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        The girl next door thought she’d disappeared, and until a grumpy Marine showed up…

        …she had.

      

        

      
        Felicity

        Never in my wildest dreams did I think I’d move to Blueskin Bay, Maine.

        But when you need to start over, what better place is there than a small town where nothing ever happens?

        Fate led me to a house owned by the Reid brothers, including the rough, grumpy Zane.

        But he’s the least of my concerns when I witness something I shouldn’t have.

        What was meant to be my safe haven suddenly turns into my worst nightmare, and I find myself under the protection of Zane, my now supposed roommate.

        He sets a bunch of whacky rules, all in the name of protecting me.

        But one thing about rules—they are meant to be broken.
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        Zane

        Going back to my hometown wasn’t part of the plan.

        But when duty calls in the form of a series of crimes giving the town sleepless nights, I have to do something about it.

        The wave of delinquency isn’t the only new thing in Blueskin Bay, though—my new tenant, Felicity, is too.

        When she runs to me in the middle of the night, I’m drawn to protect her.

        But she’s infuriating, my complete opposite, and surprisingly still alluring.

        And when she gets in on the action to help me and my cop brother in our investigations, I see a side of her that might just perfectly complement my rough side.

        If I can trust her.
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        This small-town family romance sits right smack bang on the line between steamy and sweet, features a rugged Marine Vet hero falling for a sunshine heroine, is dipped in intrigue, laced with action, all blended with a large scoop of humor and a dash of faith.

      

        

      
        Sheltered by Love contains Pg-13 level language, toe-curling kisses, fade-to-black bedroom scenes, euphemisms, innuendo, and M-rated violence.  If you are sensitive to any of these things, this book may not be to your liking.
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      Pre-dawn, Summer 2016. Twelve nautical miles off the coast of Blueskin Bay, Maine.

      My eyes are on the Pilot Whale poking its shiny nose out of the water when Dad coughs beside me.

      “Time?” he asks.

      I check the Casio on my wrist. “Thirty-three minutes before sunup,” I say.

      “Ayuh. Still darker than the inside of my pocket.”

      I smile at the lame joke. Just like I do every morning.

      The whale disappears under the inky water, off to join its pod, leaving me with no more distractions.

      My watch feels like it’s burning my skin. The digits are a reminder of what little time I have.

      I want to talk about bugs, about the dance on Saturday, anything but what I really need to talk about.

      The rest of Dad’s crew are inside the cabin, so I have no choice.

      “I’m going to try out for the Marines,” I say quietly.

      He turns, slowly, as if doing so causes him pain. “That’s why you wanted the day off last week?”

      I nod, a tug of guilt making my cheeks heat.

      I lied to him. The first and only time I ever have.

      “There was a recruitment drive in Carey’s Creek,” I say.

      He blinks. Works his jaw. “When do you leave?”

      “Recruit training starts in a month,” I mutter.

      His forehead furrows. “And this is the first I’m hearing of it?”

      I can’t look at him, so I look at the horizon. “I’ll be back,” I say.

      He’s silent. But I can feel him thinking. Thinking about all the things I know he’ll never say aloud. Like he’s hurt. And he had plans for me.

      “The military’s no place for you.”

      My neck snaps up. “You don’t think I’ll get in?”

      His eyes narrow, and he looks at me the way he looks at undersized bugs we throw back.

      “You’ll get in. It’s what they’ll put in your head that bothers me.”

      “This is something I have to do,” I say.

      He doesn’t rebuke me the way I expected. In the grey light, he suddenly appears older than his forty-eight years.

      His skin looks as weathered as the wood on the deck, and his joints creak just as loudly.

      “Suppose Levi could fill in…”

      He doesn’t finish his sentence and I don’t correct him.

      Levi might say he’ll do the work, but he’s still in high school, and he doesn’t want to be a Lobsterman any more than I do.

      Our older brother, Garrett left for the police academy, but he’ll be home soon, and will probably find a solution the way he always does.

      “I’m not leaving until Garrett’s back. And Jax will help—"

      “I can’t replace you. Not even with your cousin,” he says quietly.

      I have a fleeting feeling of guilt that maybe this isn’t the right thing to do.

      But I’m doing it for him. I’m leaving for him. For everyone in the Bay.

      I’ll come back stronger. More worldly. And I won’t look back on my life and regret never leaving.

      Like he’s reading my mind, Dad says what I can’t.

      “You think there’s no future for you here,” he adds.

      “Dad, it’s not just about that…”

      I can’t find the words to say. I can’t lie to him. Not again.

      His eyes find mine, and at the fire flashing in them, I almost back down.

      But it’s not anger I hear in his voice, it’s fear.

      My father has never been afraid of anything in his life. But he’s afraid for me.

      “You think you can kill a man and come home unsullied?” he says.

      I lift my chin. Stubborn. Arrogant maybe. “They’ll teach me how to separate the two,” I say.

      His eyes never move from mine. “You think your wife will understand?”

      Steel fills my veins. “You think Mom understands why you’d rather be out in this boat than at home with her?”

      That catches him off guard. He falters and shifts his gaze, but just for a moment. “Is that what you think? I’d rather be out here?”

      He doesn’t let me answer. Just shakes his head in dismay. “You don’t understand sacrifice. You don’t understand love.”

      This isn’t the way this conversation was supposed to go. I’d expected anger, not whatever this is.

      I shift my weight as the boat rocks. “Dad…”

      My watch beeps, letting me know we can start bringing the traps aboard.

      Thirty minutes before sunrise means we’re now legally allowed to.

      I move toward the hauling handle, but he slaps a gnarled hand on my shoulder.

      I try to shake him off, but his grip is almost as strong as my freak of a cousin’s is.

      “This is where you belong, and we’re your family. Never forget it,” he says.

      He doesn’t lessen his hold on me, and I squirm under the intensity of his stare.

      I’m so sure of everything. Sure I know what’s best for me. Sure I can come home anytime I like, and nothing will have changed.

      I look him in the eye and nod slowly. “I won’t forget. I promise.”

      His hand slips from my shoulder, and I don’t know why, but I have the oddest sensation settle in my stomach.

      And when Dad walks away, it’s like watching a part of me walk away with him.
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      Present Day, Ocean Grove, Blueskin Bay.

      Felicity

      Nine and a half months ago, I made a terrible mistake.

      Now I’m sitting on an old rocking chair with springs that poke my butt with an itchy rug tossed over my legs, and I’m beginning to wonder if I’ve made another one.

      Nicki Davis is supposed to be keeping me company before she leaves for the night, but she’s either been on her phone or like she is now, telling me things I don’t really want to hear.

      She fluffs her dyed red hair and adjusts her low-cut top. “I think someone is moving in next door. I wonder if it’s a Flatlander like you?” she says.

      I frown at that. Mostly because I’m still not sure if I’m supposed to be offended when someone refers to me as either a ‘Flatlander’ or someone from ‘Away’.

      She might be excited someone from outside Maine might be moving in, but for me, it’s bittersweet news.

      I loved living beside Nicki’s Grandmother. She might have been wildly inappropriate at times and had a terrible smoking habit, but she understood I needed a friend and not someone who’d spread gossip about me.

      An ill-prepared woman from Arizona arriving in the tiny fishing village of Blueskin Bay had achieved that already.

      If I have a new neighbor, it comes right on top of the other bad news I’ve been trying to deal with.

      Two days ago, Deputy Chief Garrett Reid, who I’d known only by reputation knocked on my door and informed me that houses in Ocean Grove where I live were being targeted by burglars.

      Despite his assurances, and having neighbors close by, I haven’t slept a wink since. Every creak and groan of the two-story cottage I rent now seems sinister.

      What makes this news worse, is that if someone else is moving in, I can no longer pretend Viola Davis will return from what she assured me was a temporary stay in the Bay’s only nursing home.

      “I hope it’s a nice family,” I say quietly. “With a big dog that barks.”

      She pokes her head out the curtain and sighs. “I should have known. It’s just two of the Reid Boys,” she says.

      I already know the name isn’t just the surname of the Deputy Chief, so I haul myself off the chair, push my glasses over my nose and take a peep, and flush from head to toe when I see who else has arrived.

      “Oh no. That’s my landlord. I haven’t seen him since I moved in here,” I say.

      Nicki scrunches up her nose. “Ayuh, Zane Reid. The last time I saw him was at his parent’s funeral. He kind of disappeared on his dad’s boat after that.”

      While she’s telling me about how the Reid family has lived in Blueskin Bay for over a hundred years, I’m trying not to panic.

      If Zane spots the alarm Nicki and I put up yesterday without anyone’s permission, he’s not going to be pleased.

      I was too flustered to ask Garrett’s permission when he was here, and now I’m regretting it.

      I squint at Zane, trying not to make it obvious we’re gawking as he unloads boxes from his Ford Explorer.

      “Are you sure he isn’t moving in? Levi’s helping him off-load a leather couch and a TV,” Nicki says.

      I cross my fingers he isn’t moving in. Characters like Mrs. Davis and her gossip-hungry hairdresser granddaughter, I can handle, a surly former soldier I’ve only seen once is another.

      I gently elbow her out of the way and groan as he stops and looks at my house.

      “He might just be furnishing it for the next tenant,” I mumble.

      As we peer at him out of the window, he says something to his brother, swipes his brow, and stalks towards the fence line.

      I duck behind the curtain just as Nicki does the same. “He looks kinda pissed off, want me to go talk to him? Tell him you were scared about the break-ins? The Reid family are all kind of protective about their house,” she says.

      I already knew that. Viola told me to make sure I take care of the house. And to the best of my knowledge, I have.

      Still, my heart begins thumping against my ribcage as I look around the living room for any evidence.

      “I can deal with him. You just hide the cage, and the chew toys,” I stage whisper to Nicki.

      Technically he can’t come in without giving me notice, but that doesn’t make me sweat any less.

      When the inevitable knock sounds at the front door, I have to hope Nicki hides everything just in case he insists on coming inside to check on the alarm.

      I take a breath, cross my fingers behind my back, open the door, and try to smile. “Hello, er, Mr. Reid,” I say.

      With his close-shaven head, broad shoulders, lean build, and icy blue eyes, up close he’s so intense a shiver runs down my spine.

      I’d forgotten how good-looking he was.

      He doesn’t even bother to be polite, just glowers at me. “You installed a security system without asking me first.”

      I gulp. “I tried to reach you. I got your machine.”

      He folds his arms across his chest. “You could have called Levi. I just bought two security systems for both of my properties.”

      My lips form an apology, but the words stick in my throat. “Ah, oh dear. Um, maybe we could discuss it…when I’ve had more notice?”

      His face twitches. “There’s nothing to discuss. And this is your notice. I’ll be around tomorrow at 0900 to uninstall yours and install mine.”

      My jaw drops as I think about my nice simple alarm system. “But it’s working just fine,” I protest.

      Like the neanderthal he is, he flat-out ignores me. He spins on his heel and calls over his shoulder. “Your lawn needs mowing, and the hedges need trimming.”

      All my muscles clench as I refrain from mentioning I’ve had bigger things to worry about than maintaining the front yard.

      I like that the hedge is overgrown. It means no one can peep in on me.

      Calling on all the manners I have, I bite my tongue, close the door, and hope I can get through tomorrow morning without him realizing I have a pet.
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      Zane

      I shake my head as I stalk back and find Levi’s decided to take a break already.

      Should’ve known he wouldn’t have pulled his own weight. I’d have asked Garrett or Jax but Garrett’s working a double shift tonight and Jax’s still down a bartender at his place on the beach.

      I glance at the window and see the curtain shift back into place as whoever’s been spying on me with Felicity hides again.

      It’s not exactly easy seeing the quirky Felicity Michaels living in our old house.

      I haven’t been back in over six months. Six months at sea, with nothing to do but think about the choices I made and what I’d do differently.

      If she’s wrecked the plaster work inside the house, I’ll be adding Felicity Michaels to that list.

      Levi hands me a beer and slumps on the leather sofa he’s sweating all over. “Did you interview her or did Garrett?” I ask him.

      He cocks his head. “You did. Just before the hearing. She looked a bit different though. Think she had brown hair, and she was skinnier.”

      At least that explains why I don’t remember her. Everything was a blur after I came home and had two funerals and a disciplinary hearing to attend.

      “She’s not a natural blonde?” I ask.

      He opens his hands in an ‘I dunno’ gesture. “I thought you knew she was a looker? I thought that was why you were suddenly so keen to come ashore and get a security system for her,” he says.

      I wasn’t keen. Not really. I’d have kept living on Dad’s boat, The Salty Dog, for as long as I wasn’t needed.

      I kick his feet off the coffee table and take a seat beside him. “What she looks like is irrelevant. I’m installing alarms because someone is targeting houses in the area.”

      He eyeballs me and uses air quotes because he knows I hate it. “So, you thought you’d move in so you can monitor the ‘situation’ next door?”

      I grunt a response. My youngest brother is a juvenile prankster, but he can be helpful when it suits him. “Won’t hurt to keep an eye on things.”

      He laughs. “Especially if those things are as sweet as Felicity.”

      I land a punch to his upper shoulder and jump up before he can slug me back. “I meant to do it before I left. Just never got around to it.”

      He shrugs. “You didn’t do it for Mrs. Davis when she lived here. And she used to change your diapers.”

      I wander over to the window so I can scan the street. The last of the daylight is fading, and if we want to get the rest of the furniture in, we’ll have to move fast.

      “That’s because Mrs. Davis had a shotgun and a medic alert bracelet,” I say.

      Levi joins me at the window, guzzling his beer as he follows my gaze. “You tell Felicity we’re going to be selling this place?”

      I pull a face at him. “Why would I tell her that?”

      He grins at me. “In case she wants to come over and help us clear up.”

      I shake my head. “You mean come over so you can hit on her.”

      He dodges out of my way before I can smack him again. “Can’t blame me for trying. And if you aren’t interested, no reason why I shouldn’t be.”

      I bark a laugh. “There are plenty of reasons. That you can’t see them is why you weren’t allowed to vet the tenant applications.”

      He looks bemused when he looks around the living room we’ve been dumping stuff in.

      Structurally, the house is still sound. But there are thick layers of tar on the walls and the windows are so dirty I can barely see out of them.

      Viola Davis’s addiction to nicotine combined with her failing eyesight meant she quit seeing the dirt in this place around the time Levi graduated high school.

      Her granddaughter, Nicki should have been helping out more. But she was always more interested in gossip than in hard work.

      “You can’t blame me for wanting to talk to her. The girls I get involved with are never sweet. They’ve been crazy. Who was that one who slashed your tires because she thought it was my truck?”

      “Lucy,” I grumble.

      He laughs and heads back to the kitchen, probably looking for snacks to go with his warm beer.

      “Before Lucy there was Julia, and she was certifiable. Sex was worth it though,” he calls from the kitchen.

      He’s not wrong. Dating a woman with a smoking hot body, and a wild side is as fun as playing with fireworks.

      And it’s just as dangerous. Sooner or later, someone gets hurt.

      Lord knows I’ve made a lot of the same mistakes as Levi has. Fallen for a pretty face, a great body or a sob story and wound up regretting it.

      Just another reason to keep my distance from the cute blonde next door.

      Since my brother is more interested in rehashing the past than helping me, I finish shifting the boxes and push the last one in place just before my cell phone rings and Beck’s ‘Loser’ song starts to play.

      My little brother’s idea of a practical joke. “Stop messing with my cell phone,” I yell at him.

      I lift my shirt up and swipe my sweaty forehead as I see it’s my older brother, Garrett returning my call. “You have some news?”

      Garrett’s reply comes in gruff, and short. A good sign he’s getting nowhere with this case. “Not good. They’re a little more organized than first thought.”

      I press the speaker as I start looking through the boxes. “Tell me more,” I say.

      “It’s got to be a gang. They seem to know exactly what valuables are inside too. Since they’re operating at night and during the day, they’re probably watching the houses they’re targeting and getting to know the routines.”

      I run a hand over my head. “So not just opportunist then?”

      “Doesn’t look like it.”

      “What about my idea to set up a neighborhood watch? You run that past the chief?” I say.

      “I did. He wants to retire at the end of the year. That means you not getting involved.”

      I grunt at the idea of our lard-ass Chief of Police wanting to retire. Everyone in the Bay knows Garrett’s been running the department for years.

      The Chief’s so lazy he’s not even here half the time, right now, he’s at a training course in Portland. Anything to get out of actual work.

      “I’m not going to sit on my hands. If I can do something, I will.”

      “Don’t get any ideas. You’re going to be there for a while keeping an eye on things, that’s enough.”

      I slide my hand into the box I’m standing closest to and look at the night vision goggles I purchased. “Ayuh, but if I do see something, I’m just protecting my property. That’s not illegal,” I say.

      He sighs. “It’s how you intend to protect it that worries me.”

      I scratch my nose and haul out my USMC Fighting Utility knife. “Like you said. I’m going to be here anyway. I’ll do what I need to do,” I say.

      “Just put the alarms up and monitor them. I don’t want to hear my brother has been arrested for interfering in my investigation.”

      “I’m not dumb enough to get arrested,” I mutter.

      He growls down the line. “Levi there with you? Maybe he can talk some sense into you before you do something we’ll both get in trouble for.”

      I glance over my shoulder, and eye Levi as he opens a bag of corn chips. “He’s trying to get me to invite the tenant over. He thinks she’s sweet.”

      “She appears to be. Kept Mrs. Davis company when Nicki couldn’t. Keeps to herself though.”

      I know where this is likely heading so I sidle back into the living room. “Keep me updated.”

      “Try to show some neighborly concern to our tenant.”

      I snatch the bag of corn chips out of Levi’s hands and hold them up so he can’t reach them. “I’m installing an alarm for her, what the hell else am I supposed to do?”

      I dodge Levi’s slug to the gut just as Garrett tells me the one thing I don’t want to hear right now. “Just watch out for her, Zane. With Viola in the nursing home, you’re all she’s got,” he says.
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      Felicity

      I ease my eyes open, yawning and breathing in the sweet smell of fresh-cut grass, and the sound of a mower.

      As I try to rouse myself from a fitful night’s sleep, I let my thoughts drift to yesterday.

      After Nicki showed me how to set the alarm, she decided to wander next door to reacquaint herself with Zane.

      Something I’d never dream of doing even if I wasn’t feeling decidedly awkward around new people.

      Now Mrs. Davis has moved into a nursing home, I’ve not only lost a neighbor and a confidante, but I’ve also lost the only reason I felt I was part of the community.

      That thought and dozens of others are what kept me awake half the night.

      But the thought that dominated me most was wondering when Zane Reid was going to leave.

      Nicki left, and his brother left soon after her, but Zane stayed put.

      Even weirder than my landlord staying overnight in the house next door, was that it made me feel the tiniest bit better knowing he was there.

      With an internal eye roll at myself, I blink away the sleep from my eyes, throw the covers back, and stagger toward the bathroom.

