good.


    It’s what they both needed.


    Even if he’d live in misery for the rest of his life. At least he could go on knowing she wasn’t suffering anymore. He wanted to give that to her.


    He had to tell her. Fuck forgiveness or apologies. He just needed her to know why he didn’t come back.


    “Hey, man,” Calder’s concerned voice came up behind him about the same time that he stood at Tyke’s side and gripped a hand onto his shoulder. “You okay?”


    “Fine.” Tyke threw his head back and inhaled a huge gulp of beer. Not that it would do anything to numb him. Might take the edge off. But at this point, he’d take what he could get.


    “Is Kenna okay?” Calder asked. “She looked pretty upset. Something happen between you two?”


    He wanted to laugh. Laugh until he ran out of air and it strangled him to death. Then he wouldn’t have to feel what he was feeling now. Yeah, something happened between them. She wanted him. He wanted her. She was pissed at him. He couldn’t be what she needed.


    A real fairy-tale story.


    “What’s going on?” Ash said, coming up on Tyke’s other side. “Why’s Kenna all worked up?”


    He rolled his eyes and took another long drag from his bottle. “Don’t you two have anything better to do?”


    “Cass wanted me to check on you. Said you looked perplexed.”


    “Sam, too.”


    Tyke grumbled. Damn nosy, big-hearted women.


    “I’m fine,” he said. “Kenna’s fine. Everything’s fine.”


    Luke scanned the area in a wide arc. “Then where’d she go?”


    Tyke glanced at Calder from the corner of his eye. “Do I look like her keeper?”


    “For a while you did.”


    Tyke grunted. “You two don’t know anything.”


    Ash pulled out Tyke’s chair and gestured to it. “Then why don’t you tell us?”


    Bryan glanced down at the item in Ash’s hand, then looked up at his friends. “There’s nothin’ to tell, okay? She went wherever women go to do whatever women do. Ask your fiancées, maybe they know where she is.”


    Ash took his hand off the chair in order to fold his arms. “Sam has a theory.”


    Tyke looked up at the cloudless night sky and exhaled. “Great. Can’t wait to hear it.”


    “Good, ’cause you’re going to.” There was a pause, then Ash said, “She thinks you two still love each other.”


    Calder’s eyes expanded, the whites glowing like huge eggs in the candlelight. “Is that true? Do you love her? And does she love you back?”


    Slowly turning his head, Bryan looked at Luke. “What is this? Days of Our Lives or some shit?”


    “Looks like it the way you two are on-again and off-again every freaking second,” Luke said. “Want to write her a note and have me pass it to her in study hall?”


    In about two seconds, he was going to rearrange Calder’s pretty-boy smile.


    Ash must have sensed the change in cabin pressure because he jumped in. “What Calder’s trying to say is you need to talk to her.”


    Tyke scrubbed a rough hand down his face. “What the hell am I going to say?”


    “Whatever you want. Tell her how you feel.”


    He blinked a few times making his friends’ tall frames grow fuzzy the faster he did it.


    “I know,” Ash said in a mock horrified voice. “I can’t believe I just used the F-word. What in the hell is wrong with me?”


    “You’re in love, Coop,” Luke said, picking something out of his teeth. “Just admit it. I have no issue saying it. Hell, I can’t say it enough. After almost losing Cass, I’m going to tell her every single second of every day.”


    Tyke loved Kenna. He wasn’t afraid to admit that. He’d loved that woman from the second he’d laid eyes on her in third-grade math class. He’d sat behind her and threw little balled-up pieces of paper into her red mane trying to get her attention. It had worked. She socked him on her way home from school with the weakest punch he’d ever felt. So he’d taught her how to throw a proper jab. It was the day he knew she was the only one for him.


    The problem wasn’t love. It was that he couldn’t give her forever. She’d always wanted children of her own for as long as he could remember. They used to name their imaginary kids. After Kenna lost her mom, she and Tyke agreed they’d name their little girl after Mary Lou. They’d wanted to honor an amazing woman.


    But after his accident, all of those hopes for a family were gone. He couldn’t be the one to give her that. And out of any woman he’d ever met, Kenna McCord would make an amazing mother. She was conditioned for it. She’d had the best example in her own mom.


    His stomach dropped, that familiar misery making its rounds again. It ebbed and flowed through his body like a second skin now. It was a part of him. How inadequate he was. He thought he’d finally accepted it. But he was a fool to think he’d ever accept the fact that he loved her and couldn’t do a damn thing about it.


    He dreamed of giving her a child. He’d thought about it as he came inside her each time they slept together. They both could have everything they ever wanted.


    But it was just a fantasy.


    He couldn’t give her a child any more than she could forgive him for their past.


    When his thoughts finally cleared, and he could see straight again, he brought his focus to the two idiots standing in front of him, faces examining his.


    “Yep,” Luke said. “He loves her.”


    “Completely wrecked,” Ash agreed. He slapped Tyke on the back, making Tyke wince from the slight sting in his shoulder that was still healing. “Welcome to the dark side, buddy.”


    “It’s not so bad,” Calder jumped in. “We have cookies.” He grinned, then, “And by cookies, I mean—”


    Tyke threw up a hand. “I got it.”


    “Just sayin’,” Luke said. “You might want to give it a try.”


    Cooper was nodding. “Get your head out of your ass and tell her how you feel. Don’t let her walk away if it’s not what you both really want.”


    The two gave him one last pointed glare before rejoining their fiancées at the bar.


    Tyke dropped into the chair Ash had pulled out and cradled his face in his hands.


    “They’ve got a point, ya know.”


    He jerked his head up to see Estelle sitting across from him.


    “Thought you went off after your niece.”


    “Couldn’t catch her.” She sipped from her drink, then said, “They’re right.”


    “Which part?” he asked, not really wanting the answer.


    “The head up your ass.”


    He laughed despite himself. He already knew that.


    She stared at him with an assessing gaze he’d seen so many times from Kenna. It made him squirm but also comforted him at the same time.


    “I can’t make her happy, Estelle.”


    “So you know what’s in her mind, do ya?”


    He pressed his fingers into his eye sockets. “You don’t understand.”


    “You’re right. And neither does she. That don’t help the situation any, does it?”


    “She’s gonna hate me,” he said.


    Estelle tilted her head to the side to look around the wide white floral bouquet on the table. “Hate to point it out, Bryan, but she don’t exactly love ya right now, either.”


    True. And wouldn’t it be better if she knew why he never came back? Then she’d have a valid reason to hate him, rather than just being resentful for something she didn’t understand. She’d said it herself—she thought he left because she wasn’t good enough. Christ, that was the furthest from the truth. If anything, she was too good for him.


    It was time. Time to suck it up and own up to his past.


    But first, he needed to be shit-faced so he wouldn’t have to remember the look of horror on her face when he told her.


    


    By the time he headed back to the room, Tyke was so drunk he barely remembered the journey. He cradled his arm against his chest, groaning each time he bashed it into something. Like the wall. Then the door. Tyke pulled out his key card and tried to slide it into the lock.


    He missed.


    Tried again.


    Nope.


    And again.


    Not that time.


    Bending, he closed one eye and slowly glided the card toward the door. It wobbled but finally landed where it needed to. The door clicked, the sensor lit up green, so he turned the handle and entered their dark hotel room.


    Something must’ve jumped out in front of him, because he lost his balance. “Shit.” He stumbled a few steps, his body starting to tilt forward. His hand landed on something soft, most likely the bed. Turning, he sat and waited for the room to stop spinning.


    It didn’t.


    “Kenna,” he said in a loud whisper. “Kenna, you awake?”


    Silence came from her side of the bed.


    His eyes finally adjusted to the dark, which allowed him to see the outline of her sleeping body, facing the window. She was curled with the blankets up to her neck. That red hair he loved was piled high on her head again, making him want to reach over and pull the tie out to let the strands fan over her pillow.


    “Kenna?” he tried again. “Need to talk to you. Wake up.”


    Tyke scooted back, adjusting himself onto his side of the bed without hurting his shoulder more in the process and rolled toward her.


    “You awake yet?” He waited for a response.


    All that came back was soft, steady breaths.


    “I’m sorry,” he mumbled. “So sorry. You deserve better. And you’re going to get it. I promise.” He reached down and started to unbutton his shirt so it wouldn’t be wrinkled for the wedding, but he couldn’t get his fingers to cooperate. He leaned to her ear. “You’re so good. I love you so much. But I’m no good for you. You need a real man. Not me.”


    He let out a long yawn. “Nothing like me. I’m no good.”


    And then he closed his eyes, rolled onto his good shoulder, and passed out.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty


    The sun felt hotter today. The temperature could’ve increased on the island, or it could’ve been because Kenna was confused as hell, which made her annoyed with everything around her.


    He said he loved her. Loved her.


    But that she deserved better.


    Better how?


    She wanted to ask him about it this morning, but when she woke up, his side of the bed was empty. Which was when she called Aunt Estelle and asked to meet her at the beach.


    The two women lounged on beach chairs, gazing out from under an umbrella at the glassy, blue water. A table full of food and drinks sat between them, and was refilled by one of the hotel workers who knew her aunt by name.


    Kenna eyed Estelle, who seemed cheerful as she sipped her vodka water and popped bits of fruit into her mouth. Estelle’s free hand was draped above her head on the chair, making the flowy sleeves of her colorful cover-up billow loosely around her arms. She wore a black one-piece bathing suit under the sheer fabric with matching black shades and sun hat.