      As usual, the shower takes a long time to warm up, old houses equal old plumbing, so I utilize the time by brushing my teeth and making my bed.

      With a yawn, I grab clean underwear and stumble back into the bathroom.

      I shower quickly, washing away the dreams I had in the night, and hope Zane isn’t going to come to inspect the rest of the house.

      That will be a significant problem.

      I fling on my jeans and check upstairs is tidy before heading downstairs to a bowl of my homemade muesli and my latest favorite caffeine infusion.

      A ball of fluff greets me as I enter the kitchen, ears, and nose twitching as he rouses himself from his bed of straw.

      I pick him up, and give him a snuggle, making sure I support his hind legs as I hold him close.

      “You’re going to have to stay in here today, and I might need to put you in the pantry,” I say to him.

      When he starts to purr and wriggle a little, I put him back in his play area, pour my muesli, then boil water, and let the Earl Grey tea leaves steep in the pot before pouring it into my delicate cup and matching saucer.

      I take a seat at my tiny kitchen table, the sun coming in as it always does, and sigh as I take a sip of my aromatic tea.

      As I’m eating, I glance at the clock on the wall and groan. I don’t want to give him a reason to do an inspection, so I decide I have enough time to at least try to mow the lawns.

      As usual, the backdoor sticks, so I have to jiggle it several times before I can exit.

      I stumble outside, brightness stinging my eyes as I wander towards the shed, picking up any stray bits of evidence that might incriminate me as I go.

      After tidying away the small pen I’ve made, wrestling the mower out of the shed, and pushing it through thick clumps of grass, I manage to get it to the front yard so if he sees me, I can at least look like I’m trying.

      As I’m messing with my own mower, wondering how I got it working the last time, the one I assumed was across the street, gets louder.

      My eyes drift to my right, and I jerk upright when I see it’s Zane pushing a mower.

      Shirtless!

      I swallow hard, trying my best not to stare at his defined torso as he pushes the mower through the grass.

      Legs suddenly rooted to the ground, I can’t seem to pull my eyes away as he turns and looks over the fence.

      The mower stops, and I raise my hand in the lamest greeting imaginable. “Lovely day,” I call.

      He barely acknowledges me, just walks toward the fence, grabs the shirt that was hanging on it, and tugs it on.

      When he’s covered up, he scowls at the mower I’m tinkering with. “A hand mower’s never going to cut through that.”

      Without another word, he stalks to the gate in the fence between the two houses and starts to push his mower through.

      He gestures for me to move out of the way before picking up my mower and dumping it beside the front door.

      I barely have a second before he starts his mower up and starts cutting through months of growth.

      I should be feeling a little put out by his lack of manners, but I’m too pleased he’s taking care of a job I’ve been putting off to complain about his overstepping boundaries.

      Rather than get in his way, I stand beside the door and try not to notice the way his muscles flex with every motion.

      By the time I’ve ducked back into the house and grabbed him a drink, he’s finishing up, and he doesn’t look happy about it.

      He switches the mower off and shakes his head when I offer him my thanks and a can of lemonade.

      Feeling more than awkward he’s now sweaty and is assessing the alarm unit at the front door, I ask the obvious question.

      “When are the new tenants moving in?”

      His eyes narrow. “I am the new tenant. I’ll be living here.”

      The ground rocks beneath me. “You. Live. What?”

      As he looks at the hedge at the front of the house, he lifts the edge of his t-shirt to wipe his forehead making it impossible not to see abdominals so toned, that they look like they’ve been sculptured.

      If he were anyone other than my landlord, having a hunky jerk live next door wouldn’t have been quite so awkward.

      But he is my landlord, and he’s as good-looking as he is rude.

      “You work from home,” he says.

      I have no idea why that’s relevant, and I’m still trying to deal with him living next door to me and what that will mean. “I do.”

      His eyes drift back to me. “You must notice the routines of people on the street then?”

      It’s such an odd thing to say, I’m not sure if it’s some kind of test. “Um, I guess. It’s hard not to. My office upstairs looks right out onto the street face.”

      I can’t exactly tell him I spend half of my time gazing out the window daydreaming and since moving here or that I find the routines of the street soothing.

      He doesn’t acknowledge my response, just gestures to the alarm. “I’ll be back in twenty to get rid of that piece of crap. I have to turn the electricity off.”

      Without another word, he grabs his mower and with no attempt to be polite, pushes it back through the gate.
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      Zane

      Even if the yard is a mess, and she seems to be trying to plant a vegetable garden or something, the house is tidy. I’ll give her that.

      And it smells like vanilla and cinnamon.

      Just like it did when Mom spent the day baking.

      All in all, from what I can see she’s keeping the place in good order.

      I haul my step ladder inside the front door and climb up it so I can take a look at the system.

      I frown as I unscrew the front plate of the alarm. “Where did you get this thing?”

      She bites her lip as she answers. “Nicki bought it for me off E-bay.”

      Of course, she did. Everyone gets everything off E-bay. “Who installed it?”

      Her face pales a little. “I did with a little help from Nicki. But the guy who sold it to us was very helpful.”

      I’ll bet he was. I hate to guess how much she paid for a metal box with a few wires to connect. “He ripped you off. It’s just the shell of an alarm with a flashing red light.”

      She lets out a groan and slaps a hand on her forehead. “I’m such an idiot.”

      “Lots of people get taken in by scams like this.”

      She peeps at me through her fingers. “Really?”

      I nod as I climb down, the useless piece of junk in my hand. “I’ll pass this on to Garrett and see if we can’t stop him from doing it to anyone else.”

      Her lips curve into a grateful smile. “That would be great. I’d hate to see anyone else think they were safe when they weren’t.”

      I give her a vague nod, distracted by what she just said. There’s bound to be an upswing in security systems sold when burglaries are on the rise.

      People will buy anything when they’re scared.

      I store that away and gesture to her fake alarm. “You buy anything else off of this clown on E-Bay?”

      “Uh, there’s another one at the back door, let me, just tidy up a bit first…” she says.

      Before I can say this isn’t an inspection, she scoots off down the hall. Since I have nothing to do, I take a cautious step down the hall and take a look inside the living room.

      It’s filled with an assortment of antique-style furniture that somehow matches the pastel floral print wallpaper Mom loved.

      Before she can catch me snooping, I duck back into the hall and wait for her to return.

      When she appears, her cheeks are flushed, and she can’t meet my eye.

      I’m half expecting to find a guy in the kitchen, but when I walk in, ladder under my arm, all I find is the same outdated oak-paneled kitchen my mom used to nag my Dad to replace.

      Felicity points at the useless black box right over the back door and takes a seat at a retro Formica table she’s moved in here.

      I never got around to asking her why she wanted so much space, I was too busy packing up, and I can’t exactly invade her privacy, so I skirt around it.

      “Do you or anyone else open the windows upstairs at night? I need to know where to install the sensors.”

      Her eyebrows rise. “You’re installing sensors upstairs? What if I set them off?”

      I start to unscrew the box from above the kitchen door and answer as I gently remove it from the wall. “Unless you plan on opening the windows or going out the front or back door without deactivating the alarm, you won’t.”

      I climb back down and set the alarm on the countertop as her eyes drift to the pantry. “Where are you putting them?”

      I fold the ladder back and frown at her. “Usual places. Windows, front and back door work best for PIR systems.”

      Her mouth twists into a frown. “What’s that?”

      “Passive infrared. Heat detecting.”

      She just about jumps out of her chair. “What? You can’t do that.”

      I eye her as I fold my arms over my chest. “Why not.”

      Her cheeks heat. “What if I, I, need to use the bathroom?”

      I shake my head. “It won’t be in your bedroom or the bathrooms. Just in the common areas. And like I said. You’ll have time to turn it off if you need to go out. Just reset it when you leave.”

      She looks so nervous I try to sound reassuring. “If you do set it off, it’s not a big deal. I’ve hooked it up to my phone. It’ll just be me that gets the alert and I’ll come check on the house. Anything looks wrong, I’ll call Garrett.”

      But that doesn’t seem to reassure her one bit.

      If anything, she seems to look even more concerned.

      “Um, so, okay. I’m not the best with technology. I liked the alarm I chose because it was easy to use.”

      The corner of my mouth twitches. “Of course, it was. It didn’t do anything,” I say.

      She blinks rapidly. “I mean I don’t like all these apps and AI controlling things. If that’s what this is going to be, then I’m not sure I’ll be able to work it. You’ll just get annoyed with me.”

      I work my jaw as she starts to fiddle with a teapot on the table. What is it with this girl? She works from home; she must have some technical capabilities?

      “It’s easy. You just use your phone to control it.”

      Her shoulders square. “I don’t have a mobile phone.”

      I scratch my head, wondering if I’ve somehow managed to stumble onto another seemingly ordinary woman, with a raging psychosis.

      But her not having a phone is going to put a serious dent in my plan to protect this place.

      “That’s an issue then.”

      She eyes the useless box sitting on the counter. “Can’t you just install a simple alarm? One that just makes a noise if someone tries to get in?”

      I frown so hard that my forehead aches. “No. I can’t. I want to be notified if anyone tries to break in.”

      “You’d hear an alarm if it went off. You’d be notified then.”

      I smother my growing frustration. “I don’t want them to know they’ve tripped the alarm. I want to catch them in the act.”

      Her lips press tightly together. “But surely—”

      I cut her off curtly. “This isn’t up for discussion. I’m installing it. Use the pad by the front and back doors.”

      She stops short of pouting, but I’m pretty sure when I turn around she’s glaring at me.
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      Felicity

      I can’t believe he’s invading my life this way.

      Having him next door was bad enough.

      Now he’s going to be able to have access to my home.

      I can’t even leave the kitchen in case he looks in the pantry, so I have to wait while he installs a panel.

      I wait at the table pretending to read a book I got from the library and cross my fingers that he’ll work fast.

      When minutes turn into an hour, and he’s still not done, I clear my throat and try my best not to look at the pantry.

      “Do you think you’ll be much longer? I have an order that needs to go out.”

      He stops what he’s doing and looks down at me. “What kind of an order?”

      I hold out my arm and jangle the bracelet on my wrist. “I make jewelry.”

      I never intended to start selling hand-crafted jewelry, but Nicki talked me into it.

      It combined my love of drawing and my love of creating tangible things that are pretty.

      His eyebrow lifts. “And that’s how you pay the rent?”

      It’s an incredibly rude question, but I’m beginning to get used to his lack of manners. “Yes. It is.”

      He goes back to fiddling with the wires. “How do you sell them?”

      “Nicki runs a website and sells online for me.”

      He nods. “So you don’t have to deal with the technical things?”

      I stare at his broad shoulders as he works. “Yes.”

      He doesn’t say anything for some time, for so long I think the conversation is over with.

      He surprises me by climbing down the step ladder and hitching his thumbs in his tool belt as he looks at me. “What materials do you use?”

      Thinking he’s genuinely interested, I smile. “Silver, mostly. But I also work with gold and platinum.”

      His back stiffens. “And you keep everything in the house?”

      I screw my nose up, wondering why he looks concerned. “Where else would I keep it?”

      His fingers tap on the top of a screwdriver. “Do you have a business card you hand out?”

      I’m still a little puzzled about his interest but I get up and rummage in the top drawer until I produce one.

      He stares at it, brow furrowed as he looks it over. “I’ll go finish up at the front of the house, then get started on the sensors. I’ll give you a shout when I’m finished.”

      He stalks out of my kitchen, taking my business card, and faux alarm with him.

      I stare after him, listening to him as he sets up at the front of the house. More puzzling than his interest in my jewelry is why he wanted a card.

      It doesn’t contain any information he doesn’t already have.

      Rather than dwell on it, I steal my opportunity to open the pantry, grab the pet carrier, sneak out the back door, and pray Zane doesn’t think to look behind the shed any time soon.
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      Zane

      I wait till I hear her walk up the stairs before I pull my cell phone out of my pocket.

      Garrett doesn’t answer his phone, but I leave a voice message for him to call me immediately.

      He may think it’s flimsy at best but if word is getting around that a woman living in the area has something worth stealing at her place, it’s worth checking out.

      Thankfully, Felicity’s smart enough to use a PO Box on her business card, and after a quick look-see, she’s not listed her address on her website either.

      I think as I climb the ladder and get to work.

      I already know she’s gullible. And thieves are getting smarter. Either she or Nicki may have given them an area to target.

      I carry on working, connecting the wires, making sure I use the holes she used so I don’t damage the plaster any more than it already is.

      By the time I’m ready to place the first detectors on the windows and front door, Garrett calls me back.

      I put my phone on the ladder and stick the adhesive for the sensor beside the door.  “I think I might have something,” I say.

      “That was fast. Even for you.”

      I peel off the sensor. “Are all the houses getting robbed owned by women?”

      He’s silent for a while. “For the most part.”

      I scratch my nose and look at Felicity’s card. “The tenant makes gold jewelry and Nicki sells it online. I’m betting one of them got chatting with either a customer or someone who was pretending to be keen.”

      He sounds more than a little interested. “I’ll have to talk to Nicki to see if she’s telling people Felicity works from home.”

      The corner of my lip lifts. “They’ll know she’s in the area. And if they’ve done their homework, they’ll even know she lives alone.”

      I can hear the hope in his voice. “You find out how much stock she has at home?”

      “I’m about to go find out,” I say.

      “This could be right up your alley, you know.”

      I frown as I wave my hand over the sensor and am pleased when I see it light up on the panel. “Can’t you handle surveillance? I pretty much handed this to you,” I say.

      He growls. “I know. But if you’re wrong, I’ll be wasting dollars we don’t have. You said you wanted to do something, sticking close to Felicity is your something.”

      I lean against the wall and look at the feminine prints Felicity has hung along the wall. “How.”

      He just chuckles. “You always thought you were the smartest out of us. Now’s your chance to prove it.”

      I’d argue I never thought that, but I’d be talking to dead air.
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      Felicity

      With sensors now on every window, every door, and every nook and cranny, I should feel relieved Zane has taken my security so seriously.

      But instead, I’m starting to feel like a prisoner, and he’s the prison guard.

      After returning from the garden, he asked me a lot of questions about my jewelry, some of which were bordering on obtuse.

      Either he’s incredibly nosy, or he’s thinking of placing a large order. Given how intrusive he’s already been, the former is the more likely.

      After he left, and explained, like I was a moron how to operate his silly alarm, I spend what was left of my Saturday hunched over my work bench, finishing an intricate filigree pair of gold earrings.

      When the light started to fade, and I needed a break, I did what I always do, watch the neighbor's routines.

      It’s comforting knowing that while Zane Reid has upended my life, everyone else on the street is carrying on nice and predictably.

      Like I do every day, I tidy my bench, sweep up any stray dust and debris, and make sure it’s spic and span for tomorrow.

      My stomach is growling as I descend the stairs, and I decide that since it’s Saturday I may as well let my hair down by having a glass of wine while I make some pasta.

      As I glance out the window at the darkening skies, I don’t need to switch on the radio I keep in the kitchen to know bad weather is on the way.

      When the announcer says heavy wind and rain warnings are on the way, I abandon my dinner plans and pull my downstairs emergency kit out of the pantry.

      It wouldn’t be the first time I lost power in strong winds. And unlike most people, I prefer an actual flashlight in my hand rather than an ‘app’ running off a mobile phone.

      I do a quick candle check and am happy to find I’ve not forgotten to stock it up before I check the most important thing of all.

      My landline rings before I make it to the back door, so I pick it up and answer cautiously. “Felicity speaking,” I say.

      “This is Riley Jones; I spoke to your assistant last weekend. We were talking about you designing a necklace for me?”

      My brow wrinkles as I reach for the memory. It comes to me just as a fat drop of rain slides down the window. “Oh, yes, Nicki mentioned you wanted to know if I could come up with a design using a family diamond?”

      “Yes! That’s me. I was hoping I could come to see you at your house and talk to you about it? I can be there today or tomorrow.”

      Another rain drop splatters against the pane making my voice come out strained. “I don’t see people at my home. I’m happy to meet you somewhere else though?”

      Nicki said she’d seemed so keen I’m sure she’ll accept it as a compromise.

      “Well, no. I need to know where you’ll be storing the diamond. It’s very old and special to me. I hate for something to happen to it.”

      I stand on my tiptoes so I can just make out the edge of the pen I’ve set up. I need to get outside before the heavens really open up.

      I can’t tell her I have a strict rule against giving out my home address, it’ll make me sound like I don’t have adequate security for such an important job.

      I glance at the sensor Zane has placed on the window and have to admit having a fancy alarm is proving timely.

      “I can assure you your diamond will be safe here.  I have a new alarm system that’s just been installed,” I say.

      There’s a long pause before her tone changes entirely. “Oh. That’s great. But I’d really rather see it for myself.”

      I frown at the receiver, but I have no time to argue when a crackle of lightning flashes in the sky.

      “If you give me your cell phone number or email address, I can ask my assistant to send you photos of the alarm and my workspace?”

      I cross my fingers that’ll be enough, as I open the back door, ready to make a run for it the second she relents.

      But she’s not backing down, if anything she’s losing patience with me. “No. That won’t be enough. This is an antique diamond. It’s worth a lot of money. You obviously don’t appreciate that.”

      I don’t like bullies at the best of times, and I’m not that short for cash or clients that I have to pander to one who demands special treatment.

      She may not understand why I have them, but I have rules in place for a reason.

      “I’m sorry you feel that way. I really need to go.”

      I don’t wait for her response, I hang the phone up, switch it to silent, and make a mad dash across my freshly mowed lawn.
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      Zane

      I’m struggling to sleep when I’m aware of a beep sounding beside me.

      With a groan, I clutch at my phone, sure it’s just a message from Garrett.

      When my brain catches up with what my eyes are looking at, I jerk upright and scramble to check my gun is loaded.

      The sensor has gone off next door. Felicity may have accidentally tripped it, but if there’s any chance she hasn’t, I need to get there, fast.

      I don’t switch any lights on, or put a shirt on, I just snatch the house keys and ease out of the back door, locking it behind me.

      I lose a few seconds navigating the slippery grass and trying to watch the house and sneak through the gate.

      If it’s a false alarm, Felicity is not going to be happy about me busting in on her.

      I scan the backyard, moving quickly, keeping to the shadows as rain falls steadily making my hands slick.

      With a muttered curse at the weather, I slip around the side of the house, doing a boundary check as I go.

      When I see nothing out of the ordinary, no cars out front, no vans, or any other vehicles I don’t recognize, I check the alarm and find another sensor triggered.

      All upstairs.

      I pick up my pace and reach the back door just as a crack of lightning flashes directly overhead.

      I slide the key into the lock, thump the back door so it unsticks, and quickly ease inside, locking it behind me just in case.

      Water is dripping down my face as I listen for any signs of an intruder. When I can’t hear anything but the weather, I move forward checking every room and corner, every shadow, until I reach the front door where the alarm panel is flashing.

      I switch it off and start to cautiously make my way up the stairs, evenly distributing my weight so I lessen the creaks the old stairs always made.

      I dodge the fourth from the top, the one that always gave me away if I’d snuck in late, and press my back into the wall as I listen for any voices or movement.

      Again, I hear nothing over the weather outside, but when I spy the sensor flashing up here I’m not willing to leave anything to chance.

      I check my phone again and head straight for the source of the movement coming from Felicity’s office.

      I keep my back along the wall, timing my movements with the crashes of thunder just in case.

      When I find no one lurking in her office, my heart is beating so fast, that I almost miss a slight movement right outside Felicity’s open bedroom door.

      I think two seconds too late, acting purely on instinct and nudging the door open when I see a small white object dart across the bedroom floor.

      It’s just a cat. I broke in because of a cat.

      I let out a breath, lower my gun, and manage to take a step backward at precisely the moment Felicity stirs.

      She sits up in bed, lets out a scream, and throws a book at me. “Get out of my house!” she yells.

      I hold up my hands, hide the gun, and flick the light on, so she doesn’t launch any more projectiles.

      “It’s me! It’s me. The alarm went off.”

      She throws herself out of bed, sleep-dazed and looking wild as she stares at me, and I try not to stare at her.

      Almost impossible when she’s wearing nothing but shorty pajamas.

      She catches me looking and snatches up a pillow to cover herself. “You’re in my bedroom!”

      “There’s been movement up here. I thought someone was inside the house,” I say.

      Her cheeks are bright red, and the words come spluttering out of her mouth. “You, you, can’t just come into my home without warning. What are you some kind of pervert?!”

      I growl a curse and show her my phone and the alert. “I’m not a pervert. You got a cat and it set the sensor off.”

      Her eyes slide to the door. “I don’t have a cat. I’m allergic to them.”

      I’m too pissed to humor her, so I just jab my finger toward her bed. “Quit lying. I saw it hide under the bed.”

      Her eyes narrow. “Please leave. You’re dripping all over my floor.”

      I look down at the water on the hardwood floor and glare at her. “Get rid of it. Now. I don’t want to come over here again for a dumb animal.”

      “No one asked you to,” she says.

      Just when I think this couldn’t have been any more of a gigantic waste of my time, a weird-looking cat with long ears limps out from under the bed.

      Her eyes widen, but she drops the pillow and picks the fuzzball up quickly as if she thinks I’m going to harm it.

      I squint at it and shake my head. “Is that a Rabbit? You have a rabbit in my house?”

      Her lips press downward in displeasure. “Roger’s not usually upstairs, but he was scared by the thunder.”

      My eyebrow cocks. “Roger?”

      She answers casually. “Roger Rabbit.”

      I can’t believe this. Does she really think I want to know her pet's name?

      “I don’t care what his name is. It’s a rodent. If it gets loose it’ll chew on the wiring.”

      This conversation would be a hella lot easier to have if she wasn’t standing half naked in her bedroom.

      “He’s not a rodent! And he’s usually outside most of the time. I just bring him in at night. He was probably having binky time, that’ll be why he was running around up here.”

      I cock my head at her, sure I misheard. “Did you say, Binky time?”

      A tiny smile appears on her flushed face. “It’s when he runs around and jumps a lot. It’s why I didn’t want heat sensors inside the house in the first place.”

      “You want to be less secure? Because of something that belongs in a pot?”

      She glares at me and carries on stroking it between the ears. “Do we really have to talk about this now?”

      I throw up my hand. “Fine. We’ll talk about it tomorrow. But I’m not compromising. It’s heat sensors or cameras. You choose.”

      She looks horrified. “There must be another option?”

      I’m so pissed off I speak without thinking. “Unless you want to move out, no there isn’t.”

      She collapses on the edge of her bed and stares up at me. “Are you trying to scare me, or do you want a new tenant?”

      I wince and run my hand over my head. “Just get rid of the rabbit and I’ll keep watch on the house from next door.”

      Her face falls. “I can’t get rid of Roger,” she mumbles.

      I didn’t think she’d back down, but neither am I.

      I’m not compromising safety for a rodent, so I turn and walk out of her bedroom. “Then expect a lot of drop-ins from me,” I say.
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      Felicity

      I’m too rattled to say anything as I hear him clomp down the stairs not bothering to switch any lights on.

      I don’t suppose he needs lighting. This was his family home after all. He probably knows it better than I do.

      I pick up Roger, support his hind legs and listen to the thunder outside. “He can’t be serious.”

      Roger doesn’t seem to mind Zane was just in my bedroom, half naked and dripping water all over the floor.

      He just snuggles in and carries on rubbing his back teeth together creating a purring sensation.

      I walk down the stairs, purposely not turning on the lights just to make a point that I know the house well too.

      It’s bad enough he burst in here like a maniac, wearing nothing but his jeans, but suggesting I move out is ridiculous.

      If I thought I had a leg to stand on, I’d take him to the tenancy board or whatever they’re called but how can I when it was a genuine error on his part.

      Not so much on mine.

      Nicki would have a fit if she knew Zane was in my bedroom in the middle of the night.

      For a moment I think about calling her, just to hear the sound of someone’s voice, but she’ll think I’m giving her a juicy tidbit and I’d rather not start the rumor mill up again.

      I have enough of them circulating about me already.

      I take a deep breath and put my palm on the handrail running down the stairs.

      Like everything in the house, it’s solid, well made, and carries the scars of being a well-loved family home.

      I run my fingertips over the wood, trying to work up the courage to climb the stairs and get back into bed.

      But as I’m finding, even on nights when a half-crazed man doesn’t appear in my bedroom, my nerves are getting the better of me.

      Mrs. Davis understood.

      She even gave me a set of keys so I could let myself in.

      Instead of walking up the stairs, I wander aimlessly through the house, ready to light the fire and just wait out the storm in the safety of the living room.

      As another crack of thunder rumbles almost overhead making Roger squirm in my arms, the red lights beside the front door flicker and then disappear.

      I glance at the nightlight I keep plugged in beside the hall table and groan as I see that’s also gone.

      “At least he can’t blame me for the power going out,” I grumble.

      Rather than face another unwanted visit, I turn around and head toward the kitchen so I can call him and let him know.

      Clutching my ball of fluff with one hand, I reach for the flashlight, just as a flash of lightning illuminates the back window.

      I suck in a breath and open my mouth to scream as I see a grotesque creature peering in at me.
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      Zane

      I’m dreaming about rabbits and a faceless guy with a machete hacking into the front door when my cell rouses me.

      I don’t know when he did it, but Levi has changed my damn ring tone again. This time LMFAO’s ‘Look at That Body’ plays.

      When I answer it, I flip on my back and rub the sleep from my eyes. “This can’t be good.”

      “It’s not. There’s been another break-in a block over. This time they targeted a house with an alarm.”

      I curse as I sit up in bed. “That makes no sense.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      Now fully awake, I smother a yawn and throw the covers off me. “The owner didn’t see anyone, did they?”

      “She was out. They got in through the back, and they were fast. Took a few antiques. They knew exactly what they were looking for and where to find them.”

      I stumble toward the kitchen I still need to clean. “Any prints?”

      “Nope.”

      “Might be time to rethink that neighborhood watch.”

      “Maybe. It’s risky.”

      I open the refrigerator and frown when I see the bulb must have blown. I grab a carton of milk and set it on the kitchen table.

      “I’ll ask Levi and Ja—”

      I freeze, listening, barely breathing as I strain to hear over the sound of the rain outside.

      I back up, and with my eyes on the back door, ease the bread bin open, and pull out one of the numerous guns I’ve stashed around the place.

      I keep my voice just about a whisper. “Stay on the line. Someone’s trying to get in.”

      Garrett doesn’t reply. He’s too smart to. But I know he’ll be right there if I need him.

      I push the speaker on, turn the volume up and flip it over so the light won’t be visible, and leave it on the table.

      As quietly as I can I step to one side so whoever makes it in won’t see me.

      I fill my lungs so I can hold my breath as the door opens and closes just as my intruder speaks. “Ittt’s okkkay now Rrrrroger. We’re s,s,safe,” a feminine voice says.

      I growl as I step closer and see Felicity. “What the hell!?”

      She’s shivering so much, that I can barely make out what she’s saying. “At the back door, someone wearing a s,s,scary mask was l,l,looking in at me,” she manages.

      I switch gears instantly, snatching the phone off the table as I relay the info to Garrett. “At least one is around back at our old place. Wearing a Halloween mask. Felicity’s here with me.”

      “I heard her. Already on my way. Stay with her.”

      “They’ll be long gone by the time you get here. I’ll—”

      “No, you won’t! We don’t know what we’re dealing with. Stay there and make sure she stays safe.”

      He silences any further discussion by ending the call. As I smash my fist down on the table and yell in frustration, the rodent leaps out of her arms and takes off into the house.

      I round on her, pissed at feeling so utterly useless when it’s my house these SOBs are breaking into.

      “What is wrong with you?”

      Her chin wobbles as she hugs her arms around herself. “The power went out. The alarm wasn’t working, I had a key, and I knew you had a gun. Where else was I supposed to go?”

      Did she just say the power was out? How’d I miss that?

      I turn around and wince as I look at my own panel and see it’s also dead.

      It was sloppy not to set up a battery backup. I should have done it immediately after installing both alarms.

      I rub my hand over the back of my neck as she stares at me like I’m a monster, shivering and probably in shock.

      When I can’t think of a single word to say, I go with my brand of lousy hospitality. “Come sit down,” I say.
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      Felicity

      I follow him into the front room as I try to ward off any thoughts of crying in front of him, both for coming over here and for Roger getting loose.

      He’s obviously angry with me, and after making my ridiculous decision, I now know Zane is fuming he is being forced to babysit me.

      At his direction to sit, I perch myself on the edge of his sofa, trembling so hard my teeth occasionally chatter.

      His voice is clipped but less severe as he points to a bottle of Jack Daniels sitting on a coffee table.

      “Help yourself and get the fire going if you want. I need to go booby-trap the doors,” he says.

      I nod limply as he hands me something soft and dry to wrap myself in. “Stay in here. Bad enough I have a rodent running around in the dark.”

      I have no desire to go anywhere, so I cuddle into what I soon find is his shirt and listen to the storm as it batters the house outside.

      Rather than continue to sit in my wet clothes, I crawl toward the fireplace and somehow manage to get it going.

      I sit as close as I can get, pleased to have something to occupy my mind instead of thinking about what possessed me to run straight to the one person I shouldn’t have.

      I have no idea how long I sit there guarding the flames but eventually, Zane returns, wearing a shirt and with something hugged to his chest.

      He kneels beside me, and in the most striking act of kindness thrusts Roger toward me.

      I let out a stifled sob as I cradle him against me. “Thank you,” I mumble.

      Zane sits beside me, his back to the fire, his gun still in his hand, and places his mobile beside him. “He was chewing on my cell phone cord,” he grumbles.

      I wince and find a piece of pine kindling for Roger to gnaw on instead. “I’m sorry. I can buy you another one.”

      He glances at Roger. “Lucky the power’s out or he’d have been electrocuted.”

      I shudder as we look at Roger happily munching on the wood. “That’s why I usually keep him penned off when he’s inside.”

      “Why a rabbit? And why inside?” he says.

      “Rabbits are very smart, affectionate, and clean animals. Even their poop is clean. They can eat it,” I say.

      His lip curls. “That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever heard,” he says.

      He looks so horrified, that I have the strangest desire to laugh. Something I doubt he’d appreciate right now.

      Lucky for me he changes the topic. “I didn’t know there was another key.”

      “Mrs. Davis gave it to me. She had mine in case of emergency too,” she says.

      He frowns and looks like he’s making a mental note to get the locks changed.

      “You really were that close with her?”

      A lump grows in my throat. “I liked her company.”

      He watches me so closely, that my cheeks start to heat at his scrutiny. I can’t imagine what he’s thinking right now.

      It must seem the weirdest thing to befriend an elderly neighbor the way I have.

      He probably thinks I’m pathetic.

      But he doesn’t mention it again, just slowly nods. “I guess if you trust your neighbor, it’s probably a good idea to have a place to run to,” he says.

      “Was it a good idea for me to run to you?”

      His eyes drift over my face and for a moment I think he’s going to reassure me I did the right thing, but instead of answering he just grabs his phone and gets to his feet.

      “I’ll find you something warm to put on,” he says.
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      Zane

      It’s now five o’clock in the morning and I should be with Garrett.

      Instead, I’m cradling a purring rodent in my arms, and my arm is wrapped around a terrified woman wearing my shirt, sweatpants, and socks.

      I don’t even remember falling asleep and I sure as hell wasn’t aware of her snuggling up to me.

      That I’d have noticed.

      What little sleep I managed to find hasn’t stopped me from wondering how I’ve ended up in this situation.

      Felicity must have snuck through the gate in the fence and when she had seconds to choose where to go, she ran to me.

      Me. The guy who’s been nothing but frosty to her.

      It would have been laughable if she’d not risked her neck coming over here. What was she thinking, using the back door? If I hadn’t been awake, I could have shot her.

      I push that ugly thought away just as a text message comes in from Garrett.

      I need to talk to him before Felicity wakes up and I have to deal with that too, so I ease off the couch, wincing as I try not to disturb her.

      I’m not about to let the rabbit loose again, so when I’m sure she’s still sleeping, I take him with me as I pad out of the room.

      Garrett is sitting at the table, drinking a cheap coffee, looking like hell, and ready to give me a chewing out.

      He eyes Felicity’s pet and rubs at his eyes. “I’m hallucinating. I must be because I know you aren’t holding a rabbit.”

      I shake my head and pull out a chair so I can sit opposite. “It’s hers. I let it go it’ll destroy half the house.”

      He’s too tired to argue, his mind is on more important things than my neighbor’s pet.

      “You must have made quite the impression if she ran over here in the middle of the night.”

      I’m not sure I agree. “She wasn’t thinking straight, they could have been watching the front,” I say.

      He gets up and wanders over to my refrigerator and comes back to the table with a limp stalk of celery I forgot I bought.

      When I give him a look, he puts the celery on the table. “I can’t take you seriously with a bunny in your arms.”

      I let him go, and the rabbit hops over to the celery and starts crunching his way through it.

      “I’m not saying I’d advise it; I’m saying that because she did, I now have a witness to interview. It’s the first solid lead I’ve had in weeks.”

      I stifle a yawn and stretch out the crick in my neck. “You’re forgetting that they might know she’s a witness now.”

      While we’re both thinking on that, Roger carries on oblivious to the danger his owner might be in.

      Garrett sighs loudly. “I think it’s time you asked nicely if you can offer better in-home security so you can keep a closer eye on her.”

      “If you’re talking about cameras, that’s a no-go.”

      “I’m not. She ran over to you in the middle of the night. Whether you like it or not, she trusts you.”

      I ready a shake of my head when the rabbit stops chewing, and its ears prick up.

      I turn and find Felicity standing in the doorway looking worse than Garrett.

      “Since you’re discussing me, I may as well say I had an idea,” she says quietly.

      When Garrett gestures for her to continue, she tugs my shirt tighter around her and swallows hard. “What if Zane moves into my spare room?” she says.

      I choke out a laugh and whirl around in my chair sure I’m going to find Garrett smiling too, but it’s not mirth on his weary face. It’s hope.

      “You’d be willing to do that?” he says.

      Felicity covers a yawn and nods. “If it helps catch them, then yes, I am,” she says.
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      Felicity

      In the early morning light, sitting in his kitchen, Zane looks more than a little put out at my stupid suggestion.

      I don’t know why I even said it out loud.

      Maybe because I’m exhausted and sick of feeling isolated now Mrs. Davis has moved and Nicki says she won’t need to come around as often.

      Or maybe it’s because one of the brothers was considerate enough to feed Roger.

      I’m too tired to care about why I said it, all I want is to go home, make sure nothing was taken, take a long hot shower, and sleep all day.

      As Zane grunts his reluctant acceptance of his fate, his brother rises from his feet and offers me a cordial smile.

      “It looks like whoever was at the kitchen door was just checking things out. We haven’t found any signs of a break-in.”

      I stifle a sob, relieved I won’t have to contact my insurance company as Garrett smiles kindly.

      “I know it’s been a long night, but I’m going to need to take your statement.”

      I nod and drag myself over to the table Mrs. Davis and I used to share pots of tea at.

      “I’m not sure I can tell you anything that’ll be helpful,” I say.

      While Zane is simmering away beside me, his brother Garrett smiles his encouragement. “Just tell me what made you run over here.”

      I blush as I retell what I suspect Zane has already gone over with him. But he takes down every word I say, tight-lipped, concentrating on what I’m describing without interrupting.

      When I’m done, he puts his notepad away and gets to his feet, and graces me with a weary smile. “I’ll be in touch with you both. You have my card if you need me.”

      After a handshake with Zane, he exits by the back door leaving me with the less cordial of the Reid brothers.

      He glances at me and sighs loudly. “You look like you’re going to ask a lot of questions.”

      I ignore the sarcasm and frown. “So, how does this work, you just sleep at my house?”

      He looks everywhere but at me. “It might take more than that. Garrett thinks, and I agree, you may have been targeted. “

      All the blood runs straight to my toes. “What are you saying? You’re not just going to be sleeping at my house?”

      He covers a yawn, making me yawn along with him. “I want to monitor your incoming business calls and emails. It’s what the PD would do if they had the resources.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because we have no way of knowing if they saw you or not. And if they contact you, we might be able to catch them.”

      This just keeps getting worse. “What makes you think they’ll contact me?”

      His eyebrow cocks. “I need to get some sleep, and so do you. Let me lock up and I’ll come over.”

      “That’s not neces—”

      “It is. Garrett would never say this, but he can’t rule out the possibility they might be watching the street.”

      “That’s why you asked me if I knew the routines of our neighbors?”

      He gives me a clipped nod as he gets to his feet. “Let me grab a few things, make sure everything’s locked up, and we’ll go through the gate. The fewer people see me, the better.”
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      Zane

      While Felicity takes a shower, I stumble around my old house, legs dragging, muscles aching from lack of sleep as I rethink my entire security strategy.

      What I really need is cameras hidden on the outside of the house so I can see what I’m dealing with.

      It’s installing them without anyone noticing I’m going to have an issue with.

      Garrett’s probably getting some sleep, but I sit at the kitchen table, frowning at the rabbit in his pen, and start to jot down a few notes.

      What I need, other than sleep is a team. Guys who know what to look out for, who can monitor both points of access into the street.

      I scrawl a list of all the other things I’ll need.

      Felicity doesn’t have a cell phone, so that makes it easier to monitor incoming phone calls.

      I glance at the phone attached to the wall and make a note to buy another phone and an extension cord so I can listen in to her business calls.