    “You don’t seem very upset about your brooch being stolen,” Kenna said.


    “Huh? What?” Estelle covered her mouth to cough up the small grape that must have lodged in her throat. “Of course I’m upset. You know how much that thing means to me.”


    “I do. Which is why I’ve been thinking,” she said. “We should go back to security. There’s this guy, Al. He—”


    “Why? I thought Bryan was working his spy magic to find it.”


    “He’s a DEA agent, not a spy.” Then she caught herself. She didn’t give a crap if he was the president of the United States. What did it matter? It didn’t. He still couldn’t find her mom’s ring or Estelle’s brooch. It was useless. They’d all leave this island with a piece of themselves snatched away and never returned. “He had a lot of leads but hasn’t found anything besides a bunch of dead ends.”


    “There’s still time,” Estelle said.


    “Time?” Kenna almost laughed. “For what? The thief to get away? ’Cause right now, that’s about all Bear has been good for.”


    Her aunt turned to her with one eyebrow lifted above her wide-rimmed sunglasses. “Really? That’s all?”


    Kenna fidgeted under Estelle’s probing gaze. “Yes. Why do you say it like that?”


    “Hun,” she said and popped a small, round melon ball into her mouth. Chewing, she said, “I’ve been at this game a hell of a long time, so I’ve learned to recognize the glow of a woman who’s been fully sexed up. And you, my dear, have been more than sexed up.” Estelle grinned, wiping a small dribble of juice from the corner of her mouth. “He gave it to you straight up, didn’t he? Like a wild animal? The man’s got vigor, that much is evident.”


    Kenna sucked in a quick, seizure-inducing breath. “Aunt Estelle! He most certainly did not give it to me straight up, sideways, or any other direction. We’re not having this conversation!”


    Estelle shrugged. “Whatever you say.”


    Kenna crossed her arms and let her pout come out in full force. How was her aunt able to read that so effortlessly? Did everyone else figure it out, too? Oh God. Was everyone talking about the fact that she and Bear were back together? That when this week was over, they might give it another go?


    That was most definitely not happening. She wasn’t trusting him with her heart ever again. And she wasn’t going through the embarrassment of pining away for him again.


    She glanced at her aunt’s calculated smirk. “Whatever you’re thinking, get it out of your mind right now.”


    “What?” Estelle said, still grinning like the Cheshire cat. “I’m not thinkin’ nothin’.”


    “You are. I can see it on your face. Stop it.”


    “There might be somethin’ there. He might’ve changed. Any man—even the slow ones—can improve after more than a decade.” She tipped her chin up and in a proud voice, she said, “Kenna, men are like fine wine—”


    She flashed a palm. “No infamous Estelle Vavrino analogies needed.”


    “Okay, but let me add that men aren’t good with fragile things,” Estelle said. “Them and their big, dumb hands. Always fumblin’ everything.”


    “Exactly,” Kenna said. “That’s what I’m saying. Bear—”


    The playfulness in Estelle’s features dimmed and was replaced with something much more serious. It was an expression Kenna hadn’t seen on her aunt’s face before.


    She didn’t want Estelle saying something to make her soften. She didn’t want some wise piece of advice to induce her to forgive Bear. She couldn’t. It would hurt too much.


    “Hun,” Estelle said through a sigh. 


    “Don’t take his side,” she snapped. “Don’t you dare take his side.”


    Aunt Estelle’s eyes hardened. “Watch your tone with me, young lady. You wanna beat up that man who loves you, you go right ahead. But you won’t treat me that way.” She paused to narrow her eyes. “He did finally tell you he loves you, right?”


    Kenna slumped back in her chair and harrumphed. “He came in drunk last night and said it.”


    “Huh. I figured he’d pickled himself so bad he’d be useless.” Estelle let out a small chuckle. “Always nice to be wrong for the right reasons.” She turned to Kenna. “So? What did you say back?”


    “Nothing. I pretended to be asleep.”


    The older woman sat up, facing Kenna with her bare feet planted in the sand. “Why the hell would you do that?”


    “First of all, he was drunk,” she said. “I wasn’t going to have that conversation with someone who wouldn’t remember half of it later. Plus, I was still pissed at him. He hurt me, Aunt Estelle. Bad. I can’t just—”


    “You can,” she said, reaching across for Kenna’s hand. “You can let it go. In fact, you need to.”


    This was the one person Kenna thought would understand. How many men had Kenna seen come and go in her aunt’s life? None of them staying very long before Estelle was done with one and moving on to the next. Aunt Estelle knew how stupid and untrustworthy men could be.


    She spun on her chair so fast, it was a wonder she didn’t topple onto the sand. Meeting Kenna’s stare, Estelle said, “Don’t be like me. Don’t let days, months, or years pass without sharing yourself with someone. One special man. Don’t wake up my age and wish you’d done something sooner. You get one chance at doing this right. I don’t wanna see you end up like me.”


    “But…but you’re fantastic.” Kenna couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She’d be honored to end up like the woman in front of her when she was old and gray. “You’re funny. Off the wall. Spontaneous. Strong-willed.”


    “And lonely.” Estelle gave a forced, half-hearted smile. “I’m lonely, hun. And I’ll be that way until the good Lord calls me home. Don’t follow in my footsteps. Forgive that man and give him your heart. All of it. Love him and let him love you back. Life’s too damn short to be angry forever.”


    Could she do it? Kenna wasn’t sure she could let go of the past that easily. He’d betrayed her trust.


    “But I’m scared,” she said, finally admitting it not only to Estelle but to herself. “I’m terrified to give myself to him again. I wouldn’t survive a second time if he leaves.”


    Estelle’s expression softened. “He took the first step. He’s tryin’ to find your momma’s ring, ain’t he?”


    She nodded. “Yes.”


    “And he told you he loved you.”


    “Yeah, but—”


    “But nothin’. Ain’t no man in the world gonna waste his time at a beautiful resort like this to chase down some old ring and brooch if he doesn’t want you back.”


    But forever? He’d said they would only last for this week. They’d agreed.


    Did he want more?


    She did. But she couldn’t dare allow herself to believe it could happen. She wasn’t kidding when she said she wouldn’t survive. It would destroy her.


    “Tyke ain’t the best at expressin’ his feelings,” Estelle said. “Go to him. Tell him how you feel. I’m bettin’ it’ll make it easier for him to open up, too.”


    What if he didn’t want her? “But—”


    “Then you’ll know once and for all,” Estelle said, answering the thought. “It’s always better to know rather than wonder.”


    True. Kenna had spent enough time wondering if Bryan would ever come back to her. It was time to know for sure.


    


    When Kenna opened the door and entered the room she shared with Bear, she found him sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at his clasped hands. He didn’t look up when she entered, which immediately made her heart leap into her throat.


    Hesitantly, Kenna went in, letting the door slam behind her.


    “Hey.” Kenna stopped in front of him and glanced around, uncomfortable. He was docile. Quiet. She wasn’t used to that side of him. She was accustomed to gruff, mouthy Bryan, who stomped around the room in his boots and said whatever he wanted. “I was, uh, down on the beach with Estelle.”


    His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “Did you have fun?”


    She swallowed past her dry throat. “Yeah. She and I haven’t had a chance to really talk this week, so it was nice catching up with her.”


    “Good,” he said. “That’s real good.”


    “Did you, um, have a good morning?”


    “Yeah, it was good. Got breakfast with Reese and Megan.”


    “I’m glad you had a nice time.”


    “Me, too,” he said, looking up at her.


    God, this was painful. Tiptoeing around each other like a bunch of inexperienced kids.


    A silent moment stretched out between them. She swayed from one foot to the other, debating how to tell him that she heard him say “I love you” last night and that she loved him, too.


    He started. “Kenna, look, I’m sorry. I know you’re pissed at me. You have every right to be. But I want you to know why.”


    “Wait,” she said, recalling everything Aunt Estelle had told her. The past couldn’t be changed, but the future could. If she forgave Bear and made use of the time they still had left together. “I want to be honest with you, too. I want you to know that I heard you last night. When you came in after dinner.” She waited to see whether something in his expression suggested he knew what she was referring to. When his face showed recollection, she said, “Did you mean it? What you said?”


    His eyes warmed. “Yeah, I meant it.”


    Her heart immediately started to thaw. That ice fortress she’d built and kept erect for so long started to crumble as her chest filled with hope. “I want to hear it again,” she said. “I want you to tell me again, since you’re not drunk, and I’m fully awake.”


    He hesitated, looking a little unsure. But after a second, he stood and reached for her hand. “Kenna, I love you. I’ve loved you since the first time I laid eyes on you. I’ve never stopped.”


    She let the meaning of those words sink in. She let them infuse her body with the warmth she’d been missing for the last twelve years. The feeling of utter contentment. She was complete. Whole. “I love you, too,” she said. “I was stupid to think I didn’t.”


    His expression faltered a little, and he dropped her hand. “Don’t say that.”


    “Say what?” she asked. “That I love you? Why? I do, Bryan. I love you so much. I never stopped loving you.”


    “You don’t. You can’t.”


    “I can. And I do,” she said, frustration rising. Her next words were agitated. “What’s the matter with you? Why are you backing up?”


    He cradled his head in his hands as he dropped back onto the bed. “Kenna, you don’t understand.”


    She sat next to him. “Then help me understand.”


    He looked at her so tormented that she had to remind herself to calm down. It could be anything. She didn’t want to jump to conclusions that it was something bad.