      When another yawn overtakes my body and the lines are blurring on the paper, I admit defeat and wander into the living room where I’m planning on napping for the next few hours.

      I tap out a quick text to Garrett, forward it to Levi, and to my cousin Jax, and hope they’ll be able to pull a few night watches to back me up.

      I hear soft footfalls as Felicity walks into the room, hair wet, and wrapped in a fluffy blue robe and matching slippers.

      She swallows as she looks at me. “So, I’m going to try to nap for a few hours. Will you be okay? I mean, do you need anything?”

      I shake my head. “Go sleep. I’ll be doing the same as soon as I’ve set the alarms again. I’ll wake you when I hear from Garrett.”

      “About the cameras…”

      “What about them?”

      “They’ll just be facing outside, won’t they?”

      I crouch down and unroll my sleeping bag. Not that I need it. After the storm last night, it’s back to seventy degrees.

      “That’s right.” When she’s quiet, I glance up at her. “Do we have a problem?”

      Her back straightens. “No problem.”

      I give her a nod, too interested in unfurling my sleeping bag so I can get some shut-eye before I drop. “Don’t make any phone calls, and don’t mention this to anyone. Especially not to Nicki,” I mutter.
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      Felicity

      Don’t make any phone calls!

      Of all the rude, obnoxious…

      I stomp up the stairs, anger overriding my need to rest.

      Does he think I’m an idiot? I know Nicki will blast this all over the Blueskin Bay hotline. That’s the last thing I want.

      I’m trying to make friends, not lose them.

      I slide my hand into the pocket of my gown and look at the card his brother handed me.

      His pleasant, polite, and understanding brother.

      Completely disregarding Zane’s command, I sneak into my office and dial Garrett’s number.

      After a few moments of thinking maybe I shouldn’t have disobeyed, Garrett answers, sounding so harried I instantly regret calling him.

      “Ms. Michaels, what can I do for you?”

      “Oh, um, I feel rather, I don’t want to be a nuisance…”

      “Hmmm. Is this about my brother?”

      I wince. “I understand this is his, your family home, but I’m not sure I understand why he’s so, um…involved?”

      “You mean why is he so determined to be a giant pain in the ass?”

      “Well, er, yes.”

      He sighs. “You’re the first person who’s lived in the house since Mom and Dad died. You’re also the first person living in it that hasn’t been family.”

      A hard lump forms in my throat. I wish I’d known all this before I fell in love with the house and picked up everything to move here.

      “I had no idea.”

      “Don’t worry about Zane. You must have made a good impression or he wouldn’t have picked you to be our first official tenant.”

      Tears spring to my eyes as I think about the appalling day a stony Zane Reid damn near interrogated me before accepting my security deposit.

      I was so nervous I barely remember what I said. Only that I had the distinct impression he didn’t want to be there.

      Now I know why.

      “Unless there was something other than my brother being a pain in the ass, I need to get some sleep.”

      “Um, yes, sorry, I won’t call again unless it’s urgent.”

      “No problem. With any luck, this will all be over soon. I’ve enlisted a couple guys I can trust so they can come around and discuss ongoing surveillance with Zane.”

      I’m sure I misheard. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”

      “Don’t worry, anyone coming into your home will be people Zane and I trust.”

      That doesn’t make me feel any better. What if I don’t trust them?

      “Are they all from the police?”

      “Not exactly. One is our younger brother and the other is our cousin.”

      “This really is a family affair,” I mumble.

      “Blueskin Bay is a small town. When push comes to shove, we look after each other. That includes you, Felicity.”

      The lump only seems to solidify. “And what am I supposed to be doing?”

      “Just carry on with your normal routine as much as possible.”

      My brow puckers for too many reasons to count. “That might be a little hard with a grumpy Marine around,” I mumble.
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      Zane

      Sometime around mid-morning, I managed to get enough sleep to be somewhat coherent when an intruder alert sounded on my phone.

      I groan as I take a look, already guessing it’s going to be Levi and Jax here to talk strategy.

      I ease my ass off Felicity’s sofa, tuck my sleeping bag away and smother multiple curses as I make my way to the staircase.

      I can’t risk opening the front door, so I climb the stairs two at a time, listening as someone knocks.

      I don’t have to go into Felicity’s bedroom to wake her, she’s already up and about, dressed, and not looking pleased.

      When she turns to head downstairs, I grasp her arm. “I’ll be up here.”

      Delicate frown lines form on her forehead. “Until you know it’s your brother Levi?”

      For a second, I scowl back at her until it dawns on me, that I haven’t told her about that.

      I didn’t leave my notes in the kitchen, which means she called Garrett when I asked her not to phone anyone.

      “This is going to go a whole lot harder if you don’t pay attention to what I tell you.”

      Her cheeks flush. “I was paying attention. I choose to ignore you. There’s a difference.”

      She doesn’t give me a chance to reply, just clutches the banister Garrett broke his arm sliding off of and disappears down the stairs.

      When she opens the door, I duck back and strain to listen.

      “Good morning! We’re with United Children’s Fund and we’d love to talk to you about the crisis in—"

      Felicity doesn’t let him finish, she opens the door and gestures for them to come inside. “Of course, won’t you both come in,” she says.

      When I spot Levi’s clipboard and hi-vis shirt it’s impossible not to appreciate the effort.

      He spies me and grins. “You owe us big time, bro. We had to do the entire street so it looked good. Good thing hardly anyone was home, Jax is way too conspicuous,” he says.

      People overuse the term ‘Gentle Giant’, but when they meet the three hundred pounds and six foot five inches that is my cousin, they stop in a hurry.

      The only time I’ve ever heard about him using his size and muscle to his advantage was when he caught a sex predator on the beach.

      Just another thing I missed out on while I was away.

      Stoic as always, Jax just shrugs one hefty shoulder. “It’s a good charity and a good cover.”

      The second Levi spots Felicity he lays on the charm an inch too thick. “We haven’t really met, have we? I’m Levi. I’m a jack of all trades. This tank beside me is Jaxson. Owner and proprietor of The Outrigger and sometimes Lifeguard.”

      Felicity’s face softens as she smiles then looks at me for direction. “Hi. So, um, how do we do this?”

      Without thinking about why I’m picking it I speak. “Kitchen? You have four chairs.”

      She fiddles with her hands and then breezes off leaving a pleasant scent of lavender behind her. “Okay. I can make some tea.”

      Jax gives me a look. “Remember when we used to get in trouble, and your mom and Mrs. Davis used to make us drink tea out of China cups.”

      My chest tugs at the reminder. “She was trying to make us civilized,” I mumble.

      Levi’s eyes shift to the lines we carved into the wall beside the kitchen, measuring who was going to outgrow Jax.

      His smile falters so I change the subject. “You get any intel?”

      “We made a note of who was out and who has security. We saw a lot of fake cameras and faded burglar beware-type signs. But for the most part, everyone seems equally at risk,” he says.

      Except they aren’t. Only women alone have been targeted. I’m still thinking about how I can get her out of here so I can really discuss her security issues.

      Jax, ever the animal lover, spies the rabbit in the corner of the room and gives Felicity even more reason to trust him.

      “I had a rabbit when I was a kid. Got her from Maggie’s on the main street,” he says.

      She smiles a little too prettily at him. “That’s where I got Roger from too,” she says.

      Levi, the last to sit, peers down at the rabbit as he gnaws on a head of broccoli. “Is that a litter tray?”

      Felicity replies warily. “Yes. He uses it just like a cat does.”

      Levi’s eyes widen a fraction as he pulls the cap off his head. “Does he do any tricks?”

      I snort a laugh, ready to mock him, but Felicity nods. “Yes, actually he does. Rabbits are really smart. He comes when I call him, and he can give me high fives.”

      None of us speak, sure she’s making it up, crazy, or having a laugh at our expense.

      With all the confidence of a magician’s assistant, she reaches into the fruit bowl and pulls out a banana.

      When she gets off her chair and picks up the rabbit, I’m still not convinced.

      All eyes are on her as she waits for a while letting the bunny hop around the kitchen, slowly peeling the banana as if we have all the time in the world.

      Finally, when I’m about to remind her that we’re not here to mess around, she sits crossed-legged on the floor and pulls a little piece of banana off.

      “Rogey, Come,” she says.

      Jax leans forward a little, I can’t help but frown, and Levi is staring at Felicity in the way we used to look at all of Garrett’s girlfriends.

      A combination of bewilderment and desire.

      I open my mouth to tell her this is a waste of everyone’s time, but the damn rabbit lops straight over to her.

      She smiles at him and rewards him with a tiny amount of banana.

      As Jax and Levi decide applause is the correct response, I growl under my breath. “Can we get started now?”

      Levi slams his heel into my shin underneath the table, and Jax silences me with a warning look I’m not dumb enough to ignore.

      Felicity’s little show isn’t over, when Roger, or Rogey, or whatever its name is finishes his banana, she holds up her hand, and even I have to admit it’s kinda cool when his paw presses against her palm.

      Jax is so delighted with the performance he’s smiling like the big dope he is. “That’s really impressive.”

      When she gets to her feet, Levi’s expression has changed entirely. He’s looking at her like she’s a prize and he’s playing to win.

      “You should put that on YouTube.”

      Felicity’s smile tightens, and she pointedly ignores Levi.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Felicity

      Stupid! How could I have been so stupid!

      Of all the times to let my guard down, I pick now to let something slip, and with three complete strangers!

      Months of keeping to myself, never giving any more information that was strictly necessary, and poof.

      Just like that, I ruin it with the worst possible person at the worst possible time.

      As I continue to scold myself, I search for the set of four cups Mrs. Davis gave me as a welcome gift.

      No one seems to be speaking, so I keep my back turned and cross my fingers that they’ll find something else to discuss.

      Thankfully, it’s Jaxson, the brute who looks like he could pulverize concrete who saves me from myself.

      “Alright with you if we take a look at the back while the kettle boils? No one will see us from the street.”

      From behind me, chairs scrape across the floor, grating on my already frayed nerves as I try to keep my voice from sounding wobbly. “That’s okay by me. Just shut the back door or Roger will jump his pen and try to explore.”

      For a moment I think I’ll have time to recover from my slip-up, but when I turn to see if they’re all leaving, I’m sorely disappointed.

      While the others trail out, Zane hangs back, watching my every move. “We never did go over your background. All I know is you moved here from Arizona.”

      I pull out the sugar, milk jug, and tray and place them on the table. “I’m not sure what you mean exactly. I filled out all the questions you wanted in the application. I even let you do a police check and a credit check.”

      He folds his arms across his chest. “Why’d you want to live in a big house? Hoping to meet someone here? Get married?”

      I’m in no mood for an interrogation. “Why is it, that your brothers and your cousin all have impeccable manners, and you have none.”

      His posture hardens. “You’re dodging the question.”

      “And you’re supposed to be helping your brother catch criminals not treat me like I am one.”

      The corner of his mouth lifts. “If you were going to ignore my rules about pets, why didn’t you get a dog?”

      It’s a safe enough question to ask, so I reply. “I was worried enough about Maggie at the pet shop ratting me out to your family as it was. Everyone knows everyone around here.”

      He shifts his weight to one leg. “Not because they’re harder to pick up and move in a hurry.”

      All the blood in my body feels like it’s trickling to my toes. If I could, I’d back out of this ridiculous agreement, but that would give him even more reason to treat me like I’m a suspect.

      “What makes you think I’d need to worry about that?”

      He doesn’t reply for a while, just gazes out the window to where his brother and cousin are pointing at the roof.

      When he does bother to answer me, his blue eyes fix on my face making me even more nervous. “Are you worried about it?” he says.

      I’m tired of feeling like I’ve done something wrong when I haven’t so I slam the kettle down on the table.

      “I’m a very private person, and my background has nothing to do with why you’re here, so kindly stop asking me invasive questions before I call your brother and tell him you’re making it impossible.”

      His eyebrow quirks and the faintest hint of a smile graces his otherwise stony features. “You mean tattle on me.”

      I’m so frustrated, and tired, that I throw my hands in the air. “I shouldn’t have needed to.”

      He doesn’t move, and barely seems to be breathing as he studies me.

      I didn’t expect an apology, and he doesn’t offer one. Just turns on his heel and joins his family in my garden just as my phone rings.

      I pick it up, hoping it’s an order, but it’s Nicki on the other end of the phone.

      And she sounds breathless with excitement.

      “I just had a visit from Garrett Reid. He said he was just following a ‘line of inquiry’ whatever that means. But he asked me tons of questions about your business. Are you in trouble?”

      I wish I’d had time to ask Garrett how I was supposed to answer this. “No, I’m not in any trouble,” I answer carefully.

      She sucks in a breath. “Oh, crap balls. Zane wouldn’t answer any of my questions when I saw him the other day either.”

      I check what’s happening outside, and sigh. “Will you call me when your grandmother is ready for a visit? I’d love to come to see her.”

      Obviously disappointed by my lack of gossip, I can almost hear the pout in her reply. “Okay. Sure. And you call me if you find anything out! The Reid boys are up to something, and I’m dying to know what it is!” she says.
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      Zane

      If I wasn’t already thinking about it, her behavior would have confirmed it. She’s hiding something.

      What that something is, or whether it relates to anything significant is yet to be seen.

      Probably tired of waiting for me, Levi and Jax are installing cameras covering the back of the house.

      Something I wish I’d done from the get-go.

      They’re hidden from the street, so I skirt the ladder Levi’s on and check to see which areas still need covering.

      “Let me know if you need me to watch that side of the house,” he says.

      As Levi smirks down at me, I realize that a camera will be looking directly into Felicity’s bedroom.

      He points to the other side visible from the street. “You need cameras up there too. You’ll have to make it look like you’re cleaning the guttering or something.”

      I peer up at the roof and grimace. Anything to do with the roof was always my job anyway. Levi was too irresponsible, and heights were always Garrett’s kryptonite.

      Dad wasn’t always home, so we all learned early how to swing a hammer and nails.

      “They’re overdue and it’ll give me a good excuse to hang around anyway,” I say.

      Jax bobs his chin at me. “I’ll check in when I’m set up.”

      When he slaps my shoulder, I smile. “Thanks. Hope this isn’t going to cost you any business?”

      People don’t just go to the Outrigger for drinks, it’s because Jax’s the closest thing to a local legend we have.

      We’ve had entire busloads of Flatlanders appear just to see whether he’s as big as reported to be.

      He shakes his head. “I’ll make it work.”

      At least that’s something. Blueskin Bay has been known to attract a few oddballs, and Ocean Grove’s proximity to the disused boat shed and the harbor means we can get drifters looking for a place to sleep.

      As per usual, Levi flirts as he steps back inside, grinning and leaning against the countertop. “We gotta book it. But I’m sure I’ll be seeing lots more of you soon.”

      Felicity is gracious, but without a word, I know she’s pissed at me for not including her in the discussion we just had.

      Mom taught us that ‘This isn’t the end of it’ look when we busted a window and tried to blame Jax when we were late for school.

      Thankfully as Jax and Levi make their discrete escape, Felicity’s phone in the kitchen rings, and she looks at me like it’s a hostage situation.

      “Can I answer that? Or is that against your house rules too?”

      Since I don’t have the cables or an extra phone, I turn the handset volume on the wall phone as loud as it’ll go. “I’ll be listening.”

      I take my place beside her. Shoulder to shoulder, listening in, like I used to do when Levi and I were spying on Garrett talking to his girlfriend in Turtle Bay.

      But unlike spying with my little brother, standing so close to Felicity isn’t funny, and I’m so worried I’m going to accidentally touch her, I fold my hands behind my back.

      When she answers she sounds as distracted as I feel. “Felicity speaking.”

      “Oh, hi, Felicity. I got your name from a friend of mine. She said you made her a gorgeous brooch. I’d love you to make something similar for my bridesmaids. I’m getting married in June,” a pitchy feminine voice booms down the line.

      Felicity winces at the volume even with the phone two inches away from her ear and reaches for a pad and pencil she keeps on the counter. “Of course, I’d be happy to help. May I ask who referred you so I can thank them?”

      It seems like a genuine question to ask, but it seems to throw the caller. “Oh, gosh, um, silly me, I can’t remember! Does that matter?”

      Felicity frowns at me but carries on politely. “No, of course not. Would you like to make a time to meet so we can discuss this in person?”

      “Um, is email okay? I don’t have a lot of time, and I’m organizing a lot of wedding stuff during work hours,” she says.

      Felicity laughs. “Of course. The email address is on my website. I’ll look forward to working with you and congratulations.”

      The woman squeals. “Thank you! I’m so excited. I’ll email you soon. Thanks so much!”

      Felicity rubs her ear and hands me the handset. “Please tell me you aren’t going to be doing that with every phone call? I don’t really want a perforated ear drum.”

      I hide my own wince as I turn the volume down. “Is that usual? A caller didn’t know who referred her to you?”

      She scribbles something else on her pad, then looks at me. “Some people have lots of friends. And sometimes a few get married in the same year.”

      That makes little sense to me, but then I never really saw the fuss about getting married anyway.

      If you want to do it, do it. Why spend a fortune that you could use to buy a house?

      “How do you get around her wanting to use email? Send her notes by pigeon?”

      She half rolls her eyes. “I have a set of questions I ask potential clients, it’s on my website. Nicki prints the answers, and then I draw a sketch and come up with a quote. Usually, when they’ve seen the sketch they pay a deposit and I get started.”

      Garrett’s probably going through this all with Nicki, but it won’t hurt to check.

      “Have you ever read the email correspondence?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t really need to. If something is unclear, I’ll call the customer and get them to clarify it.”

      That means she has no idea of how much information Nicki is giving out.

      “How much do you pay Nicki?”

      Her eyebrow rises and I hurry on before she tells me to mind my own business. “Garrett probably asked her. He’s speaking to her this morning.”

      “Mrs. Davis suggested it, and we both agreed. A thirty-seventy split on all sales.”

      I take a seat at the table as Felicity starts to pull things out of the cupboards and then gets butter and eggs from the refrigerator. “Does Nicki keep accounts or do you?”

      If she does, I’d be surprised. I’m pretty sure she failed math every year from first grade to twelfth.

      Felicity switches the oven on as she answers. “With a little help from Mrs. Davis, I was doing them. Nicki sends me a printout of the sales every quarter.”

      Her voice wavers a little as she starts mixing what looks like cookie batter. “I guess I’ll have to see if someone in town can help me now.”

      I stare at the delicate cup and saucer in front of me as a dozen thoughts crush on me all at once.

      “Jax has an accountant in Carey’s Creek. He’s a good guy. I’m sure he can help,” I mumble.

      Her eyes meet mine and she looks so surprised, that she nearly drops the cookie dough on the floor.
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      Felicity

      Well, well, well.

      Under the thick layer of swagger, there may be a decent human being after all.

      Now feeling emboldened, I roll the cookie dough into balls and smile at him. “Help yourself. It’s Earl Grey. Mrs. Davis said she used to drink it with your mother?”

      The corner of his lip lifts. “Did she tell you that was our punishment? To sit in here and drink it until we stopped acting like—”

      “Louts?” I offer.

      He laughs and hearing it seems to impact my ability to breathe. “If we’d done something dumb, she made us dress in our Sunday best. Worked like a charm.”

      At the image of four boisterous boys sitting around the table dressed in their finest, sipping tea it’s impossible not to see the humor in it.

      Or perhaps it’s the irony I find amusing that I had three of them sitting around my table just minutes ago.

      The moment is broken when his phone chimes from a hidden pocket in his military-style pants.

      As I keep working, he reaches down, glances at it, and slides it back into his pocket again. “Garrett’s across the street. He just finished talking to your neighbor. He needs to talk to you again too.”

      The second he finishes speaking I hear a knock and he looks at me expectantly.

      Since he’s just going to be sitting here, I wash my hands. “I need to get these in the oven so I can take some to Mrs. Davis. Can you roll them?”

      His expression stays stony, and I half expect him to shake his head, but he gets up and washes his hands.

      I resist the urge to mention how nice it is when he’s pleasant and hurry to the front door.

      I open it and smile as politely as I can manage when I see Garrett Reid standing in the weak sunlight, a half-smile half-squint as he examines me. “Sorry for the intrusion. I’m sure you’ve had it up to here with the Reid family by now.”

      I open the door wider. “Some more than others,” I say.

      He covers a chuckle and waits for me to close the door before speaking again. “You had a visit from Jax and Levi then?”

      As we walk down the hall, I nod. “Under the guise of collecting for a charity. Yes, I think they managed to put up cameras at the back of the house.”

      When he sees Zane finishing up with the cookies, his lips quirk. “Mind if I sit?”

      It’s such a welcome change from dealing with Zane’s bluntness, I just about fall over myself trying to make him welcome.

      When he’s settled, and I’ve poured him a cup of tea, he looks at me. “I’ve spoken to Nicki and got a list of names, and addresses. She said you deal directly with phone inquiries?”

      “I don’t get a lot. But some people prefer to speak to me.”

      Zane pipes up. “She had one just before you arrived. I’m going to set up a duplicate phone line so I can start listening in.”

      Garrett nods and focuses on me again. “Do you keep a record of the people who call?”

      “Only for work completed. I do get the occasional time waster. My customer list and details are upstairs in the office.”

      Garrett’s brow crinkles.  “Would you mind getting it for me? A copy is fine.”

      I should have guessed he’d find a reason to talk to his brother without me around.

      I check on Zane’s progress and am not surprised when I find his cookies are all perfectly uniform.

      “Can you put them in the oven and set the timer for fifteen minutes, please? I’m sure you know how everything works,” I say.
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      Zane

      I know he’s going to have plenty to say as I push the tray of cookies into the oven.

      Levi would be rolling on the floor laughing by now. But there is nothing funny about how confusing this is starting to feel.

      “How’s it going?”

      I sit back down at the table. “It’s coming together. I’ll be installing the rest of the cameras this afternoon.”

      He eyes me. “I meant with Felicity.”

      “Fine.”

      He frowns as he reaches for the sugar. “She’s going out of her way to help. Most Flatlanders wouldn’t trouble themselves.”

      He’s not wrong. This is a crazy idea. But that makes it even easier to think she might have a screw loose for going along with it.

      “Do you know anything about her past in Arizona? Why she moved here on her own?”

      He narrows his eyes. “These cups look familiar.”

      I grunt at his avoidance. “I’ll take that as a yes,” I mutter.

      He leans back in his chair and shakes his head at me. “Everybody has a past. If she came to Blueskin Bay to get away from hers, that’s nothing to do with us.”

      “You did do the background check, didn’t you? I know things were bad but—"

      He interrupts me while casually adding milk to his drink.  “Just drink your damn tea, Zane.”

      I haven’t had a cup of tea since I left home, and I can’t say I ever liked the stuff, but I pick it up anyway.

      “Did you find anything on her fake alarm?”

      He takes a swallow before he nods. “Looks like a few have been sold in the area. I’m following up on that now, but it’s going to take some time. After customers started realizing they’d been duped, his profile disappeared.”

      “What’s the chance they’re connected to the break-ins in Blueskin Bay?”

      He seems more interested in the smell of cookies Felicity has cooking than the alarm. “It could be nothing or it could be something.”

      I’m primed to ask him more questions when I hear Felicity’s footsteps in the hallway.

      When she returns, she’s holding a photocopy of a single piece of paper.

      “It’s not a long list. Like I said, most of my customers come via the website. And a lot of people want to place an order but never follow through.”

      Garrett gives her his ‘cop smile’ and folds it in half. “It’s a good place to start. But it’ll be a while before we can ‘officially’ look into them.”

      I know what he’s saying without saying it. He’s letting me know that if I do the leg work, I’ll end this faster.

      Which is fine by me.

      I’m pretty sure there are rules about tenant-landlord relationships.

      And me sitting here thinking about how ours looked wearing nothing but her shorty PJs probably breaks about twenty of them.

      While I’m thinking about all the ways this crazy-ass situation can land me in hot water, Garrett finishes up with Felicity, using his best ‘Trust me, I know what I’m doing’ voice.

      “I’ll keep you both informed. But unless we catch these guys in the act it’s going to be a hard slog.”

      Felicity’s mouth twists a little. “Do you really think they’ll be back here?”

      Garrett glances at me before answering. “We wouldn’t be interrupting your life this way if we didn’t,” he says.

      “I’m going to visit Mrs. Davis this morning, then I have a few errands to run. I may not be back until late,” she says.

      She’s telling Garrett, but I answer her. “It’ll give me a chance to install the second phone, and cameras while you’re gone.”

      Felicity’s face falls and she sounds a little panicked. “Nothing inside though?”

      Garrett doesn’t let me answer, and it’s probably just as well. “Absolutely not. The cameras are to record anyone lurking around outside.”

      Her shoulders relax, and she brightens considerably.

      I’m still thinking about why she looked so relieved when Garrett leaves with a cookie in his hand twenty minutes later.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Felicity

      When I first saw a picture of Blueskin Bay, I was sure it had been airbrushed.

      But as I walk along the main street, cookies cooling in a baking tin, my eyes on the still harbor, small fishing boats moored at the jetty, and the scent of seaweed and salt filling the air, it’s as beautiful as the day I stepped off the bus.

      From the second floor where my office is, I can see over the rooftops of my neighbors, and look straight down the harbor.

      But it’s not the harbor I’m walking toward today, it’s the beach to the right and where the Blueskin Bay Nursing home is located.

      Usually, the water calms me. But today I’m anxious. Anxious to see my only friend, anxious to ask her about the Reid family but mostly about Zane being in my home installing cameras.

      I take a deep breath in, hoping it’ll cleanse away the dread and the fear that the Reid family isn’t as trustworthy as they appear to be.

      Nicki is at her usual spot, waiting for me, and chatting with the receptionist, so I’m spared my awkward explanation of who I am, and why I want to visit an elderly woman who’s no relation to me.

      Nicki greets me with a smile and points down the pastel walls, filled with plastic flowers, and faux cheer.

      “Perfect timing. She’s just made some tea even though she knows I can’t stand the stuff,” she says.

      I return her smile and stroll down the hallway until I find Viola’s room.

      I knock and cautiously push open the door, eyes averted, just in case. “Viola? It’s me, Felicity,” I call out.

      I hear a hacking cough from inside the room. “Lovely! Come in then girl!” she bellows.

      Now less uncertain, I push open the door and relax as Viola engulfs me in a cushioning hug, in stark contrast to the man I left just minutes ago.

      I examine her. Her roots are showing in her blue rinse, which she’ll hate, but her cheeks have color, and she’s breathing a little easier than the terrible night I had to call Nicki three weeks ago.

      “How are you?” I say.

      Her dark eyes narrow a fraction, annoyed I’m starting a conversation with such a rote question.

      “I haven’t seen you in a week and that’s all you’ve got?” she answers.

      I plonk myself into one of her chairs, sinking in as the weight of the past few days pushes me down. “I brought you cookies. Zane helped roll them,” I say without thinking.

      At the grin on her face, I mentally slap myself. “He installed an alarm for me.”

      She gives me a knowing smile. “They’ll be keeping a close eye on the place now I expect. Good. I’m pleased Garrett listened to me.”

      My jaw slackens. “Listened to you?”

      She nods, bites into a cookie, and sighs. “I asked him to check on you. Pleased to see he kept his word.”

      It’s nice to know she was thinking about me. I was beginning to worry our relationship was one born out of pity and me buying her cigarettes when Nicki refused to.

      “Zane knows about Roger,” I say.

      She leans forward to pour me a cup of tea. “Jump his pen again?”

      I can’t really bring myself to tell her about my night’s escapades or the infrared fiasco, so I nod and duck the question.

      “I didn’t know Zane was so…hostile,” I say.

      “Well, I could have told you I suppose. But you were in such a state with moving in, I didn’t want to give you even more reason to fret.”

      I was in a state. More than even she knows.

      “Oh. Thank you, I think?”

      “He’s not so bad. You’ll see. He’s got a lot of his granddad in him. He was churlish but heavens above one smile from that man and girls were dropping their britches.”

      I nearly choke on my cookie. “Don’t tell me…”

      She shakes her head. “He only had eyes for his wife Mable. The boys’ grandmother. She was a spitfire and one of my dearest friends.”

      She looks thoughtful as she chews. “Of course, his son Nate was the same. Married the boys’ mother Cynthia. She came down here with her family one summer when they were teenagers. He didn’t want her to go back to New York, so he asked her to marry him.”

      “And she did?”

      Viola laughs. “She was always impulsive. But yes, she did. Married him and moved into the house his father built.”

      A dreamy look appears on her wrinkled face. “Terribly romantic. But it wasn’t easy on her. Raising three boys. Nate was a lobsterman like his father. Gone a lot.”

      When I don’t say anything, she sighs. “I do wonder if that’s why the boys have all stayed single.”

      I don’t mean to say it, but it slips out.  “I’m not surprised Zane’s single. He’s rough and boorish.”

      She waves her hand in the air. “Oh pish. He can puff himself up and put on a uniform, but underneath it, he’s still the boy his momma raised him to be.”

      “I don’t think he likes me very much.”

      She barks a laugh. “Give it time. You’re a beautiful girl and now he’s ashore the two rentals are his responsibility.”

      “Maybe he’ll get me neighbors who don’t think I’m a moron.”

      “I very much doubt he thinks you’re that. He’d never have let you move in if he did.”

      I blow on my tea and wait for my glasses to un fog before I speak. “He’s really been at sea for the last six months?”

      Viola wipes a cookie crumb from the corner of her mouth. “First thing he did, after the funeral.”

      “And he’s been living on a boat all this time?”

      She nods. “I imagine he had a few ghosts to put to rest. Spent most of his life at sea with his dad.”

      I thrum my fingers against the cup, sure I’m tempting fate by asking. “What happened to their parents?”

      Her lips turn downward. “Terrible twist of fate. Or bad luck depending on how you see things. Cynthia wasn’t feeling too well so Nate was driving her to the doctor. Truck took a corner too wide.”

      I don’t want all the grizzly details, but she carries on seemingly unbothered talking about her dear friends’ gruesome deaths. “Mercy was it was fast. They never saw it coming.”

      I put my teacup down, sure I’m going to spill the contents as she continues filling in blanks I wish I’d already known.

      “Of course, we’re too small to have a traffic division so Garrett was first to the scene. And because Levi’s a volunteer firefighter, he was right there too.”

      A shudder runs through my entire body. “That’s horrible.”

      “That’s life in a small town,” she says quietly.

      I can’t even imagine what that must have been like for the Reid boys. And for Zane.

      “Was Zane at home?”

      She shakes her hand. “On active duty. I don’t know how he did it, but when they refused him leave, he was still back before they were in the ground.”

      I blink rapidly as my brain whirls. “Zane went AWOL?”

      Her expression turns grim. “He had to. His brothers needed him. Family trumps everything with the Reid boys.”

      No wonder they’re so protective of that damn house and of each other.

      The house is what connects them all. And I was foolish enough to choose to live in it.

      “I had no idea,” I mumble.

      She purses her thin lips. “We never know what people are dealing with, though do we?”

      I toy with the question before asking. “It must have been terrible having to rent out his house after losing his parents. Why not hire a property manager? Or sell it?”

      She waves her hand in the air. “That’s city thinking, girl. Their house is a piece of this town’s history. The Reid boys weren’t going to hand it over to just anyone.”

      I chew on my lip as I put the information she’s given me all together. “But why Zane? Wasn’t he in trouble?”

      “He was. But he made it his mission to settle everything before he went before the military tribunal. Finding a good tenant was his sole responsibility.”

      “What happened with the tribunal?”

      “They took pity on him I expect. He was three months out from the end of his tour, so he escaped with a general discharge.”

      I blow out a breath. “Wow. Why didn’t you tell me any of this before now?”

      Viola chuckles and reaches over to place an arthritic hand on mine. “If I had done, you’d have been on the first bus out of here,” she says.
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      Zane

      It’s almost dark when she finally gets home. And from where I am positioned in the living room I see her cross the street, laden with bags I can’t help her unload.

      After spending all morning and half the afternoon installing cameras and cleaning the gutters to make it look good, I’m tired and hungry, and the last thing I want is to spend the night here.

      When I hear the key in the lock, I get to my feet and the second she’s inside, I take an armload of groceries and follow her down the hallway, talking as I go.

      “Just so we don’t have any misunderstandings keep your curtains drawn on the east side of the house, okay?”

      Her shoulders stiffen a little, but she stays silent as she dumps a bag on the table.

      “Why didn’t you switch some lights on?”

      I frown at her as I place the other bag on the countertop. “You aren’t here.”

      She rubs her temple as she frowns. “But you left lights on at yours?”

      “They’re on a timer switch. So is the TV.”

      A faint smile appears and then vanishes. “You really have thought of everything then.”

      “That’s why I’m here.”

      Her eyes shift to the pen she’s got her pet in, and she crouches down to pick him up. “Has he been behaving himself?”

      “He’s fine. He’s been in his pen.”

      A smile plays on her lips. “I was talking to Roger,” she says.

      I fold my arms across my chest and lean against the counter as she gives him a scratch between the ears.

      “How is Mrs. Davis?”

      She doesn’t look at me, just fusses over the rabbit. “Bored. But well enough, all things considered.”

      That makes me smirk. All things considered, is far too polite. Viola Davis has smoked like a train since before I was born.

      I can’t imagine the nursing home will be as lenient as we were about her smoking inside or that poor doc Flanagan’s advice will sink in.

      Felicity puts Roger back in his pen and gives him a floret of broccoli. “Did you have lunch?”

      Not sure she’s addressing me or her pet, I shrug. “I had a can of beans and jerky. Roger ate the lettuce you left him.”

      She starts pulling groceries out of the bag as she replies. “Well, I missed it, so I’m making an early dinner.”

      I stay silent, not sure if she’s inviting me or informing me. “I can stay out of your way. I was going to set up in Mom and Da—your office,” I say.

      I don’t know if I’ll ever stop thinking of it as their room. Even with her work bench, and gear in it, every time I go in there, I feel like I’m walking on holy ground.

      Her lips twitch. “I was going to ask you to help. I need to put Roger outside for a while, and I was planning on cooking spaghetti,” she says.

      When I don’t answer, a coy smile appears on her face. “You can boil water, can’t you?” she says.
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      Felicity

      After putting the groceries away and taking Roger outside to watch him enjoy his freedom for a while, I glance at the back of the house and grimace.

      To the casual observer, the cameras aren’t obvious, but I’ve sat on the lawn often enough to recognize the addition of some black domes on each corner of the roof.

      As Roger frolics, I glance at Zane’s other house and see more cameras on his, including several pointing to the side of my house, my cheeks blaze in annoyance.

      One of the cameras he installed points directly into the bathroom.

      I never worried about the flimsy sheer curtain before because Mrs. Davis was my neighbor.

      I’m so furious that I abandon Roger to his frolicking and leap to my feet.

      I don’t bother to lower my voice as I enter the kitchen again. “Did you really need a camera aimed right into my bathroom?”

      Zane looks up from where he’s adding spaghetti to a pot and throws me a frown. “I need to be able to see all angles of the house.”

      How can he think I’d be okay with that? “You’ll be able to see all angles of me!” I say.

      His eyebrow hitches. “I’ll only be looking if the alarm trips. The chances of that happening when you’re in there are slim to none.”

      I shake my head. “That’s not good enough. I want you to put up a new curtain, first thing tomorrow.”

      He works his jaw and looks like he has several things he’d like to say to me.

      But he doesn’t get a chance, someone knocks at the door, making us both freeze.

      Zane pulls out his phone and curses. “It’s Nicki,” he says.

      I smother my own curse. Nicki doesn’t often show up unannounced but when she does it’s never good.

      With Garrett speaking to her about the burglaries it’s no surprise she’s at my door.

      It’s a small wonder she didn’t try to wrench more information from me when I saw her at the nursing home earlier.

      “Can you get rid of her?” he says.

      I laugh. “How? If I tell her you’re in my kitchen she’ll want to come to say hello.”

      A thoughtful look crosses his brow. “Tell her you’re sick.”

      I consider rolling my eyes at him then think better of it. “She just saw me.”

      Without warning, Nicki bowls through the door. “Only me, you didn’t answer—”

      Her eyes shift from me to Zane, then quickly back to me. “Um, what’s going on?”

      Oh no!

      Roger’s cage and pen are in plain sight. All she has to do is turn around and she’ll see it.

      When Zane just scowls at her and I can’t for the life of me think of a reply, Nicki’s eyes go wide.

      “Why are you having dinner together?”

      I swallow hard as Zane attempts to cover. “We aren’t. The stove’s on the fritz again. I’m here to fix it.”

      Her eyes narrow as she looks at the pot bubbling away. “Looks like it’s working fine to me,” she says.

      Zane stands with his arms crossed, looking irritated as she assesses us both.

      From the expression on her face I know if I don’t convince her there’s nothing untoward going on, there’ll be all sorts of rumors flying around about me and Zane.

      “The element only burns hot, it boils everything,” I say.

      As far as fibs go it’s not a great one. But the water is bubbling so furiously she can’t see the pasta already in the pot.

      Zane turns slowly and starts twisting the knobs on the other three elements. “And these go fine?”

      I nod and step closer, my hands getting clammy as Nicki stares at us. “They seem to. It’s not a big deal, but after the blackout the other night, I thought it was worth mentioning.”

      “Got it. Well, I can’t do anything tonight. I’ll need to get Jax’s guy to take a look. But I can probably ask him to next week.”