    He let out a ragged breath. “Once I tell you, you’ll see. But you won’t love me anymore. You won’t be able to.”


    That seemed impossible to believe.


    Kenna placed a hand on his knee, and he jerked under her touch. She pulled her hand back and clasped it with the other in her lap. “I’ll decide how I feel,” she said.


    Springing from his seat, he whirled to face her. “When I was in the Army, they sent me to Iraq.”


    She nodded, already knowing that. For the first few months he’d been there, he’d sent letters and emails telling her about what the towns looked like. The people. What the war was like. She remembered not really caring about any of that except the fact that he was okay. Still alive.


    “My convoy was on a scouting mission,” he went on, “and we got ambushed.”


    She definitely hadn’t heard about that. “What happened?” She tried to prepare herself, though she didn’t know for what.


    “I’m not gonna sugarcoat it. It was bad.” He ran a hand over his smooth crown. “Out of the four of us, two of my guys…” He swallowed. “Two of them didn’t make it.”


    She gasped.


    He paused to exhale what was surely a horrid memory. “When I made it back to Medical, I didn’t remember a lot. But I did remember one thing. I’d been shot.”


    “Shot?” she all but shouted. “How? Where?” Her frantic gaze searched his body top to bottom.


    “It was—”


    There was a firm string of knocks on their door.


    Bryan got up and approached the sound. “Who is it?”


    “Officers Baxter and Hernandez.”


    He looked back at Kenna with an expression that jolted through her. They’d caught him. They’d caught Clint Azure. Thank God.


    Kenna was on her feet in an instant.


    Opening the door, Bryan gestured for the officers to enter. They stood in the doorway, Officer Hernandez, based on the gold nameplate over his heart, propped one black boot against the door to keep it open.


    Their gazes slid to Kenna and back to Bryan, a silent question in their expressions.


    “It’s okay,” Bryan said. “She’ll want to hear this, too.”


    Officer Baxter readjusted his weight and gave Bear another look. One she couldn’t decipher at first.


    In that split second, Kenna noticed a few things. First, her heart started beating at a rate that was loud enough for all in the room to hear. Second, the officers didn’t look relieved or proud of the news they brought. And third, Bryan’s posture suddenly wilted.


    No.


    Then Officer Baxter said three words she wasn’t ready to hear. “It’s not him.”


    Him?


    She threw a look at Bryan. Surely they couldn’t be talking about Clint.


    Bear’s gaze skated in her direction, touching her for a ghost of a second before he focused back on the officers. “You’re sure?”


    One simple drop of Officer Hernandez’s chin.


    “Why did he run then?” she jumped in. “Innocent men don’t run.”


    The two officers didn’t respond to her question. Instead, Officer Hernandez kept his attention on Bear. “We caught up with him in Galveston. He sang like a canary about the drugs. But when we asked him about the thefts, he didn’t know what we were talking about.”


    “And you believed him?” Kenna asked, her voice raising an octave.


    Bear made a sound, telling her to calm down.


    How could he be so stoic? The officers had just implied that Clint wasn’t their thief! Damn it, she and Bear should’ve insisted on being there while the police questioned Clint. More eyes were always better than fewer.


    “I want to talk with him,” she said, knowing she didn’t have to clarify to whom she was referring.


    Both officers glanced at Bear, seeming to question her importance. The air in the room grew thick with annoyance after she doubted the men’s abilities to do their jobs.


    When Officer Baxter spoke, his words were tight. “Sorry, ma’am, the only thing Clint Azure is guilty of is getting a bunch of rowdy tourists high.”


    They exchanged a few more bits of information, nothing at all as confounding or aggravating as their initial piece. Then Bear held out a hand, shaking each officer’s hand in turn, and thanked both men for their time. They turned toward the door, offering to provide anything else they found.


    “But…” This didn’t make sense. It was him. It had to be.


    Frozen in place, she watched them leave.


    Once the door closed, Bryan came back to stand in front of her but didn’t say anything. His placating expression said enough.


    “We had him,” she said. “It was him. It had to be.” It couldn’t be anyone else. They were out of time.


    “Sometimes that’s the way it goes.”


    That’s it? That’s all he had to say?


    Oh, shucks. Too bad. That’s the way the cookie crumbles.


    Of course, because he’d never had anything ripped away from him.


    “Do you even care that Clint slipped through our fingers?”


    His cool gaze assessed her. “He didn’t slip anywhere. As far as we’re concerned, he’s innocent.”


    “So that’s it? We’re just going to let him go?”


    “That’s how this works, Kenna. He’s not our guy.”


    Then who was?


    Maybe she’d missed something. Maybe Michael wasn’t the decent guy she’d thought. Maybe there was a sinister part of him, or no, a desperate part that needed those items, for whatever reason. And Joseph Landry, just because he was Bryan’s boss didn’t mean he was a good guy. Corruption lurked everywhere, didn’t it?


    Both men were worth a second look.


    “If you don’t want to keep going,” she said, “then don’t. But I can’t sit back and wait for Michael or Joseph to strike again.”


    Bryan’s sharp laugh made her shoulders tense. “Now all of a sudden Tucker and Landry are back on your list?”


    “We never officially ruled them out,” she said with a lift of her chin.


    His ice-blue eyes narrowed. “You never ruled them out. I know for damn sure Landry isn’t involved. Michael, either. I’d stake my life on it.”


    “That ring is my life,” she said through clenched teeth.


    They stared each other down, neither one giving an inch.


    “I’m going to restart with the two people that I know have motive.”


    He snorted, cold and sarcastic. “Motive? Because they vaguely look like the man you might or might not have seen walking near your room?”


    Her jaw dropped. Asshole. He’d seen the video. There had been a man in her room. There was no doubt.


    “We need to look at this objectively,” he said, bearing his gaze down on her, pinning her in place in the middle of the room. “Let’s look back at what we know and regroup.”


    “There isn’t enough time to regroup! We’ve been through the list of men who fit the description. There’s no one left. It’s Michael or Joseph,” she said.


    “Oh, yeah? What makes you so sure?”


    “Because they had to!” she yelled. “They have to be guilty!” Her mother’s ring was gone, and her aunt’s brooch was stolen. The thought that the items might never be returned, mixed with her jumbled feelings about Bear, was sending her over the edge. “It has to be one of them, okay? We don’t have time for it to be someone else. It has to be them.”


    Oh God, her stomach was in so many knots she might be sick. They weren’t going to find it.


    “And if it’s not?”


    “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” she said.


    “What?” His voice was dangerously calm.


    “You’d like that,” she repeated. “If we don’t find my mom’s ring. You’d be satisfied to leave this island without it. No more thoughts of weddings or happiness for anyone. You can go back to your life—wherever that is—continuing to ignore the torment you caused me. Was that all this was? A pity party? Some way for you to appease me for the week? Act like you’d find the ring, when really you weren’t even trying?”


    “You’re entering dangerous territory, Kenna,” he said. “You might want to think before you take things in this direction.”


    She laughed in his face, hard and sardonic. “What are you going to do about it?” She shoved him in his chest. “Nothing. Like usual. You’ll just walk away. It’s what you do.”


    He went from barely contained anger to full-on raging bull in a split second. His face was inflamed. His chest puffed in large amounts of air. His hands fisted at his sides. “I know you’re upset, so I’m going to let that comment slide. But you need to choose your next words very carefully.”


    “You know what? No. I’m done talking. I knew I shouldn’t have trusted you to find my ring. I’ll do it myself.” She took two steps, ready to go out and find the items on her own, but his firm hand clutched her arm. She whipped her head toward the contact, then up at his face. “Let. Me. Go.”


    “You’re not walking out like that,” he said. “Not on a rampage. You’re gonna sit your ass right here until you calm down.”


    She tugged against his hold, but he didn’t relent. “Let go.”


    He tightened his grip. Not enough to hurt her but enough to send a clear message.


    Kenna narrowed her eyes, and if she could’ve done it, she would’ve shot daggers out of them.


    With a simple flip of his arm, he tossed her onto the bed, her butt landing hard.


    “You can’t just throw me around whenever you feel like it, you beast.”


    “Pretty sure I just did.”


    She tried to stand, but he shot her such a menacing look that it knocked her feet out from under her.


    “You wanna go out there and go hunting, fine,” he said. “But you’re gonna calm down, and you’re gonna hear me out before you charge out of this room pissed about something you don’t understand. We’re going to finish the conversation we started before the cops came in.”


    “I don’t give a shit what you say,” she said, her voice starting to climb once more. She couldn’t control it. He’d promised her he’d find the ring. I always keep my promises, he’d said. Obviously not. “Nothing will change my opinion of you now. You’re heartless, uncaring, and you don’t deserve me!”


    He’d bent in a flash, and his face was inches from hers. “I know I don’t!”


    They were so close she could see the blood vessels straining in the whites of his eyes. His teeth bared like a rabid animal stalking its prey. His heavy breaths gusting across her lips like a squall across the ocean.


    “I don’t,” he said more calmly, backing away. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. I wish I did deserve you, Kenna. But I don’t.” The look that came next completely annihilated her. It was so meaningful. So decisive. So heartbreaking.


    “I’m sorry for what I did all those years ago,” he said. “The way I left you hanging with no reason for why I didn’t come back. I just couldn’t… I just couldn’t bear how badly I’d failed you. So I used this week as a way to try to make it up to you. I thought if I could find your ring, then you’d be less pissed at me, and I could apologize. Even if we can’t be together, you at least deserved that.”