      Even though it’s a fake problem my reply comes out annoyed. “That’s not ideal,” I say.

      I think I see a faint hint of mirth dancing on his face. “You have three other elements that work just fine.”

      Nicki snorts. “Yes, but she should have four, Zane. That’s what the rental agreement states. That’s what she should get.”

      He can’t exactly argue. “Fine. I’ll call him tomorrow.”

      With a glance at me, he does an awkward sidestep, probably in an attempt to keep Nicki’s eyes on him and not on Roger’s pen.

      The second he’s out the back door she turns on me, her voice high-pitched with excitement. “What’s going on?”

      I shift my weight and smile as I try to think of a way to get her out of the kitchen. “I need to check on Roger. I had to shove him out here in a hurry,” I say.

      She follows me outside, a ball of barely contained anticipation. “Zane’s been spending a lot of time over here, I hear.”

      I frown, heart jumping in my chest as I call Roger and pick him up as he hops to me. “Who did you hear that from?”

      She shrugs, but her smile is growing wider by the second. “Oh, word gets around. A lot of things need fixing, do they?”

      At the inference, I do a Zane impression and scowl at her. “What are you getting at?”

      I’d like to ask her to leave, and I need to check on the pasta, but I can’t risk going inside again, or she’ll have another reason to think something is going on.

      “Just sayin. You’re all alone in this big old house, and Zane is right next door.”

      To emphasize her meaning, she jerks her thumb over her shoulder to the gate in the fence.

      Heat washes over my entire body. “Did you want something?”

      She smirks at me. “I came to tell you the website is going to be down for maintenance for a few days.”

      Considering she saw me today, and she usually calls, it’s a flimsy excuse to come here.

      I highly doubt that’s why she came, more likely to grill me for information I’ve promised not to give her.

      From inside the kitchen, my phone starts to ring and I nearly cry with relief. “Oh, I should get that,” I say.

      Nicki looks less than pleased when I almost run back to the house.
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      Zane

      From outside my backdoor, phone pressed against my ear, I keep my eyes on Nicki as she stares up at the guttering.

      Her dropping around unexpectantly is going to make an already complicated situation even harder.

      If she notices the cameras, she’ll have informed everyone she talks to by this time tomorrow.

      Felicity sounds breathless as she answers. “Felicity speaking.”

      “It’s me.”

      She pauses. “Where are you?”

      “Around the back of my place waiting for her to leave.”

      And if she doesn’t soon, we’re going to have a problem.

      “I need to get Roger inside.”

      Her damn rabbit is the last thing I’m thinking about. I need to get in place before Levi and Jax do.

      “Can Garrett do anything about her nosing around?”

      “He can’t arrest her if that’s what you mean?”

      She laughs. “I meant talk to her. Let her know how serious it is.”

      “Nicki has got the biggest mouth in the Bay. One whiff that this is about the burglaries and it won’t matter if Garrett talks to her.”

      She sighs. “Is she gone yet? I need to dish the pasta up before it turns into glue,” she says.

      Thankfully, Nicki has gotten tired of waiting for Felicity to come back out, or invite her in.

      Not so great, she’s heading in my direction. “She’s coming here. I need to go inside. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      I don’t wait for her to answer, just haul ass inside so I can make it to the front door before she does.

      I grab a beer from the fridge and pause to plaster a pissed-off expression on my face just before she knocks.

      I open the door and growl at her. “What?”

      She spies the beer in my hand, and just like always pushes her way inside my house.

      “Thanks. A beer would be great.”

      I grunt at her. I’m in no mood to play nice. Her dropping around to say hello when Levi is here is different.

      “I wasn’t offering. What do you want?”

      Her eyebrow arches and she pauses midway to the kitchen. “Felicity’s acting weirder than usual. Do you know why?”

      I glower at her. If I’m not careful I’ll blow this. “No idea. Nothing to do with me.”

      Her eyebrows narrow. “Are you sure about that?”

      I squeeze the beer can so hard it makes a crunking sound. “She’s my tenant.”

      Her lip lifts. “So what? She’s single, you’re single. If you’re seeing each other, it’s not like it’s a crime.”

      I let out a sigh. She’s not going to let this go. No matter what I say, she’ll twist it and then spread it.

      But, if she thinks Felicity and I are together, it will stop her from asking any more questions.

      The smartest thing to do is to divert her attention by giving her what she wants.

      Gossip.

      I can always fix it later when we’ve finished this.

      “Our private lives are just that. Private,” I say.

      Her eyes light up and I can almost picture her doing an internal air punch. “I won’t tell a soul,” she says.

      As she grins at me and skips out the door, I step outside and glance next door as I mutter under my breath.
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      Felicity

      I’m torn between disbelief and shock when he walks back in the back door with the worst possible news.

      “You told her what?”

      He doesn’t even look sheepish. “I didn’t tell her anything. I let her believe what she wanted to. She was going to blow the entire op.”

      “This isn’t an op! It’s my life!”

      He sits at the table and shakes his head. “Not just yours. And it’s not like I come off looking good if this gets out.”

      He has a point. People could easily think the worst and think he’s taken advantage of me.

      I sit at the table opposite him and sigh. “Nicki said she knew you’d been over here a lot. Do you think that’s true?”

      A flash of a grimace appears. “She’s just fishing. But if anyone saw us it doesn’t matter now.”

      “It matters to me.”

      “I’m that unappealing?” he mutters.

      My mouth flaps open. “I never said that.”

      Not out loud anyway.

      His head cocks to one side and he stares straight at me. “I’m not your type?”

      Heat rushes to my cheeks as I flounder for a reply. “That has nothing to do with it.”

      Lines crease his forehead. “So, I am your type?”

      Why he’s pushing me on this I have no idea. He’s studying me so intently I can barely draw breath.

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      His eyes drift over my face and for a moment I think he’s lingering on my lips. “Just wondering what kind of guy you left back in Arizona,” he says.

      My back straightens. “What makes you think I left someone?”

      While my heart has started to pound, he’s as cool as a cucumber. “Garrett isn’t the only one with investigation skills,” he says.

      I try to keep my breathing slow and even as I get up off the chair. “I need to make a sauce for the pasta. I’ll be ten minutes or so if you want to go set up.”

      Praying he’ll give up, I turn my back on him, and with shaky hands drain the pasta.

      I should have made the sauce while the pasta was cooking, but now it’s a welcome distraction from Zane’s probing questions.

      Rather than get the hint, he leans against the counter. “Just so you know plenty of women think I’m a catch,” he says.

      My eyes meet his and at the humor in his, a little of my worry melts. “So why aren’t you with one of them?”

      His smile falters before he steals an olive out of the jar and tosses it in his mouth. “Why did you move here?”

      Ah. So, I’ve found a sore spot. Well, I’m not above playing dirty.

      “I saw your ad, fell in love with the house, and I wanted a change in scenery. Your turn.”

      He steals another olive and pushes off the counter. “All the women I’ve been with weren’t who I thought they were.”

      My stomach flips and I feel as if all the air has been sucked out of the room.

      I can’t look at him, if I do, I’ll undo everything I’ve worked for since arriving here.

      The silence stretches painfully with nothing but the sound of me chopping olives, capers, onions, and dicing tomatoes.

      With every slice of my knife, I can feel his unspoken questions.

      I keep chopping, reminding myself to breathe, that Arizona is none of his concern until blessedly he sighs.

      “I need to check in with Levi and Jax. I’ll be upstairs,” he says.
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      Zane

      As I climb the stairs, my gut is sounding a warning I know I shouldn’t ignore.

      I've had way too much experience with beautiful women who lie.

      Garrett might not be bothered, but I am.

      I’m the one who’s living here with her. And I’m the one trying not to feel things I don’t want to. She’s working her way under my skin, like an itch I can’t scratch.

      I pull out my phone and connect to Levi and Jax. After confirming they’re both where they’re supposed to be, I open my laptop and pull up the feed from the cameras.

      I have them all on screen and am setting up when I hear Felicity on the stairs and catch a whiff of the pasta she’s made.

      I spin around, ready to tell her not to switch the lights on while I’m visible from the street, but she just places a bowl in front of me. “This is where you’ll be staying? Not the spare room?”

      I shake my head. “Until I go to bed and Levi takes over. Better view from here.”

      She walks over to the window, forking mouthfuls of pasta as she talks. “Will Jax and Levi be sitting in their cars? Won’t someone notice them?”

      “They won’t be in their cars. Levi’s inside the old boat club, and Jax’s in his van.”

      “The boat club is a wreck. Won’t Levi be uncomfortable?”

      I let a laugh slip out. “Ayuh.”

      He will be too. Levi thinks he drew the short straw. But there was no way I was asking Jax to station himself in the boat club.

      She looks at me and frowns before gesturing to my food. “Eat and explain to me how this is all going to work.”

      I grab the bowl and twist the fork into the pasta, shoving it in, eating quickly out of habit.

      I keep my eyes on the screen watching a minivan drive past where Jax’s camera is fixed.

      “Jax and Levi can only be in place from 0000 to 0600. I’m taking the first shift. I’ll keep monitoring the cameras they’ve set up.”

      She pauses, fork halfway to her mouth. “And if they see something what do they do?”

      I twist the fork in my spaghetti as I answer. “They call me.”

      “And?”

      “We move in, trapping the burglars, and preventing them from leaving the area.”

      Her mouth opens in a silent gasp. “You don’t call Garrett?”

      That’s the part that Garrett isn’t too happy about. That part I may have neglected to mention to him.

      “We’ll call him when we’ve secured the area.”

      She slowly shakes her head. “Isn’t that something best left to the professionals? What if they have weapons?”

      “I am a professional and we all have weapons,” I say.

      I stop short of saying we’re all professionals. Jax maybe, Levi not so much.

      She stares at me, so long that if anyone is watching her from the street, they’ll know someone else is in the room.

      “Face the window. And if you need to talk, do it while you’re eating.”

      She frowns but does what I ask her to, eating a mouthful of pasta while talking. “And what happens if something happens when you’re on your own?”

      “Unless they try to break in here, my primary concern is getting footage of the vehicle they use. If I have no backup, I’ll call Garrett.”

      She’s quiet for a while, so I pick up my fork and start eating again.

      “You’re staying in here until midnight then?”

      “Ayuh.”

      “Won’t you get bored?”

      “Probably.”

      “Mind if I join you?”

      “Only if you usually eat dinner up here. You’re probably visible from the street.”

      She smiles. “I do. This room doesn’t just have the best view of the street, it has the best view of the harbor.”

      I put my empty bowl to one side as she sits in the comfy chair a few feet from me.

      As she looks out over the water and I keep a watch on the cameras, every so often I find my eyes drifting to her.

      With her legs folded up under her, and her head resting on the back of the chair, she looks more relaxed than I’ve seen her do.

      She doesn’t say anything else, and I’m glad. It’s hard enough staying focused when my thoughts are straying to how bizarre it feels to be back in this house again.

      Considering I still don’t know anything about this woman I’m supposed to be protecting, it’s obvious I can’t trust my feelings about her or what I’m doing.

      After almost an hour of sitting in the dark with Felicity, I catch movement from down the street.

      Felicity decides to add her commentary as I watch a plump woman, wearing a blonde wig, totter towards her car in a dress that’s too small, too tight, and heels that are hazardous.

      “That’s Pearl Baker. She’s been going on blind dates outside of the Bay for the last few months.”

      I snort a laugh and make a note so I can tell the others the self-righteous woman who put the frighteners up us at Sunday School is a giant hypocrite. “Did she tell you that?”

      Felicity shakes her head. “I saw her sneak a flyer from the community notice board on how to use dating apps. She’s come home alone around the same time every night for nearly seven Saturday nights now. Sometimes her clothing is crumpled, and she seems a little drunk.”

      I gape at her. Not many people would have noticed that amount of detail.

      I scrawl that down. Any and all information might be relevant. “Anything else you know about the neighbors they don’t think you know?”

      Her voice turns sheepish. “Well, I think Mr. Harley is either having an affair, or his secretary is obsessed with him. She drives past every night around the same time. Pulls over out the front of your place and just stares across the road at the house.”

      I turn to look at her. Marlene Constance has been Carl Harley’s secretary since before I was born. “Are you serious?”

      She rolls her shoulders back. “I’ve seen the way she looks at him, and I know her car. Plus, Viola let slip Marlene never married because she was waiting for Carl.”

      I’m not sure why, but I stifle a laugh as I scrawl that down. Never thought gossip might actually help us with this.

      Not that it’s really relevant. With a state-of-the-art alarm system and Carl being about as careful about security as Dad was, Harley’s place was low risk for a break-in.

      Even if it is confusing being back here, I definitely got the better end of this gig.

      “This isn’t the first time you’ve spied on your neighbors, is it?”

      “Are you judging me?”

      “Nope. Just making an observation,” I say with a smile.
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      Felicity

      Somewhere around midnight, I’m falling out of a fitful sleep when I hear Zane walking down the hallway.

      I don’t know why, but after eating dinner with him, and knowing he’s up half the night, I’m feeling less unhappy about his intrusion.

      I throw back the covers and tiptoe across the floor so I can see what he’s up to.

      Still trying to rouse myself, I’m vaguely aware of the toilet flushing and then the creak of the floorboards as his weight displaces them.

      I’m dying to know if he saw anything or if the others did, so I open my door and creep out at the same time he walks past.

      Too late I regret not putting a robe on. I crash into him, and he grabs me roughly, too roughly, as he presses my spine against the wall.

      His breath is pepperminty as he speaks. “What are you doing sneaking up on me?”

      With his hands still pinning me in place, my voice comes out shaky. “I wasn’t sneaking up on you. I just wanted an update.”

      He doesn’t move. “Have you been awake all this time waiting for me to go to bed?”

      “No,” I lie.

      For whatever reason, he sighs. “I can’t work you out,” he says.

      Now fully awake, my breathing is starting to get rapid as his hands slide down my arms, gently caressing my skin.

      For the dumbest reason, maybe just to connect with him, I press my body against his.

      He doesn’t say a word. Neither do I. We just stand in the dark, his hands sliding to my hips.

      I don’t trust myself to speak. My heart is pounding so hard I’m sure he can hear it.

      I can’t seem to move. I’m afraid if I do, he’ll move away.

      It’s been too long since I trusted a man enough to let him touch me.

      When his hands move to the small of my back, a tiny moan escapes before I can stop it.

      Zane freezes, his hands drop and he jerks away from me.

      I’m so mortified that I shrink back from him, fumble, and slam my knee into the doorframe.

      I let out a yelp as tears of humiliation sting my eyes.

      His hands are right back on me again, helping me hobble into my bedroom. “Are you okay?”

      I bite my lip to keep from crying in front of him. “Mmmhmm,” I manage.

      I sink into the mattress as he lingers beside the bed seconds ago I was stupidly thinking of inviting him into.

      “I’m fine. You should get some sleep,” I manage to say.

      He sighs. “Felicity, this isn’t…it’s…” he tries to say.

      I wave my hand in the air even though, small mercy, he probably can’t see me. “Go to bed.”

      I can just make it out as he runs his hand over his neck. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

      The second he closes my door I curl up in a ball and spend far too many hours trying to convince myself that wanting a man like Zane was just a moment of weakness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Zane

      I’m up before the sun is. And in need of more than a cold shower and a cup of coffee.

      I’m still thinking about her. How she felt. How she responded to me.

      How much I wanted to kiss her in the hallway of my parent’s house.

      I still don’t know who she is. And as much as I want to give in, I can’t go down that road again.

      Better than a cold shower, Levi is sitting in the kitchen, yawning and ready to tell me what I already know.

      Aside from bumping into Felicity in those damn shorty PJs again, nothing eventful happened.

      “No one I didn’t know came in or out of the neighborhood. Jax had to go home but he doesn’t have anything either.”

      He looks like he has something else to say. Sure enough, he slumps in his chair. “I saw Garrett. He looks like crap. The Chief says he’s trying to find room in the budget to hire another two reserves and someone with investigation skills,” he says.

      I release a sigh. “And you think that should be me?”

      He shrugs. “You were on your way to being a Marine Corps CID. Now you’re back home, it’s not that much of a stretch to train as a cop.”

      “That’s his deal. Not mine. I’m fine helping him out from time to time, but I’m happy fishing for now.”

      “We have enough fishermen, we don’t have enough cops,” he grumbles.

      I don’t answer that. Not much point when he’s right.

      Until the next budget, the chief and Garrett are carrying the load of six people and it’ll get worse when the tourism season starts again.

      It’s not that I don’t have the skills, or that I don’t want to help, it’s that after seeing what was left of Mom and Dad, I don’t think I have the stomach to do what Garrett does every day.

      It’s one thing investigating a string of burglaries, it’s another thing having to scrape family off the road the way he did.

      I take another swallow of coffee as Levi looks around the kitchen we’ve spent so much time in.

      Born four years after I was, with Garrett already the designated sensible one, Levi got away with all kinds of stuff I would have gotten a swift clip around the ear for.

      But occasionally, like now, he speaks some sense.

      “I’ll have a word to Garrett about filling in until they can find replacements.”

      Levi’s shoulders relax half an inch and despite looking tired, he seems pleased I’m not fighting him on this.

      I’ll never really know what seeing Mom and Dad like that did to them both, or how much Garrett spared Levi from that day.

      But I do know that I’m not going to let it happen again.

      Rather than stew on our shared grief, I repeat what Felicity told me over dinner.

      Levi slaps his knee and laughs so hard his eyes start to water. “Isn’t Pearl chair of some women’s committee?”

      I nod. “The one Mom refused to join, and Pearl called her an anti-feminist for.”

      He shakes his head. “That’s right. Never seen Mom that pissed before. Wow. That’s wicked pissah. You gotta tell Garrett. She’s gotta be on the prowl if she’s going out of town for hookups.”

      His words bite as I think about Felicity. If she’d been seeing anyone we’d have known by now. Is that why she reacted like that when I touched her? She’s lonely?

      I shake off the thought and drain the last of my coffee.

      “I need to go get a curtain and some clothes from home. Can you stay here with her?”

      “What’s the curtain for?”

      “I forgot the one in the bathroom is see-through. She’s worried I’ll be using the cameras at mine to spy on her.”

      Levi’s eyebrow hikes. “Where is she?”

      “In the shower.”

      He sits up a little straighter and seems to lose a little of his tiredness. “Where’d you say the camera feed was again?”

      I smack him around the head as I breeze out the backdoor. “Don’t even think about it.”
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      Felicity

      After bracing myself for seeing Zane again, I breathe a sigh of relief when it’s the youngest Reid brother sitting at my kitchen table drinking coffee Zane must have made.

      He grins at me. “Zane’s over at his place. You’re stuck with me till he gets back.”

      I smile back at him and open the cupboard so I can get out my breakfast. “I’m having cereal, would you like a bowl?”

      He smiles even wider. “Yes, please, and thank you, ma’am.”