    Even if we can’t be together.


    “Why can’t we be together?” she asked. “I thought—I thought you were trying to find the items so we could be together.”


    His sympathetic gaze tore her in two. “It was never about that. It was only ever about apologizing to you. I told you. We can never be like we were. This week was it.”


    “But…” Her throat clogged with overwhelming emotion. Her eyes stung. “But you love me.”


    “More than anything,” he said softly. “But I’m not what you need. I’ll never be.”


    Oh God. The realization was too much. This was her biggest fear. He was walking away again. This time for good. There would be no hope of him returning. It was over.


    She stood, gripping his shirt, pulling him to her. “But you are. You’ve always been exactly what I need. What I’ll always need.”


    He tried to turn his head away, but she yanked him back to her.


    She’d finally attempted to trust Bryan again. She’d finally let herself imagine a future with him. She finally had hope.


    He watched her, his eyes filling with tears of his own. It nearly brought her to her knees. He was bared to her. Completely. “I have to. I can’t give you what you want.”


    “You don’t know what I want!” she cried.


    “I do,” he said it so softly, it scared the living shit out of her. Bear wasn’t soft or timid about anything.


    “You’re what I want!” She tried to pull his mouth to hers, but he lifted his chin out of her reach.


    “Kenna, stop,” he said.


    She tugged at him again.


    “Stop!” he shouted. “Jesus Christ, it’s not gonna work, okay? I can’t give you kids. It’s never gonna work. I can’t do it.”


    She froze, her grip on him immediately releasing. “Kids? What do you— But that would mean…”


    “I’m shooting blanks, Kenna.”


    “But…”


    He shook his head. “You’ll never be happy with me. Don’t you understand? One day you’ll resent me for not being able to give you what you want.” His eyes were clear and direct as he stared at her. “Don’t you see? I did the work for you. I didn’t come back so you’d never have to feel bad about leaving me later on.”


    She tried to form words, but they wouldn’t come. This was the last thing she expected. He’d found another woman. He’d gotten tired of Kenna. He didn’t love her anymore. Those were what she’d replayed in her mind for years.


    Not that he couldn’t give her children.


    It was all she dreamed about since she was a young girl—the day she’d hold her own children in her arms the way her mom used to hold her. Playing dress up with her daughter and throwing the ball with her son. And the man in those dreams—the father of those children—had always been Bear. Always. There was no one else she wanted to share that life with. The vision was so clear in her mind that it felt real. It would happen.


    But he was saying it wouldn’t. It couldn’t.


    A look of understanding passed over his face. “See?” he said gently. “We can’t be together. I’d only end up disappointing you. And that’s something I can’t live with. I couldn’t fathom you hating me because of something I can’t control. If I could’ve done something about it, I would have. Believe me, Kenna, I tried.”


    She couldn’t breathe. It was so much to process. “Why didn’t you just tell me? Why didn’t you let us work through it together?”


    “I’m a coward. I couldn’t see that look—the one you’re giving me right now—and have it etched in my brain forever. I just couldn’t.”


    His earlier words came back to her. Don’t you see? I did the work for you. I didn’t come back so you’d never have to feel bad about leaving me later on.


    No, he hadn’t wanted to save her from a hard decision. He just didn’t want to face her. It was his own lack of confidence that kept him away. He should’ve known that if it came down to Kenna choosing Bear or being without him, she’d always choose him. Always. No matter his condition.


    Instead, he’d taken the easy way out.


    “All this time,” she said, her brain trying desperately to catch up. “I blamed myself. I was convinced it was me. I wasn’t enough. I wasn’t what you needed. But it was you. It was always you.”


    “You wouldn’t be happy,” he said. “You’d resent me because I’m not what you need.” He lifted his hand to place it against her cheek as if to comfort her, but she spun away.


    “You’re right,” she said, letting her anger bolster her courage. “You’re not what I need.”


    His jaw hardened, and his hand dropped to his side. “Guess I was right. You hate me.”


    She didn’t hate him. She never did. Not even when he didn’t come back. She was angry. But hate? She couldn’t hate something she’d loved so much.


    But that love betrayed her trust. Had left her because he couldn’t love himself enough for the both of them. They’d lost twelve years together. They’d never be able to get that time back.


    He was right: they could never be like they were before. And no matter how bad she thought she wanted them to be, she wasn’t going to wish for something that couldn’t happen. She wasn’t going to try to be with someone who could so easily walk away if and when he thought he wasn’t good enough for her again.


    Her heart had been through enough of that for one lifetime.


    “Just go,” she whispered. Hot tears burned her eyes, but she blinked them away.


    He hesitated, seeming to test her words on his ears. “Kenna, I’m—”


    “Get out,” she said, a little more forceful.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I know you don’t care right now, but I am. That’s all I wanted to tell you. I’m sorry.”


    “Get out!” she screamed as tears poured down her cheeks. “I never want to see your face ever again. Stay the fuck away from me!”


    He went pale, and the stricken look in his eyes was enough to tell her he understood and would accept her demand.


    As the door closed behind him, she collapsed into bed, covering her body with the thick comforter, attempting to shut out the rest of the world.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    After leaving Kenna in the hotel room hours ago, using every sliver of his remaining strength to push aside the pain, Tyke spent most of the evening searching for whatever he could find to solve the case. But he was out of time. The wedding was taking place tomorrow afternoon, and he still had zero leads.


    Which was just as well. It’s not like he expected to find the damn things and then ride in on his white horse as Kenna’s savior. That kind of shit never happened to him. Instead, he was the villain who got everyone captured, lost the gold, and ran out of time on the explosive device.


    He couldn’t be her hero before, so he had no clue why he thought he could be her hero now. No matter how much he wanted to be.


    Tyke thought about what she’d said to him before he walked out. He pictured her face. Memorized her words. It was damn close to how he’d pictured it in his mind twelve years ago. Except back then there had been a glimmer of hope that maybe one day she’d accept him. That he’d work up the courage to go back to her, and she’d find a way to look past his inadequacy and want to be with him. But she didn’t. She couldn’t.


    She was done with him for good this time. They were over. He’d seen it in her expression. And no matter how much he told himself he could move on. He couldn’t. He’d spent the last twelve years in hell, and had to prepare himself for a lifetime more.


    If only he could feel worthy of her love. If only he could be what she deserved.


    Tyke had just planted his boots in the sand and was cutting across the dimly lit patio of the restaurant they’d had the rehearsal dinner in, when a voice called out, “Hey, numb nuts. Over here.”


    Tyke scanned the area, finding only one table lit by a single candle, occupied by the outline of a round body. Coming up closer, he saw that it was Estelle.


    She lowered her highball glass of amber liquid onto the table and glared at him. “What the hell are you doing out here? Aren’t you supposed to be off looking for shit with Kenna?”


    “Not tonight, Estelle,” he said, and started to walk past.


    “Hold up, big guy.”


    He stopped but didn’t turn to face her. “What?”


    “Where is she?” Estelle asked. “She didn’t come down for dinner, neither did you, so I figured…”


    “What?” He spun to her. “What did you figure? That I’d sweep her off her feet? That we’d pick up where we left off a decade ago? That she’d just forgive and forget everything I’d done to her? I know you think you have the whole male species figured out, Estelle, but I’m here to tell you that you don’t know shit.”


    “I know that you two love each other. That should be enough.”


    Laughter propelled out of him like a howl from a wolf on a full moon. “Love. What good is love if there’s nothing you can do to make things right? To make them the way you want them to be?”


    She stood then and sashayed around the table toward him with her full hips. In the shadow, with nothing but candlelight to cast a soft glow over her, he could see her appeal. She was confident in a way many women her age weren’t. “Nothin’s ever the way you want it, Bryan. It never is. That’s the fun of it. How boring would love be if we all got what we wanted?”


    “Yeah, and how fucked up it is when we don’t.”


    There was a pause, then, “Touché.”


    She came around to where he stood and rested her backside on the table behind her. She braced one arm next to her full hip for balance, and the other held her glass in front of her. “So what’s the dilemma? You came clean with her, and she kicked you out, that it?”


    He knew no response would be answer enough.


    Estelle made a thoughtful sound deep in her throat. “I figured honesty would’ve done the trick. But the girl’s more stubborn than I am.”


    No kidding.


    “It’s just as well,” he said. “I’m no good for her anyway.”


    Her wrinkled features showed confusion. “What the hell are you talking about? From what I understood, you were the only thing good for her.”


    He thought about holding back and not telling Estelle everything. He normally would have. But he didn’t have anything else to lose. He’d stayed quiet long enough, and it hadn’t done anything but ruin his and Kenna’s lives. So he told Estelle about his infertility and why he wasn’t good enough for Kenna.


    To her credit, the older woman’s face never changed from her pointed stare as he outlined everything. Then she shrugged. “That’s it?”


    He sputtered his response. “I’m sterile, Estelle.”


    “Doesn’t seem like much of a reason to beat yourself up for so long,” she said. “It’s not like you meant for it to happen or you did it on purpose.”


    “But I can’t do anything about it,” he said, tightly. “I’m stuck this way.”


    “There ain’t much in life we can control. What’s your point?”


    How hard of a concept was this for her to grasp?


    Tyke rubbed his temples, not feeling any relief as his head continued to pound. “I can’t change who I am. I can’t do anything to be what Kenna needs. Therefore, I can’t be with her. She’ll end up resenting me.”


    Estelle let out an unladylike snort. “All you men are the same. So focused on your shortcomings while missin’ the bigger picture.”


    He gritted his teeth. “What exactly is the bigger picture here?” He was no good for Kenna. End of story.


    “She loves you.”


    It was his turn to snort. “That’s not enough.”


    Estelle dropped the sarcastic act as she shook her head, settling on something much more serious than he’d ever seen from her. “Bryan, that’s more than enough. It always was. You just wouldn’t let yourself see it. Your pride, or whatever male misapprehension you were operating under, wouldn’t let you see that. She loves you. You love her.” She paused and squinted one eye. “You do love her, don’t ya?”


    “More than anything,” he said, meaning every word.


    “But you think because you can’t give her kids, that what? She won’t want you or something?”


    He nodded. That’s what he’d been trying to say this whole time.


    “I never had kids.” She didn’t say it in a way that told him how she felt about it. “Wasn’t in the cards for me. But I can tell you firsthand—just ’cause you can’t have ’em yourself, don’t mean you love other people’s any less.” She sipped her drink, a look of adoration flitting over her features, brightening her face instantly. “Did Kenna tell you she’s my goddaughter?”


    “No, she didn’t.”


    A slight smile, then, “I am. Her momma said she wanted Kenna to have a strong female influence.”


    Tyke laughed. Estelle was most definitely a strong female.


    Still clutching the glass, she pointed a finger at Tyke. “I’m going to take that reaction as a compliment.”


    “Please do,” he said.


    She sighed, seeming to drift into her own thoughts for a moment. “Mary Lou asked me to be Kenna’s godmother for more than just my influence, though. I think she knew one day we’d need each other. Especially after she passed.” Her gaze met his, fervent emotion clear in its depths. “I love that girl more than life itself. Even though she ain’t mine. When she hurts, I hurt. I never thought I could love someone so much. But I do. She’s the closest thing to a child I’ll ever have. Just because I didn’t give birth to Kenna doesn’t mean I don’t love her like my own. ’Cause I do.” She lifted an eyebrow as if to say, You catch my meaning?


    Tyke had been the biggest dumbass of all dumbasses ever in the history of dumbasses.


    He’d wasted so much time feeling sorry for himself. For what he’d lost. And for what could never be that he hadn’t taken a second to think about Kenna and what it was doing to her. What it had done to her.


    “I got it,” he said. “I’ve been an idiot.”


    Her answering look told him she agreed wholeheartedly. “So what’s it gonna be? You gonna suck up your pride and let her love you for who you are today? Or are you gonna lose her again by holdin’ on to the past of who you thought you’d be?”


    Tyke swallowed the lump in his throat. Talk about a humbling experience. Fuck. He’d wasted twelve years, keeping him and Kenna apart, and for what? Because he honestly believed he wasn’t good enough for her. Just because he couldn’t give her kids.


    And right now, he was the only one keeping him and Kenna apart.


    He didn’t want to lose Kenna. He never did.


    But…


    “It’s over, Estelle,” he said. “I thought if I could find the things that were taken, then I could prove myself to Kenna. She’d finally see that I did something. I wasn’t the piece of shit she thought I was. Maybe she’d finally forgive me. But I couldn’t. We’re out of time, and I’m out of ideas. All I’ve done is just make things worse. Kenna hates me. I couldn’t find the ring. And you don’t have that brooch thing.”


    She started shaking her head. “Like the head cheerleader the night of prom, waiting for the QB to come back after screwing the band director under the bleachers.”


    “Like what?” he asked, jerking his face to look at her.


    “Nothing, kid. Look, all I’m sayin’ is it seems like you need some sort of Hail Mary pass. Am I right? Somethin’ to get you to home plate?”


    “The end zone.”


    “Yeah, whatever,” she said. “We’ve got two seconds left on the clock and your star player’s still ridin’ the bench. Looks like it’s about time to put him in, dontcha think?”


    “Yeah,” he said real slow, not understanding a word she was saying. “Where do I get my star player?”


    “Lucky for you, I’ve been holding onto him for just the right moment.”


    He waited, but she didn’t follow up with an action or another comment.


    “And?” he said, growing impatient. Every second he wasted here with Estelle spouting piss-poor sports metaphors was time he could be spending looking for the ring. “What do I need to do? Where’s the star player? Just tell me.”


    The glass hovered over her wrinkled lips as she grinned. “Just checkin’ to see how bad you wanted it, lover boy.” After a sip, she said, “You’re the only man she’s ever loved. And you’re the only one her momma said she ever trusted. Don’t make me regret this, Bryan.” Her shoulders and round midsection swiveled as she rested her now empty glass on the table behind her. Then she stood at full height, all five-three of her, and looked up at him. Estelle joked a lot, and she liked to have fun, but given the rigid set of her spine and the serious look in her eyes, she cared about her family. And she wasn’t someone to mess with.


    “Estelle, I’m telling you, I promise. You won’t regret it. I love her. I wanna make her happy. Somehow I’ll find a way. If she’ll let me.”


    She chewed on his words for a minute, her gaze cutting him up one side and down the other. Then she dropped her chin for one concise nod. “If the truth didn’t work. Then this definitely will.”


    Estelle lifted her hand into the air, and when the candlelight hit her palm, something glinted off. It was shiny, sparkly, and blue.


    Holy shit. Estelle had Kenna’s ring.


    Her aging eyes glittered like the stone in her hand. “Now how you gonna prove all of that to Kenna?”


    Tyke smiled, the dread lifting from him, replaced now with lightness. “I’ve got an idea.”


    He was going to need reinforcements.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Kenna rolled over in bed, groaning as she pulled the covers over her face. It was morning, and she didn’t want to be awake. She didn’t want to face the day. There was no way in the few hours they had left that she’d find Estelle’s brooch or Kenna’s ring. It was impossible.


    Oh, and don’t forget how pleasing it was going to be for Bear to escort Kenna up and down the aisle at the wedding, her arm in his, his hand over hers, dancing with him at the reception with him holding her close in his tight embrace, and staring at him during the rest of the festivities.


    Yeah, she wasn’t ready.


    On instinct, she reached over to his side of the bed but found it empty. Disappointment swirled through her, though she wasn’t sure why. She’d kicked him out last night after all. It must’ve been the finality of it that made her most upset. The fact that last night hadn’t been a nightmare like she’d hoped, but instead, it had been very real.


    She groaned.


    “Good morning, sunshine,” Sam said, making Kenna yelp in surprise.


    Flipping the comforter down from her face, Kenna peered at Sam across the room in a chair by the window.


    “What the hell are you doing here?”


    “I’d ask how you slept,” Sam said, glancing at her. “But judging by the Medusa hair, swollen eyelids, and black mascara smudged all over your cheeks, I’m going to guess it wasn’t well.” Standing, she said, “Get up. We’re going for a walk.”


    “A walk?” Kenna looked at the clock on the bedside table, trying to focus on the numbers. “At seven in the morning?”


    “While you’ve been sleeping, some of us have been taking care of stuff.” Sam opened a drawer and rooted through Kenna’s things. She pulled out a sports bra, tank top, and shorts and threw them at her. The bra landed across her face.


    Kenna peeled it off and threw back the covers, attempting to sit up. “How’d you even get in here?”


    “Extra key,” she said. “You’ve got five minutes, or I’m going to drag you out of this room in your pj’s.” Sam assessed Kenna’s current outfit, which weren’t pajamas, instead she wore the shirt and shorts from the night before, then walked out to the balcony.


    Kenna slowly rolled out of bed and stumbled into the clothes Sam pulled out. She went into the bathroom and ran the toothbrush through her mouth. As she walked through the open doorway outside, she pulled her hair up into a messy ponytail. “Fine. I’m up. Where are we walking?”


    Without commenting, Sam spun, holding a pair of oversize sunglasses out for Kenna, and headed for the door.


    They ended up at the beach, walking across the wet sand, letting the warm water splash at their feet and ankles. The sun had risen about an hour ago, casting a hazy glow over the water that hinted at a hot and humid day. The wedding was set for sunset, so hopefully the temperature would break a bit once the sun started to go back in.


    “Are you nervous at all?” Kenna asked with a glance at her friend, who seemed carefree. “For the wedding.”


    “Not a bit.” Sam slowed her pace and turned to walk backward in front of Kenna. “But that’s because it’s right. Ash is the one. There’s no doubt in my mind. I want him forever.”


    “No matter what?”


    “No matter what.” Sam came to a stop, cocking her head and giving Kenna a funny look. “Why?”


    Kenna stopped, too, and lifted a shoulder. “Even if the life you expected—the one you’d dreamed of—isn’t what you actually get?”


    “Yeah, even then. Any life with Ash is better than none at all. We learned that the hard way. I can’t imagine not being with him. No matter where we are or what we do.”


    After they’d gotten engaged, Sam had told Kenna about her love affair with Ash and how they’d battled drug lords, jealous lovers, and crooked cops in order to find their happily ever after. Kenna had heard Luke and Cass went through something similar where Cass had nearly died at the hospital with Luke by her side.


    Sam’s expression went thoughtful. “Do you think Bear’s still the one?”


    Kenna loved him. By God, she loved that man with every ounce of her being. He was the only one she’d ever wanted her entire life. The one who completed her so fully he’d ruined her for anyone else.


    It was always him.


    “He could have been the one,” Kenna said with a shrug.


    “But?” Sam asked.