      When I hand him a bowl and place the box on the table he whistles. “The fancy stuff too. How about when this is all over, I take you out? Show you how beautiful the Bay is.”

      It’s such a change from Mr. Grumpy, I laugh. “Maybe.”

      Even though it’s apparent he’s a born flirt, Levi’s easy company. No wondering what’s going on in his head, he just says what he’s thinking without any real filter.

      “I’m surprised guys haven’t been lining up offering to take you out. You’re gorgeous,” he adds with a great deal of flourish.

      My cheeks blush in pleasure at the compliment. While it makes sense Zane is single, and Garrett, I suppose is too busy for romance, I’m surprised the youngest of the brothers is.

      Physically all the brothers are good-looking. But while Garrett has darker features, with his surfer-like blonde locks, cheeky grin, and attitude, Levi is so flirty he’d make any girl smile.

      I’m not sure whether him flirting with me is better than sitting in stony silence with Zane who probably thinks I was flirting with him.

      Levi carries on eating, motoring his way through two bowls of cereal in the time it takes for me to eat one before he spies Zane’s phone on the counter.

      “Wicked,” he says.

      I’m finishing up my last mouthful when he picks it up, fiddles with it, and starts laughing. “What are you doing?”

      He winks at me, then slides his hands back in his pockets and leans against the counter. “Trying to get him to loosen up. He used to be fun.”

      I can’t imagine a time when Zane Reid was fun. It’s almost mind-boggling.

      He doesn’t give me any real time to cogitate on that before he speaks again. “Is it weird sleeping in Zane’s old room with him in the house?” he says.

      I swallow hard. “I didn’t realize I was.”

      He nods. “Why’d you choose it? Garrett’s room and Mom and Dad’s old room are bigger.”

      I’ve never really had to answer this. I suppose it does seem a little weird that I chose a small room.

      “I don’t know. It just felt right to be in there,” I say.

      I can’t exactly say it felt wrong taking a bedroom meant for couples.

      His lip curls into a smile. “Interesting.”

      I don’t really think it is, but Zane walks back into the kitchen and stops the conversation completely. “How’s the knee?” he asks.

      “Fine. Just a bump,” I croak out.

      Zane seems to feel as awkward as I do, and Levi suddenly looks like he’d rather be anywhere else but caught in the middle.

      “I better book it. Thanks for the food, darlin.”

      Zane frowns at him then turns it on me as he picks up his phone.

      “You don’t need to feed him. He’s a bottomless pit.”

      I shrug. “I fed you last night.”

      He disregards what I said and holds up a tattered piece of fabric.

      “This is going to have to do until I can get a better one.”

      I squint at it. “You took an old curtain of Viola’s?”

      He looks at me like I’m a simpleton. “Where else did you think I was going to get a curtain from? If I go into Maude’s looking for one, she’ll ask me too many questions.”

      “And not all of them about the curtain?” I guess.

      He rewards me with a half-smile. “You’re not the only one who values privacy.”

      A warning sounds in my midsection. One I’ve learned never to ignore again.

      “About last night…” I start to say.

      He doesn’t make it any easier by telling me I don’t need to explain. Instead, he stares directly at me, making his scrutiny even more unbearable.

      “I was…half asleep, and disorientated,” I say.

      Aside from his eyebrow lifting, his expression stays painfully blank adding to my embarrassment.

      “Anyway, it wasn’t a big deal, I was just…” I say.

      His chest moves and a barely audible grunt escapes. “Lonely.”

      Crimson scolds my cheeks as I push my chair away. When he doesn’t say a word, I grab the dishes and with tears stinging my eyes toss them in the sink. “You’re a jackass,” I say.

      He shifts his weight and for a moment I think he’s going to apologize but music starts to play from his pocket distracting us both.

      He growls as he pulls it out as the chorus of Carly Simon’s ‘You’re so Vain’ plays and I belatedly understand why Levi was messing with it.

      Despite how annoyed I am, it’s impossible not to stifle a giggle as Zane tries and fails to look nonplussed. “Levi,” he mutters.

      He’s still scowling at me as he answers. His expression switches from irritated to alert in seconds. “I’ll be there in five,” he says.

      “What is it?”

      “Search and rescue.”

      He reaches into his pocket and places an old phone on the table. “No arguments. I need to be able to reach you at all times.”

      I start to shake my head, but he grabs the phone and shoves it in my hand.

      “A kid is missing at sea, Felicity. Take the damn phone. It can’t hurt you. It doesn’t even have web capabilities.”

      He spares me a single glance before he rushes out the door.
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      Zane

      In Blueskin Bay when someone is in trouble at sea, everyone is in trouble. It’s no surprise to find half a dozen volunteers all ready and waiting.

      My Pathfinder comes to a skidding stop right outside the surf club where Search and rescue are located.

      Jax and Levi have dropped everything, have the boat moored to the jetty, and are waiting on me.

      “Where was he last seen?” I ask Jax.

      “Out past the heads. His old man says he took the boat out without asking.”

      I shrug into my lifejacket as I search the onlookers gathering around. Garrett is busy talking to the boy’s distraught mom, but his dad is pacing and looking furious.

      Same as my dad, Ethan’s a fourth-generation lobsterman, but unlike my father, he has no time for his youngest son, Noah, and uses every opportunity he gets to drink.

      I don’t spare another thought for Ethan, just jump aboard, and bob my head at Levi.

      Weather conditions can change in minutes. The sky is already darkening so Levi doesn’t mess around.

      The second we’re out of the harbor, he opens the throttle and makes straight for the last known sighting of the dinghy.

      Other than communication by radio with other boats in the area, we’re silent, Jax taking the port side of the boat, me starboard side, both of us using binoculars so we can see in as many directions as possible.

      I check my watch and wince as Levi casts me a look. It’s getting late.  Someone should have spotted him by now.

      None of us want to think Noah’s lost. But it happens. A dinghy, a freak wave, and even an experienced sailor could wind up in trouble.

      The radio crackles and we all snap our heads toward Levi who picks up. His forehead is creased, and he looks about as serious as I’ve ever seen him.

      He may mess around and play the goof, but never when involved in a SAR op.

      “This is SAR, go ahead,” he says.

      “Levi, this is the Captain of the Wave Runner. Found the little bugger. You want us to bring him in?” comes the response.

      As Jax looks skyward and seems to breathe a prayer, a little of my unease loosens as Levi gets the coordinates. “Negative Wave Runner. Keep him in your sights, we’ll pick him up and tow his rig back to shore. Can you let his folks know he’s safe and sound?”

      The captain responds in the affirmative and Levi turns hard to port.

      After ten minutes and a lot of confirmation from boats in the area a storm is rolling in we arrive covered in salty spray at the dinghy.

      It’s sole occupant is shivering, miserable, and red-eyed from crying, but none of us are going to draw attention to that.

      Jax hauls him out singlehandedly by his lifejacket and even manages a smile as he does it. “Need any help?” he says.

      Noah gives him a wobbly nod. “The engine seized and I’m taking on water. My phone went flat.”

      Jax glances at me but neither of us says a word. There’s a strong undertow and it was blind luck the Wave Runner found him before he drifted into the strait.

      Another hour and he’d have been lost at sea.

      Noah is shaking so hard, and looks so embarrassed, only an unfeeling prick would make him feel worse. His father will do a good enough job of that.

      I have to raise my voice over the sound of radio chatter and Jax and Levi, but I try to soften my words. “What made you come out?”

      He swipes his eyes, and his chin juts a little. Now he’s heading back, a little of his bravado is returning. “Don’t know.”

      It’s not hard to figure out why he wanted to get away. It can’t be easy being the youngest kid in a family of lobstermen.

      They’re all up at three am checking the weather and not back until five pm. Levi, Garrett, and I know better than anyone that doesn’t leave room for anything else.

      Jax slaps him on the back hard enough to make the poor kid flinch. “You want to go out again, you come to see one of us.”

      Noah sniffs and out of respect, nods. “Yes, sir.”

      I figure the poor kid is going to get enough grief when he gets home so I just wrap him in the thermal blanket.

      “No harm done. You learned a lesson. Let’s get you home,” I say.
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      Zane

      When we return to shore, Levi and Jax look spent, Noah is shivering less and I’m starving.

      With the news we were on our way back, the crowd has grown a little, and as I jump onto the jetty and help Noah out of the boat, I’m surprised to see Felicity among them.

      I find her sitting on a bench with a large empty platter beside her, a Thermos flask, and empty cups and it looks like she’s been handing cookies out.

      As I hand Noah off to his grateful but annoyed mother, May, I take Felicity to one side. “You made cookies?”

      “I had some emergency cookie dough in the freezer,” she says.

      Emergency cookie dough?

      A cup of something warm is shoved into my hands by Nelly, a SAR volunteer. “Hope to see you again, Felicity,” she says.

      Felicity smiles demurely as Nelly strides off, offering the Thermos to Levi and Jax.

      “I was worried so I called Nicki and asked her what I could bring,” Felicity says.

      Given the admiring glances she’s getting from a few of the men gathered, she’s given them more than cookies to take their minds off Ethan’s son.

      “He’s fine.”

      She swallows and looks over my shoulder. “Does this sort of thing happen a lot?”

      Now the adrenaline surge has worn off, and Noah is back with his family, I just want to go home.

      Not only that but we’re gaining a lot of looks from a few of the busy bodies who’d love to see all the Reid boys settle down.

      Nicki is casting me side glances and giggling with a few girls we went to school with, most of who are married and have kids of their own now.

      I cradle my drink and take a sip. “More than we’d like,” I say.

      She gestures to the dozen or so people still outside the newly built surf club. “They’re all volunteers?”

      She collects her platter and picks up stray cups as I walk her back to my car. “We don’t have the resources of a big city. Ethan will have to foot the bill for the fuel. We rely on volunteers.”

      Her eyes search my face as though searching for answers. “And the same is for the fire service?”

      “Ayuh.”

      She seems so stunned, it gives me another clue. “Guess things are pretty different in Arizona?”

      She rewards me with a coy smile. “Very.”

      As much as I’d love to ask her more questions, the wind is getting stronger, and now the danger is over, the volunteers are packing up before the weather really turns.

      I finish my drink. “If you’re ready to go, I’ll drive you back.”

      Her lips curl upward. “I was expecting you to be angry at me for coming.”

      “Why would I be angry?”

      “Because I wasn’t safely locked away at home and watching the monitors?”

      Dammit. She’s right. That would have been a good idea. I didn’t get any notifications of intruders while I was out, but out past the head, coverage can be patchy.

      “You switched the alarms on though?”

      She frowns at me as she puts her seatbelt on and doesn’t even bother to reply.
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      Felicity

      I did it.

      I actually did it.

      Not only did I talk myself into coming here, but I also managed to do something that seemed to have genuinely been appreciated.

      After being terrified about intruding, I was met with nothing close to malice but more than a few curious glances.

      It’s given me a view of what a truly remarkable sense of community Blueskin Bay has.

      It’s also given me more insight into just how integral the Reid family is to this place.

      My initial awkwardness soon gave way to a sense of awe at how volunteers appeared out of nowhere then banded together and seemed to work as one unit.

      Everyone seemed to know exactly what to do and where to go. But seeing Zane step windswept from the boat, smelling of salt and diesel with his arm wrapped around a skinny boy with sad blue eyes made more than my heart swell.

      I’m pretty sure my ovaries did too.

      Zane is quiet on the drive back and wearing a deep frown as rain splatters over the wind shield.

      “People are going to notice I drove you home.”

      So that’s what’s bothering him. He just rescued a young boy at sea and he’s concerned about driving me home?

      “Don’t worry. Nicki was too preoccupied to ask me any questions,” I say.

      He glances at me. “What about other people?”

      I scrunch up my nose as I try to recall. Most people weren’t interested in me. It wasn’t until the call came in that Noah was safe that a few people wanted to chat.

      None of them asked me any questions that involved Zane Reid.

      “I spoke to Maggie. She asked about Roger. And a friend of Nicki’s mentioned a dance in a week. She wanted to know if I was going. I told her if I was, it would be alone.”

      Zane’s face tightens. “Good. She was probably digging. You should probably go. Dance with a few guys. Just to make it look good.”

      I choke out a laugh. “Make what look good?”

      “I’m just saying. It wouldn’t hurt to show up. It’s completely out of your usual routine. You’re seen at the dance it gives the burglars an opening they might take.”

      I relax my shoulders a little. “And you’ll be there ready and waiting?’

      “Everybody knows I don’t go to these things. No one will notice if I’m missing.”

      I chew on that for a little. No surprise he’s not the dancing kind. I can’t exactly see him in that setting.

      I don’t think I’ve seen him relax once since he moved in next door. “What about your backup? Will Levi and Jaxson be at the dance?”

      He nods. “Levi will take any opportunity to make an ass of himself. And the Outrigger supplies the grog and music so Jax will be there. Garrett will be on duty, but I’m not worried. If it comes to it, I can handle things.”

      I can only guess what handling it looks like to Zane. Probably something like he looked the night he barged into my bedroom half naked, dripping wet, and brandishing a gun.

      Equally terrifying and exciting.

      When we reach our destination, he rolls to a stop and looks at his front door. “I’ll use the gate and see you inside in a minute.”

      It’s raining heavier by the time I exit his truck, so I sprint for the front door, keys in my hands, and ready for a cup of coffee to chase away the brisk sea air.

      The alarm beeps its warning as I punch in the code Zane gave me and tense as I wait for it to deactivate.

      When it’s glowing green again, I hang up my wet coat, toss my keys in the bowl by the door, and make my way into the kitchen.

      I have just enough time to flick the light switch on before Zane taps at the back door.

      Stepping over Roger’s pen, I open the door and find him cradling a casserole dish in his hands. “There’ll be more to come, I’d expect.”

      As he steps inside, I look at the sizable dish. “Who’s it from?”

      He places the dish on the counter and takes the lid off. The savory fishy scent fills my kitchen. “Doesn’t matter, it’s clam chowder and I’m starving.”

      I’m not sure I’d be so willing to eat something left on my doorstep. Just another thing I have to get used to.

      Zane doesn’t wait for an invitation, just picks up a spoon resting on the drying rack, and digs in.

      At least I don’t have to worry about tasting it. He’s claimed it as his own. “There is a table, you know. It’s literally two feet away.”

      He looks at me, grunts then carries the chowder over to the table. “It’s going to take me a while to go through the tapes. If you need anything out of your office, now’s the time to grab it.”

      I open my mouth to tell him once again he has lousy manners but think better of it.

      He did just save a boy’s life.

      “I was planning on working in there. But I guess I can work in here.”

      He barely acknowledges me, and I have a few dishes to do, so I fill the sink and clean off the baking trays and platters I used.

      When I hear the scrape of his spoon on the bottom of the dish, I turn around and gesture for him to hand it to me.

      “Since I have the sink full,” I say.

      A faint smile twitches at his lips and he offers me a mumbled ‘thank you’ along with the dish.

      His phone rings, so I take the chance to slip upstairs and gather the tools I’ll need.

      I reach my office and growl under my breath. I didn’t notice in the dark last night, but he’s pushed aside my soldering iron, my pliers, and my wire cutters, so he can put his equipment on it.

      I grumble as I collect my jeweler's saw, the lubricant I use, and the piece I was working on, and place them back inside my toolbox.

      In the process, I accidentally nudge his laptop removing the screen saver.

      There’s not a lot to look at. Just the front, back, and sides of the house.

      I angle my head, squint at my bedroom, and breathe a sigh of relief that even with the curtains open, there isn’t much to be seen.

      At least I don’t have to worry about that.

      Movement on the screen draws my attention and it takes my brain a few seconds to register what I’m seeing with what I’m hearing.

      Of all the nerve! Zane is in my bathroom.

      I inhale and don’t seem to be able to breathe.

      I should move. I really should but my eyeballs are glued to the screen.

      I stay riveted to the floor as he removes all his clothing until he’s standing in his boxers revealing every inch of his well-toned body.

      Like the pervert I accused him of being, I stand leering at him until he steps into my shower and disappears behind the curtain.
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      Zane

      I make it to Mom and Dad’s old room when a flustered Felicity rushes past clutching her tool kit to her chest.

      “You’ve got to stop treating my house like it’s still yours,” she squeaks.

      I step back and give her room as she takes off down the stairs before I can say a word.

      Still shaking my head, I enter, ready to begin my laborious task of going over the footage just in case, and pause as I see my laptop and night vision goggles at odd angles.

      For a second, I think someone’s been in here, somehow circumvented the alarms until I spy a gold hoop earring Felicity must have dropped.

      I take a seat, place my phone on the desk, and pull up the footage while I dial Garrett.

      “Any movement on your end?”

      “Nada. How about you?”

      “I’m just going over the tapes now. I’ll let you know if I see anything.”

      He half grunts, half sighs. “Let’s hope you do. The chief’s getting grief on this from the council, so I’m getting grief. Not like this is the only thing I have to do.”

      He fills me in on another couple of cases he’s working on and swings back to our Search and rescue op this morning.

      “How’s Noah’s mom?”

      “Pleased he’s home safe. Can’t say the same about his dad.”

      I shake my head as I scroll through the footage showing me leaving in a hurry. “He told me two months ago he was putting an emergency beacon, a white light, and an air horn in that dinghy.”

      He mutters something under his breath. “I’m sure the coast guard will have something to say when they look into this.”

      I keep my eyes on the screen, watching the footage at double speed so I get through it faster.

      Nothing happens until Nicki shows up around twenty minutes after I left and the rest of the house shows no one was anywhere near it the whole time we were gone.

      “Felicity’s thinking about going to the dance next week.”

      “And you encouraged her to?”

      “Ayuh. If she makes it known in advance she’s going, they may make a move and it’s safer if she’s not here.”

      He’s quiet for a minute. “People saw you talking. And they saw you leave together.”

      On-screen Felicity and Nicki fill Nicki’s Honda with cookies and take off, leaving me with nothing but a stray cat to watch.

      “So?”

      “So, think about it. News travels. If anyone assumes you and Felicity are an item, they’ll think robbing her isn’t a viable option anymore.”

      Dammit.

      Why the hell didn’t I think about that?

      “I have an idea. It’ll serve two purposes. I can send someone to watch the house until you can get back,” Garrett says.

      I scoff as I triple-time the speed of the camera feed on the side of the house. “You can’t be serious. I am not going and I’m not leaving this in the hands of one of your reserves.”

      “Hear me out. If Felicity tells a couple people she’s not using the alarm because it’s too complicated. And you make it clear you’re going to volunteer we might have an opportunity.”

      “You really are getting desperate.”

      “I am. So do me a favor and consider it.”

      I growl down the line. “You know I hate the damn thing.”

      He sighs down the line. “It’s a long shot, but if all that suffers is your pride, I’m willing to take it.”