    But she was still angry. Though, the stage of anger varied. When he’d first told her about his condition—and that he’d kept it from her for so long—she was raging-red angry. She’d wanted to lash out at him and make him hurt as bad as she did. Then it morphed into disbelief at how absolutely clueless he’d been to not trust in their love. And now she was sitting at just plain pissed off. All that time apart could’ve been avoided if he hadn’t been so damn hardheaded.


    She didn’t have the energy to relive everything that had happened over the last week, especially what transpired last night, so she tried to change the subject.


    “It’s a long story,” Kenna said. “Besides, you have a wedding to focus on today. Stop worrying about me and Bear.” She pasted on a brave smile, even if she didn’t feel it.


    “Tell me,” Sam said, her forehead crinkling slightly above the large shades. “How long have we been friends?”


    Kenna thought back for a few seconds. “More than twenty years.”


    “Right, so I’m well within my rights to tell you when you’re full of shit.”


    “Excuse me?”


    Sam’s smile was cocky. “You, Kenna McCord, are full. Of. Shit. You’re changing the subject because you don’t want to face the facts.”


    “What facts are those?”


    “That you’re afraid to trust Bryan with your heart again. So you’d rather be miserable for another twelve years, holding on to that anger until it consumes you. At least then you can be safe knowing he won’t hurt you again.”


    “You don’t know what happened,” Kenna said, indignation making her bite the words out. “Or what he did.”


    Sam waved that away with a slice of her hand. “The question isn’t what he did. It’s whether you’re willing to forgive him for it. And the only way you can forgive is if you decide to trust him again.”


    Trust. There was that word again. After everything that happened between them, how could she trust him again? What could he ever hope to do to prove to her that he deserved it?


    Even if she’d entertain the idea of another word with Bryan, she couldn’t imagine what he could say or do to make things right. To make her forget the pain of the last twelve years.


    But Sam had a point. Pain couldn’t heal without a person first accepting it and deciding to forgive. It was up to Kenna whether she could or not.


    “So,” Sam asked. “Are you willing to forgive him? Can you let Tyke back into your life and your heart?”


    Kenna caught her confused reflection in Sam’s shades. “I don’t know,” she said honestly. “I just don’t know.”


    “Well, at least it isn’t a ‘hell no,’ ” Sam said, sliding her gaze over Kenna’s shoulder. “I got her warmed up, now she’s all yours.”


    Kenna’s body locked up as she slowly turned to see Bear standing behind her with Ash.


    His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed and then cleared his throat. He looked a little unsure of himself when he glanced at Ash.


    Ash forced Bryan forward with a shove. Bryan stumbled a step or two before regaining his balance.


    Kenna jerked a look at Sam, trying to spear the other woman with her gaze. You set me up.


    Sam smiled, not worried in the least about the accusation. She clasped Kenna’s hands. “Hear him out. Please? For me?”


    “I hate you,” Kenna hissed.


    “No, you don’t,” Sam whispered. “I’m helping both of you get out of your own way.” Sam stepped toward her soon-to-be husband but stopped. “Oh, almost forgot.” She dug into her shorts pocket and then started fiddling with something on Kenna’s shirt. “Like I said, this was always about you guys getting out of your own way.”


    When Kenna glanced down at the item pinned above her heart, she saw it was oval-shaped, about an inch long and half inch wide, with a decorative E and V inscription in the center.


    Aunt Estelle’s brooch.


    “Where did you—?”


    Sam was already curled under Ash’s arm and they were headed back up toward the resort, holding each other tightly. “Don’t be late for the wedding!” Sam called over her shoulder with a grin. “And remember, it was all for your own good!”


    Bear stood with both hands in the front pockets of the same shorts he was wearing the night of the rehearsal dinner. Same shirt, too. And those damn untied black boots. Only difference was his hair. It wasn’t in a tie. Blond strands hung loosely around his shoulders in disarray as if he’d been tugging on it all night. The sight would’ve made her giggle if it weren’t for the fact that she was so shocked to see him at all.


    When it seemed like he wasn’t going to start, she said, “You hurt me.”


    He took a hesitant step forward. “I know. I was stupid. I was an idiot. I should’ve told you. I should’ve come back. I’m sorry, Kenna. I’m so sorry.”


    She studied his face. It looked paler than normal. Crease lines around his forehead and eyes appeared deeper. His expression showed desperation.


    “Not good enough,” she said, crossing her arms. “What else?”


    His eyes widened slightly like he hadn’t expected that. “It tore me apart to stay away. I thought about you every day and every night. It haunted me. I hated myself because I’d failed you. In more ways than one. I was a wreck. It took me years to even want to be around other people. I just felt so goddamn sorry for myself. For what I’d done to you. If I could take all the pain away, I would.”


    He paused like he was trying to gauge her reaction, so she lifted an eyebrow to say, keep going.


    “I’m nothing without you, Kenna. You’re the only woman I’ve ever wanted, and the only one I’m ever going to want. Ever.”


    A soft wave of warm water ebbed around her ankles, then as it retreated it pulled the sand away, forcing her to shift her weight. “Still not good enough. I know all of that. We want each other, that’s never been our issue. But do you know how hard it is for me to even think about trusting you again?”


    Another step forward. “I do. That’s what I regret most. I hate that you can’t trust me. You have every right not to. But I’m telling you, Kenna, I’ve changed.”


    She still wasn’t going to relent her closed-off stance. Words. Right now they were just words. “How do I know you won’t go off and make decisions without my input again? How do I know you’ve changed?”


    “I have,” he said. “I swear.”


    “I don’t believe you,” she said. “You wasted more than a decade thinking I’d care about not having kids with you. If you had thought for one second about us, you would’ve realized that we could’ve worked through it. As long as we were together. There are so many options out there to be parents. Are you okay with the fact that you can’t have kids? Because it seems to be a huge hang-up for you.”


    “I don’t even care if we can’t have kids.”


    Her eyes narrowed.


    He brushed a frustrated hand over his hair. “I mean, I care. Of course, I care. It’s just that I don’t care if they’re not mine.”


    Her eyebrows went up.


    “Fuck. That’s not what I meant, either.” He blew out a breath, then balled his hands into fists. “They’re never gonna be my kids, you know, biologically. And I’m okay with that. It doesn’t mean I won’t love them. As long as we raise them together, that’s all I care about.”


    “So you’d be fine with adoption.”


    “Yes,” he said.


    “Fostering?”


    “Sure.”


    “Using a donor?”


    He opened his mouth, but then closed it. He hesitated, his features guarded, then tried again. “What do you mean? How does a donor work? Like, you’d be pregnant? You wouldn’t have to… I mean, would another guy have to have sex with you?”


    She was proud of herself for swallowing the laugh that wanted to explode. Leave it to Bear to be so naive that he didn’t even know how IVF worked. Of course, why would he? It’s not like it was something the Army or DEA would’ve taught him. But still, it was the twenty-first century.


    “Yes, he would,” she said, feeling a bit of triumph at testing him. Her satisfaction grew when his face showed disbelief with a shade of protectiveness.


    Muscles popped in his jaw, and his nostrils flared as he was no doubt getting a clear mental picture. “If that’s what you want, I’d try really hard not to kill the guy before, during, and after.”


    She fought to conceal the twitch of her lips. He deserved this after all the shit he’d put them through.


    “Good. But I’m sure there are other options,” she said. “Still, it’s nice to know you wouldn’t mind.”


    “Oh, I’d mind,” he said quickly. “But I’d look past it for you and our kid.”


    Our kid.


    The first slice in the protective barrier around her heart cracked and a tiny sliver of hope seeped out.


    “Estelle said something that made me think,” he said, moving toward her. He stopped close enough to reach out and touch her if he wanted to, but his hands remained at his sides. “She told me just because you don’t give birth to someone doesn’t mean you can’t love them. I didn’t know it could be like that. But I see the way she is with you. And she’s only your great-aunt and your godmother. But she loves you. A lot.”


    “And I love her,” Kenna added.


    He nodded as he looked away and readjusted his boots in the sand. “I wanted to do something to prove to you how much I’m okay with not being able to father our kid.”


    Turning, he reached for a box she just now noticed behind him on the ground.


    Bryan held it out to her. “Here.”


    Confused as all get-out, she cautiously peered in. She blinked a few times before looking at Bryan. “It’s a crab.”


    “It’s the crab. The one that bit me the other night.”


    Taking a closer look, she noticed it had a large claw and a second much smaller one. “I don’t understand.”


    “Kenna, meet Spike.” He swallowed hard, then said, “Our adopted son.”


    She laughed, couldn’t help it. It just spilled out. “What are you talking about?”


    He cleared his throat as color rose into his cheeks. “I’m showing you that I don’t care where our kids come from, the only thing that matters is that we raise them as ours. This one bites like a motherfucker, but I think it’s a coping mechanism because he feels inadequate around his other crabby friends. He knows he’s different, and there’s nothing he can do about it, and that makes him angry. But I’m sure with a lot of love and attention, we can show him that being different makes him special. Just because he doesn’t look like a regular crab, and he might not be able to perform like one, doesn’t mean he can’t be loved. And give love in return. He might think he’s lacking because of his perceived inadequacy, but I love him anyway.” He looked at her with a nervous expression. “Can you?”


    Any remaining wall left around Kenna’s heart had completely crumbled and turned to dust. Her vision started to blur. He was talking about himself. He really had come to terms with his condition and was choosing to accept it.


    And he’d spent all night searching for one particular crab to prove his point.


    “Oh, Bryan,” she said, the words coming out gravelly because of the deep emotion rising in her throat. “Yes, I can love little Spike Tyke. He could never be inadequate in my eyes. He’s so special and unique. He always has been.”


    A look of relief flashed over his face before he set the box back on the ground. Then he pulled her to him. Her feet dangled as he squeezed her tight enough against his chest to infuse her with his honesty, his regret, and his love. “I’ll never let you down again. I promise. Tell me you believe me. Tell me you can trust me again.”


    She nodded against his chest, tears now spilling down her cheeks. “Yes. I can. I do.”


    His hand went into her hair, gently urging her face up to his. He stared into her eyes, a look of relief and astonishment clear in his expression. Something else lingered there, too.


    Yearning.


    Kenna knew the feeling. They hadn’t freely given themselves to each other in twelve years. Their individual issues always held them back. Everything this week had been because of want, but not because of need. She needed him now and was ready to fully accept every piece of her past, present, and future with Bear.


    She dropped her chin once. Yes.


    His lips crashed down onto hers as the hand in her hair tightened. She threw her arms around his neck, her fingers immediately tangled into his locks as well. She grabbed a firm handful and kept him right where he was.


    This kiss held so much promise. So much meaning. Because it represented their future. The one she never thought was possible.


    When he pulled away, breathy, he set her onto the sand but didn’t take his hands away. They moved down her sides to rest on her hips. One corner of his delicious lips curled. “Does this mean we’re giving this thing between us another go?”


    Kenna glided a hand up his chest and closed her fist around his shirt. His eyes blazed in response. “I’m ready if you are.”


    The other side of his lips joined the first, forming a devilish grin that ignited a slow burn in her belly.


    “We should probably make it official,” he said, reaching into his pocket. When he lifted his hand, between his thumb and pointer finger was a platinum ring with diamond baguettes along the band with a two-carat round sapphire in the center.


    “How—where did you— You found my mom’s ring!” She leaped at him, trying to kiss anywhere and everywhere she could reach.


    “Sam and Estelle,” he said with a chuckle, effortlessly catching her in his capable arms. “It was all a big ploy to get us back together. We can be mad at them later. For now…” He held her snug against him, lowering his mouth. Once. Twice. By the third kiss they were getting pretty into it. All the anger, sadness, joy, and hope over the last twelve years finally broke free.


    “Woohoo!” Loud cheers and shouts erupted from farther up the beach, near the resort, where Ash, Sam, Luke, and Cassandra stood watching.


    “About time, you jackass!” Ash shouted.


    “Yeah, what took you so long, dipshit?” Luke yelled.


    Bear spun with her in his arms, and she was pretty sure he flashed his middle finger at his friends, but she didn’t care. He kissed her with the fervor of a man in love, and she kissed him back just as passionately. His big hands cradled her face. She kept her arms locked securely around him. They soaked in the moment like it was their last. But it wasn’t. It was the first of many—together.


    They’d found their happily ever after. Finally. There was just one more thing left to do.

  




  
    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Oh, Jesus, God. The music was starting. That meant the wedding was starting. And that meant Tyke was actually doing this. He was getting married. To Kenna.


    He didn’t regret it. Wasn’t having second thoughts. It was just the reality of the whole thing. He’d come to the Caribbean to see his friends tie the knot. Not reconnect with the love of his life and stand up here with them.


    So he wasn’t too pissed at Sam and Estelle (and on occasion Ash and Luke) for concocting the whole stolen ring and brooch thing. Joseph Landry, Tyke’s boss, was in fact the guy Kenna had seen leaving her hotel room. The group had had no idea about Tyke’s and Kenna’s real issues and what had kept them apart, and felt pretty bad after he and Kenna filled them in. But he had to admit, had they not interfered, Tyke would’ve never faced anything. He would’ve continued to bottle everything up, and it would’ve destroyed them both.


    He swayed from side to side, his vision blurring and muscles locking up. Standing beside Ash and Luke under the big, white canopy in the sand, the water to their backs, he looked out in front of him and saw tan, white, some pink, and a sea of bodies in chairs. Couldn’t focus on anything in particular. Violins played a tune that seemed to be pounding in his brain. He managed to pick out Reese, who sat in the first row next to Megan. She cuddled into his shoulder, her arm wrapped around his, their hands interlocked. The way she smiled, secretive and coy, told Tyke that Reese would have a fun night and an even better flight home. Good. He was happy for his friend.


    Women started coming toward him in a slow line, spaced about ten feet apart. Some wore short pink dresses and others wore a light golden color, all of them holding white flowers at their waists. Tyke was dressed to match Ash and Luke. White linen shirt, khaki shorts, and bare feet. The same outfit he’d worn for the rehearsal, but this time he was at least wearing it for the right occasion. He’d trimmed his beard and spent extra time with the conditioner in the shower so his hair would be smooth and manageable.


    Christ almighty, he’d lost his damn mind. He actually said smooth and manageable in reference to his hair. How about just combed and pulled back?


    Better. It was one thing to get married, it was another to start stressing about the texture of his hair.


    After the last bridesmaid sat in the front row of white chairs, the music changed to something more melodic. The back door of the hotel opened, and Cass appeared, grinning so wide he could see her teeth from here. She held a big-ass gathering of white flowers as she walked toward them in a white dress that was fitted at her waist and hips, then belled out at her knees. It was covered in a bunch of fabric that looked like netting he used for fishing. Though he was pretty sure it was nicer and more expensive than the stuff he used. As she drew closer, he saw the netting had flowers embroidered into it. Yeah, definitely nicer. Luke didn’t seem to care what she wore. He smiled at her like a lovesick pup. Her hair was loose, brunette strands lifting into the gentle breeze coming off the ocean. Her eyes were lined, cheeks more defined, and lips pale. She looked like herself, but prettier. The event might’ve had something to do with her radiance, too.


    Cass walked unescorted because her parents couldn’t travel due to her sister’s muscular dystrophy. The couple had held a small ceremony a few weeks ago in Cass’s hometown so her family could see her get married. Today was more of a formality with the rest of her extended family and friends.


    About three steps before she got to the altar, Luke broke rank and went out to join her. He grabbed her hand and practically yanked her in front of the priest.


    Ash gave his friend a congratulatory smile and then adjusted the collar of his shirt. His chest expanded as he fixed his gaze on the doors Cass had just walked through. Tyke turned, too. Watching. Waiting.


    Sam and her blond hair came out next. Her dress had a V neckline. It was fitted, too, but instead of bowing out like Cass’s, Sam’s went straight down to the floor. She held white and pink flowers in front of her and was escorted on one side by her father, Davy Harper, a short man with graying hair, wearing the same outfit as Tyke, except for a small pink flower attached to Davy’s right pocket. Rose, Sam’s grandma, was on Sam’s other side, wearing a short-sleeve pink dress to her ankles.


    Once at the front of the aisle, Sam turned to Rose, who kissed her cheek. Then to her father, who kissed her other cheek. Davy held Sam’s hand up, offering it to Ash. Cooper’s throat worked as he swallowed before accepting her hand.


    This was it. It was Tyke’s turn. Kenna was next. When that thought registered, his heart pounded against his rib cage and his throat went dry.


    The door opened, and he sucked in a breath like it was the last one he’d ever take. Walking out came the most beautiful sight he’d ever seen. Kenna wore a white strapless dress she borrowed from Cass. Since Kenna was curvier and a bit shorter than Cassandra, the dress hugged Kenna’s waist and hit her at the knee, showing off those luscious hips that drove him nuts. She was barefoot, like him, and why it made him grin was a mystery. That incredible red hair of hers was down with soft curls at the end, splayed across her shoulders like a veil. Where the other women took it easy on the makeup and looked more natural, his Kenna went full vixen with red lips. Red. His favorite color.


    She clung to Estelle’s arm like a lifeline. The two women approached the aisle, and Tyke had to remind himself to exhale.


    “She’s beautiful,” he heard Sam say next to him.


    “You’re a lucky man, Tyke,” Ash said.


    “Don’t screw it up this time,” Luke said.


    He’d never take her for granted again.


    Calder was onto something when he hurried off the altar and met Cass halfway. Tyke copied the move, eating up the last four steps, causing Kenna to stop.


    Estelle smirked as she passed a glance between them and lifted Kenna’s hand up to him.


    He didn’t take it yet. He just wanted a moment to look at her. He was a lucky son of a bitch to be tied to her for the rest of his life.


    Her eyes were more pronounced, richer and deeper in color. The blue gleamed like the shiny sapphire in her momma’s ring. Her ring. The one he was going to put on her finger. Instinctively, he slid his hand in his pocket, feeling the cool metal inside. Still there.


    Pulling the ring out, he started to line the circle up with the end of her finger.


    “Whoa, there, cowboy.” Ash’s hand landed on his shoulder. “We have to say the vows first.”


    “Come on, man,” Calder jumped in. “Wait your turn.”


    Kenna laughed, as did most of the guests.


    Heat burned in his cheeks, but as soon as Tyke curled her under his arm, covering her hand with his, the need to make their relationship official skyrocketed. He wanted her to be his, and he wanted it now.


    The three couples stood in front of Father Kevin, listening to the welcomes, and how-are-yous.


    Get to the I do part already.


    Ash recited words to Sam, making her eyes fill with unshed tears. Then she said her vows back to him. In Tyke’s entire time knowing his best friend, this was the only time he had ever seen the man get choked up. As Sam repeated what Father Kevin said about sickness and in health, and ’til death do they part, a small stream of tears trailed down Ash’s cheeks. Cooper drew in a few deep breaths, probably as a way to get the waterworks to stop, but it was useless. For each breath, it gave renewed vigor to another fresh stream.


    To see Ash crying, to see him getting emotional over spending his life with Sam, it made something blossom inside Tyke. His best friends were finally going to live out their lives as family men. He didn’t think he’d ever see it, especially given the shit they’d seen in recent years. But it was real.


    If Tyke had this to do over again, he would’ve eloped with Kenna. Vegas or Niagara Falls. Hell, the courthouse would’ve worked. Waiting for four other people to vow to each another that they were in this marriage forever took…well, forever.


    Finally, after what seemed like hours, Cass and Luke finished their vows, and it was Tyke and Kenna’s turn.


    Father Kevin asked them to face each other and join hands. His were a little clammy, so he swiped them down the front of his shorts before stretching them out to her.


    “Kenna,” Father Kevin said with a drop of his chin. “Please repeat after me.”


    She stood before him with her shoulders back and a self-assured gleam in her eye as she said the words that would forever bind them. He didn’t hear half of it because he was so damn struck by how beautiful she was. How lucky he was for meddling friends. And how he was going to spend the rest of his life making sure she was nothing but happy.


    When she finished, Father Kevin turned to Bryan and said the opening lines he needed to repeat.


    “I, Bryan, take you, Kenna, to be my…” His throat suddenly felt tight. He cleared it. “My wife.” His voice cracked. Something was welling up inside him. More than it did when he watched Ash cry. It was something strong and foreign. Something causing his chest to hurt and his eyes to burn. “To have and to hold…” He cleared his throat again. “From this day forward.” Damn it, she was going blurry. “For better or for worse, for rich or for poorer…” He blinked a few times to clear his vision. She was smiling up at him with glassy eyes and a smile. “Until…” He had to force the words out. “Death do us part.”


    “I love you,” Kenna whispered.


    “Can I kiss her now?” Tyke asked.


    Chuckles sounded around him, but he didn’t care. He was just waiting for the guy leading this show to tell him yes.


    Father Kevin swept a look down the row of three couples, grinning. “With the power vested in me, I now present you, husbands and wives.” Applause and shouts of excitement exploded. “Gentlemen, you may kiss your brides.”


    Tyke was on Kenna before Father Kevin even finished. He wrapped one arm around her curvy waist and buried a hand in her silky hair, praying he could hold her here forever. In this moment. His mouth on hers, expressing how he felt in the only way he knew how.


    They were connected. She was his, and he was hers. Now and forever.

  




  
    Epilogue


    One year later…


    “She’s going to be okay, though, right, doc?” Tyke stared down at the man with a white coat and khakis.


    Dr. Sutherland placed a hand on Tyke’s shoulder, smiling. “She’s going to do great.”


    A scream, shrill and unbearable, ripped from inside the room the two men stood beside, causing them both to sprint in, the doctor not as speedy as Tyke thought necessary.


    Kenna’s eyes blazed, her face red and damp as she glared at Tyke in the doorway. “Where have you been?”


    “Chattin’ with the doc,” he said, cautiously taking one step toward her. “How are you feeling, sugar pie?”


    Sam stood beside the bed, petting Kenna’s hair, whispering something in her ear. Hopefully a magic spell to exorcise the demon out of Kenna. Who knew pregnant women could be so mean at the end of their term? You’d think they’d be relieved to get the thing out. Not Kenna. With each scream, she begged the doc to find a way to keep the baby in there.


    The baby. They were having a baby.


    After the wedding, Tyke and Kenna went back to Chesterville to pack her things. Apart from her job, there wasn’t anything or anyone keeping her there. They decided they’d remain in Baltimore together, close to Estelle and the rest of their friends, for a while.


    It didn’t take long before they wanted to start adding to their family. So they’d gone to a specialist and went through the process of finding a donor, and then Kenna underwent a procedure Tyke didn’t know a lot about. He picked out some swimmers from a guy who fit a profile similar to himself, and the doc was going to do something with it that would make Kenna pregnant. He didn’t want to hear the specifics. It was hard enough to think about another man rooting in and around a place that only Tyke should be in. Even if it was for a medical procedure. He was just relieved she didn’t have to sleep with anyone to get it done.


    And now here they were, nine months after, getting ready to welcome their first child into the world.


    If she didn’t kill the doc or Tyke first.


    “Don’t you touch me,” she said through bared teeth at the doctor approaching the bed.


    Dr. Sutherland lifted his hands in the air like she held a gun to his chest. “Just have to check your progress, Kenna.”


    “Let him check, hun,” Sam said. “Once you reach ten centimeters, you’ll be a lot happier.”


    Kenna squeezed her eyes closed, and her mouth contorted as an unholy growl erupted from her. “Drugs!” she screamed. “Give me the goddamn drugs!”


    “Too late,” the doctor said, pushing himself away from the bed. “Baby’s on the way. Anyone who doesn’t want to be here for the birth, I’d advise getting out now.” He gave a nod to the nearby nurse, who scurried into the hallway. A second later, she was back with two additional nurses trailing behind.


    Sam leaned over and kissed Kenna on the cheek. “You’re so amazing. We’ll be right outside.”


    “Good luck, man.” Ash clapped a hand on Tyke’s shoulder.


    Estelle was bent over the hospital bed, her forehead pressed against her niece’s. Kenna’s eyes squeezed shut, a small stream of tears starting to spill down her cheeks.


    “I can’t,” she said, breathy. “Aunt Estelle, I can’t do this. It hurts too bad.”


    “Like hell you can’t,” Estelle said, clutching a hand to the back of Kenna’s head. “You can do this and so much more. You push through now, and when the doc lays that baby in your arms, you won’t even remember the pain. It’ll be nothin’. But you gotta do the hard stuff. You can do it. I know you can.”


    Kenna nodded, the motion jerky as she sniffled. “O-okay. I’ll try.”


    “That a girl.” Estelle kissed her niece on the cheek. “I’ll be right outside.”


    Tyke approached the side of the bed as Estelle started for the door. Passing each other, she reached up and hugged him. He held on a few extra seconds, drawing courage from the woman’s tight hold.


    They pulled apart, and Estelle gazed up at him with a smile and one tear rolling down her cheek. She patted his chest. “Take care of my girl.”


    Tyke gave a brief but reassuring nod before Estelle made her way to the exit.


    The hospital room door closed, and Tyke finished his short journey to his wife’s side. He offered his hand, and she gripped it with impressive strength.


    The doctor, wearing a headband with a bright light on top, wheeled himself on a stool and stopped between her legs. “All right, Kenna,” he said. “You ready?”


    “Hey, doc,” Tyke said, wrapping his other arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Don’t you need something? A basket? Baseball mitt? You know, to catch the baby?”


    The doctor flashed his hands covered in latex gloves. “That’s what these are for.”


    Tyke tried like hell to remember a lick of that shit they had learned at the baby birthing class. She could bounce on some ball. She could soak in that big tub in the other room. Oh, and she should inhale and exhale real hard.


    “Kenna, breathe with me!” He tried to mimic the sounds the nurse made when she showed them a few months ago in class. All he got back was an annoyed look.


    “What the hell are you doing?” Then she screamed at ear-piercing volume.


    “That was a good one,” the doc said. “Give me another one of those.”


    “She screams like that again, Doc,” Tyke said, “and I’ll do something to make you scream louder. You feel me?”


    The doctor ignored Tyke’s absolutely serious threat, and said, “That’s it. One more. Come on, Kenna. You can do this.”


    She let out another horrific wail that made Tyke want to punch something until it broke every single bone in his hand.


    And then he heard a cry. A beautiful, loud, full-bodied cry. And it didn’t freak him out. Not one bit. In fact, when that doctor lifted a squirming little body into the air, and he saw a straight nose and strong jawline like his, Tyke’s eyes went glassy and he had trouble breathing.


    He stared at his wife who looked so radiant she should’ve had a halo. “You’re incredible,” he said. “You did it. You just endured all of that pain for our family.”


    Tears dropped out of her eyes. “No, we did it.”


    “Bryan,” he heard the doctor say. “Do you want to hold your son?”


    A son. He and Kenna had a son. He was theirs. Happiness like he’d never felt—joy that he’d never thought possible—bubbled up inside of him, making Tyke feel like he could take on the world.


    “Uh, sure,” he said to the doctor. After a few sniffles, he swiped a forearm across his eyes and blinked to clear his vision. “What do I do?”


    “Just put your arms out and hold him,” Kenna urged.


    Doing as she said, he held his arms straight out.


    “More like this.” One of the nurses adjusted his arms in a way that felt completely unnatural. But he figured she knew more than he did about holding babies.


    A little bundle of blankets with a head of soft, fuzzy red hair was placed into his arms, and all he could do was stare. “Little Spike,” he said in awe.


    Kenna laughed. “After the crab? Bryan, we are not naming him Spike.”


    He didn’t care what they named him. Just as long as he was theirs.


    “What do you want to name him then?” he asked, still not taking his eyes off the amazing little creature.


    “We have time to decide,” she said back.


    They did have time. An infinite amount of time.


    Tyke shifted his son into one arm so he could sit and wrap his free arm around his wife. She curled into his shoulder, gazing at their child, and he knew. He knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that no matter what happened from this moment forward, Tyke was going to do everything in his power to make sure his little family always knew how much he needed and loved them.


    For as long as he lived.
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