      “If I volunteer—”

      “You can keep an eye on Felicity. Maybe dance with her. And before you say it, no one gives a rats about her being our tenant apart from you, Zane. And quit complaining. Most guys would be jumping all over a chance to dance with her.”

      “Then ask Levi. I’ll tell people I’m leaving town for a few days. I can stay here.”

      “Levi will be too busy. And you know if I ask him to watch Felicity, he’ll do more than dance with her.”

      He sounds so much like Dad it makes me flinch. He’s not wrong though. Levi would do more than dance.

      “I’ll talk to her. See if she’s willing to go if we don’t get any movement in the next week,” I say.

      “Good. And ask her nicely. I’ll be calling her as soon as I can, so I don’t want to hear anything, got it?”

      With another grumble at being placed in this position, I end the call just as I catch up to footage from five minutes ago.

      As I watch nothing happening on screen, it becomes apparent no matter which way I look at it this is the best option we have.

      Since the night Felicity ran to me, no one has been robbed, there have been no more attempted break-ins and Garrett has no new leads.

      I lean back in her chair and scratch my chin as I catch sight of myself on the screen.

      I huff an irritated breath as I see Felicity was right. Even with the curtain, I can see right in and I’m naked as a blue jay.

      Anyone watching the feed would have seen it.

      I reach over and pick up the gold hoop earring Felicity must have dropped when she was collecting her gear.

      Right beside my unlocked laptop.

      I hold it up, examine it, feel the smooth delicate edges, and for the stupidest reason, I chuckle.
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      Felicity

      This is unbelievable.

      First, he’s storming into my room brandishing a gun, then he’s scolding me for running to his house, then living with me, making me carry a cell phone, and now this?

      “I hadn’t made up my mind about the dance. Now you’re telling me I have to go, or it’ll be my fault if they aren’t caught,” I say.

      He doesn’t say a word. Just jams his hands into his jean pockets.

      I have no idea why, but I’m sure I catch the slightest smirk on his face.

      “You don’t even know if anyone is planning on robbing me. They may have been scared off. Or maybe they aren’t watching me, and this is all pointless.”

      He shrugs. “What if they have been?”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “So I just put my life on hold based on what if’s and hunches?”

      “Look at it this way, if we go, and Garrett catches them, it’ll be over, and you can go back to your life.”

      “Good. The sooner the better,” I blurt.

      To my great annoyance, his smirk grows a fraction as he pulls his hand out of his pocket and holds something shiny up. “I think you dropped this.”

      My cheeks heat as I recognize the Shepherd’s Hook I misplaced. “Oh, um, thanks. I was looking for that earlier,” I mumble.

      He places it on the table beside my tool kit and eyes me. “In my laptop?”

      Oh no. Oh no. How could he possibly know?

      I lift my chin and try to bluff my way out of it. “Your things are all over my desk.”

      His smirk remains but my phone ringing saves me from having to deal with him any longer.

      His eyebrows rise and he shifts his weight as if ready to move. “I set up another phone. If this call is business related, I can listen in upstairs.”

      I clear my throat, pray it is business related, and answer with as much professionalism as I can muster. “Felicity speaking.”

      “Hi! Oh, wow. The line is bad. It’s Riley Jones again,” a tinkling voice says.

      As static fills the mouthpiece, I glance at Zane and nod who turns on his heel and takes off immediately.

      I give Zane time to get to the top of the stairs before replying. “Hi, Riley. What can I do for you?”

      Given how obnoxious she was during the last conversation we had, I brace for more verbal abuse.

      “I’ve given it some thought and I’d still like you to design a piece. I can meet you somewhere else if you really want me to.”

      Well. Someone’s eaten a large serving of humble pie.

      “Of course. Happy to meet with you. Would tomorrow suit?”

      Something vibrates in my pocket, and I think my leg is going into spasm until I remember the cell phone Zane gave me.

      I frown as I pull it out and see a message from Zane on the tiny screen.

      Meet her at the Outrigger.

      That’s not exactly where I’d have picked. A bar isn’t really a place to talk about antique diamonds and jewelry design.

      A crack of thunder makes Roger jump in his pen and gives me a minute to tap out a text.

      I’m not taking my clients to a bar!

      “Do you know Blueskin Bay?” I ask her.

      Just take her there.

      Just like that. No explanation. Just do it. Like I’m a Marine and he’s commanding me.

      “Not very well. I know Carey’s Creek a little,” Riley says.

      I crouch down and pet Roger as I rattle off a few directions. “I can ask Nicki to email them to you,” I say.

      Hail starts to patter on the overhead as she agrees. “Is there anywhere to get coffee?” she asks.

      The damn cell vibrates again.

      Jax makes great coffee at the OUTRIGGER.

      I grit my teeth as I accept defeat. “Yes. There is. I’ll send you directions to the Outrigger,” I hear myself say.
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      Zane

      As hail starts to hammer the roofing iron, it’s so loud that it drowns out Felicity saying goodbye.

      I hang the phone up and glance at the window, grateful Noah wasn’t caught in this.

      Mom probably would have called it divine intervention, and maybe it was.

      If Noah hadn’t decided to take his father’s old dinghy out, I wouldn’t have learned two things about Felicity.

      She’s definitely seen me naked.

      She knows how to text. Quickly.

      That means she hasn’t always been averse to technology.

      All of which leads me exactly nowhere to figuring out who Felicity Michaels is and how she wound up here.

      But the phone call does tell me her client isn’t from Blueskin Bay, and if they meet at his bar, I can ask Jax to listen in and report back to me.

      I scribble a few notes about the phone call and the client’s name and since I’m feeling generous, fire out a text to Levi to see if he wants to switch places with me.

      Jax will be in his van, but Levi will be in the run-down boat club, and none too pleased about it.

      My finger hovers over the send button, but for the dumbest reason, I hesitate.

      Garrett’s voice seems to echo in my thoughts. Levi would do more than dance with her.

      I flex my hand and look out the window again.

      The harbor is a frenzy of white foam, visibility is bad, the old boat shed leaks has no indoor plumbing, and has asbestos in the ceiling but all I can think about is Levi having dinner with Felicity up here in the dark.

      Levi. The guy who once snuck two different girls into his room on the same weekend.

      I reword the text and don’t hesitate to send it.

      I sit back in Felicity’s chair and wonder if being home again is starting to mess with my head.

      I knew it was going to be hard coming back here for the first time since we cleared out Mom and Dad’s things.

      But I didn’t expect to have to sort through why I’m feeling protective not just toward the house we grew up in but toward its resident.

      I spin in her chair and look at the room. Maybe it would be easier if I’d replaced the wallpaper or the curtains.

      Maybe I shouldn’t have allowed a stranger to live here while I bunked on Dad’s boat.

      As I wait for confirmation to come in from Jax, and I keep a watch on the street, I let my mind wander to the day I first met Felicity.

      Most of it has fragmented, but what I remember was she was timid, as skittish as her rabbit, and most definitely in love with the house.

      That and her references must have been enough for me. It seemed to be for Garrett.

      But he was handling his own workload, and we were all trying to process what the hell had just happened.

      With one phone call, I’d gone from feeling in control of my life to wondering why I left the Bay and signed up for the Marines.

      I close my eyes as I search for scattered memories of when she turned up at the open house.

      Right up to the moment I saw her sitting on the steps, I’d been on the phone talking to my CO, trying to figure out how much hot water I was in.

      Levi had a hangover, Garrett was working on an assault case, and Jax was busy.

      Felicity had called and said something about being close by and wanting to view the house.

      I don’t even remember what I said to her. Everything had just been blown to pieces.

      Mom and Dad were gone and by the time we got it together to list the house, she’d magically appeared.

      No car. No family here. No friends. No job to come to.

      Nothing except her suitcase and if I’m remembering correctly, a BS story about always wanting to live by the sea.

      Everything else, from her furniture to the rabbit, she’s purchased in town.

      Just like a Flatlander here for summer does.

      I take a closer look at the gear she has up here. Most of it was already upstairs or scavenged from Viola’s.

      She’s added a few pieces downstairs, but aside from the desk and chair I’m sitting at she’s spent no real money or time decorating.

      No wonder she doesn’t have any friends other than Viola.

      She doesn’t plan on sticking around long enough to need any.
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      Felicity

      The temperature has dropped, and not just outside. When Zane comes downstairs, his expression is grim, and there’s no sign of the smirk.

      “Jax will be here in an hour or so. He’ll be stationed upstairs. I’ll be inside the old boat club.”

      I’m so stunned it takes a few seconds for me to understand he’s not going to be here tonight.

      “Just like that? You tell me who’s coming into my house?”

      A dark look crosses his face. “It’s not your—”

      He stops himself from saying the words. But we both know what he’s thinking.

      And I’m sick and tired of hearing it.

      I raise my voice a notch higher than the hail outside. “You aren’t exactly doing me a favor by letting me live here. I pay rent. The plumbing sucks, the back door sticks in the rain, there’s a leak in the spare room and there’s no dishwasher.”

      He folds his arms across his chest. “Anything else?”

      That he’s goading me, makes me even angrier. “Why are you treating me like I’m your enemy? You don’t even know me.”

      His arms drop to his sides. “Why don’t you tell me why you really moved here? Then maybe I’ll stop thinking you have something to hide.”

      I’m so pissed off my hands are shaking and I’m one wrong word from slapping him. “Screw you, Zane. You don’t deserve to know why I’m here.”

      I spin on my heel, not knowing where I’m going, but knowing that if I stay, I’ll wind up giving him more ammunition to fire at me.

      I’m so frustrated, so irritated, and so utterly disgusted by his behavior, and how easily he can wind me up, I slam the door as I stalk into the living room.

      I left no lights on and with the storm outside, I’m in near dark as I sink to my knees in front of the fireplace and start the fire just so I have something to do with my hands.

      It’s just like the night I ran to him. Ran out of sheer terror, and with a futile hope that maybe he would understand.

      A fat tear slips down my cheek and I swipe it away, angry at myself, angry at him, and growing angrier as I try and fail to get the lighter to start.

      “Come on you bastard!” I yell at it.

      But the flint refuses to catch, so if I want to curl up in here tonight with a book, my only option is to return to the kitchen where Zane is to search for my matches.
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      Zane

      Just when I think I have her figured out. She does something unexpected.

      She surprises me.

      With the rain overhead, I don’t hear her return until she’s almost at the kitchen door.

      I’m not ready for another round with a woman I don’t understand, so I take the coward’s way out and pull out my cell phone and check the weather report instead.

      She doesn’t say a word, but I hear her opening and closing drawers looking for something.

      I risk a look and catch a glimpse of her tear-stained face just before she hurries from the room again.

      Dammit. I didn’t mean to make her cry. I just wanted answers and she wasn’t giving me any.

      Garrett’s going to rip me a new one. Given the knot in my gut, I probably deserve it.

      I stand staring at my phone, half reading the warnings to stay indoors.

      Even if I’m bunked down inside the boat club, it’s going to be a rough six hours.

      If my conscience is anything to go by, I should probably go make peace with her before Jax arrives.

      Even as I think it, I know I won’t.

      I’ve never been good with this sort of thing. I go in there, and we’ll probably end up arguing again.

      Better to leave her be, and hope she’s cooled off by morning.
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      Felicity

      After a pleasant evening spent talking with Jax, I wake to another wet and miserable day.

      I can’t think of anything worse than facing Zane right now, thankfully I didn’t hear him get home, and the evening with Jax was so nice, I slept like a log.

      I stretch out and stare up at a water stain on the ceiling as I recap the conversation we had.

      Over just a few hours, I’ve learned Jax is an intelligent, well-read, kind, and gentle human being.

      He loves animals, so much so that he doesn’t eat meat and consumes a minimal amount of seafood even though it’s in plentiful supply.

      He’s also incredibly loyal.

      When I mentioned Zane’s rudeness, he neither condemned Zane’s behavior nor dismissed my feelings.

      He listened.

      He barely spoke. But the one time he did, I was stunned both by his words and the sincere way he delivered them.

      He simply leaned forward, placed a giant hand on my shoulder, and squeezed gently. “Zane’s angry. It’s not personal. You’re a lot like his mom and you’re living here. That’s all.”

      Even now, lying in bed, tangled in my sheets, I’m wondering if it’s true.

      Do I remind Zane of what he’s lost? That can’t be why he’s so antagonistic toward me.

      If that was the case, why don’t Levi and Garrett treat me the same way?

      I give up trying to understand, take it as a compliment and throw off the covers so I can use the bathroom.

      As I enter, I pause, still sleepy brain trying to figure out what’s changed in here.

      I blink. Once. Twice. And see that sometime while I slept, someone put the new curtain up.

      It’s a nice gesture, whoever was responsible for it. I didn’t mention it to Jaxson while he was here, and because he’s such a gentleman, he used the downstairs bathroom, so it’s highly unlikely it was him.

      I head back into my bedroom, and in case Zane or anyone else is in my kitchen, I pull on a robe, and head downstairs ready to make my breakfast and bring it back to bed with me.

      With the weather so bad, it’s a perfect day for lounging in bed and reading.

      With Zane probably skulking around in the house that’s exactly what I intend to do.

      I walk into the kitchen, stomach full of butterflies, but find it blissfully absent of Reid men.

      There is, however, a bottle of Jack Daniels sitting on the bench that wasn’t there when I went to bed.

      Obviously not for me, probably another gift for Zane he’s decided to bring here.

      Still yawning, I greet Roger and give him a snuggle. “What shall we have for breakfast? A piece of—”

      I stop mid-sentence when I note the half-eaten lettuce already in his pen. I didn’t feed him last night.

      But after talking to Jax, is it possible he did?

      I leave Roger to his lettuce and open the refrigerator to find it filled to the brim with vegetables, fruit, milk, eggs, butter, more casserole dishes, and two pies.

      I’m not sure how I feel about benefiting from thank-you gifts meant solely for Zane or how permanent this makes our arrangement feel.

      But as I look closer it’s apparent that these groceries are very specific. Either Zane and I like the same milk and butter, or he’s the one who purchased them.

      I’m still mentally scratching my head when I open my cupboard and find a new packet of cereal to replace the one Levi finished.

      More surprisingly there’s a note attached with a fishing hook.

      Since we keep eating your food.

      Z.
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      Zane

      I’m upstairs dozing in her chair when she comes into her office bringing with it the scent of coffee.

      “How did you get groceries so late last night? I thought the stores here all closed at nine?”

      “They do. I drove to Carey’s Creek.”

      I had to. I didn’t get an earful from Garrett last night, I got a one-word text message from Jax. Apologize.

      In Jax speak that judgment is ten times worse than anything Garrett could lay on.

      Her eyes widen a fraction as she hands me a mug. “In this weather?”

      Now probably isn’t the time to tell her the weather’s only getting worse and by stocking up on food I was killing two birds with one stone.

      I take a sip and shrug. “I owed you.”

      “Groceries?” she prompts.

      “And an apology,” I mumble.

      She perches on the edge of the desk and looks at me. “Wow. That was painful to watch.”

      I open my mouth and shut it just as fast. If six hours in the damp boat house with nothing but rats to keep me company doesn’t make me learn to keep my mouth shut, nothing will.

      She gives me a half smile. “I’m going back to bed to read. If you need me that’s where I’ll be all day.”

      My eyebrow cocks as a dozen thoughts thud around my fatigued brain. None of them involve reading, all of them involve getting to know Felicity in the Biblical sense.

      She blushes and hides her face with her coffee. “You know what I mean,” she mumbles.

      Before I have a chance to say anything she’s out of the office and for want of anything better to do, I’m back to staring at the screen.

      It’s almost impossible to see anything past the fence line, and my mind starts to wander.

      I think of life on the base. About my unit. My brothers. The same unit who had my back and were sympathetic, but ultimately had to remain in the good graces of the CO.

      I think about telling Dad I was leaving, and how for a long time his words were what kept me focused on coming back.

      “This is where you belong, and we’re your family.”

      But his message right along with my judgment got skewed, and somehow, after three tours, I had two families.

      The one I fought, ate, and slept alongside, day in, day out, and the ones who were back home in the Bay.

      I stare at the dent in the wall, right above where Mom and Dad’s bed would have been.

      I can’t remember who got hurt, just that the dent had something to do with my spring boarding Levi off the bed.

      I snort a laugh as I remember how much trouble we got in, trying to cover it up with a hastily drawn picture by six-year-old gap-toothed Levi.

      Mom had laughed and said ‘Points for trying’ but Levi and I knew we were in for it.

      Dad was a hard man, but Mom had ingenious ways to punish us.

      But even she didn’t understand, just like Levi, Garrett, and Dad didn’t understand when I told him I wasn’t done after my first tour.

      By the time I was waking up to what I’d given up, a lot of my unit were returning home to start families but it was too late.

      My commanding officers may have been quietly compassionate, but they held no confidence I’d make it in the real world.

      They said I wasn’t the same person who left Maine, trying to figure out where I fit in.

      And they were right. I don’t see things the same way anymore. I’m not the same person who left here full of wide-eyed ideals and a desire to serve my country.

      When a recruiter came by Carey’s Creek, I was so ready to leave, that I bought into the whole package without realizing I was giving up the most important thing.

      More important than duty, or honor, even my country.

      Until I came home to bury Mom and Dad, I didn’t realize Garrett was close to burnout, that Levi was turning into a bum, or that Jax was considering selling up and moving.

      I missed birthdays, anniversaries, Thanksgiving, Christmases, gave up five years of my life, and the worst thing of all.

      I didn’t keep my promise to Dad.

      I forgot who my real family was.

      I stare at the dent in the wall, until my throat gets thick, and I hate myself so much, I have to look away.
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      Felicity

      As the wind started to grow outside, and the skies darkened my own restlessness grew and my idea of staying in bed seemed to lose its appeal.

      It’s just before lunch, and since he did offer an apology, I take a quick shower, get dressed, and tiptoe inside my office to see if Zane would like some food.

      He swings around in his chair, and I’m amused to see he’s been doodling on a pad, probably trying to stave off boredom.

      As I try to see what he’s been drawing, he gets to his feet. “I can make lunch. Just watch the screens and let me know if you see anyone crazy enough to loiter in this weather.”

      I cast a dubious glance out the window. “Do you really think they would be?”

      “The PD will be in chaos. Response times are going to be slower. If I was robbing people that’s what I’d do.”

      I’m pondering that when he leaves me with a chance to see what he’s been scribbling.

      I laugh as I see he’s been working on a rough drawing of a dog wearing a cap. There’s even a caption. ‘Salty Old Sea Dog’ above it.

      I risk a look at another doodle and find myself frowning at what appears to be a Bull Dog with the wording ‘Devil Dog’ underneath.

      As the wind blows ferociously outside, and I study the pictures it’s like peeking inside Zane’s mind.

      Two very different dogs represent one man.

      Maybe he’s not sure which one he is? That would certainly explain his appalling manners.

      I’m jarred from my thoughts when the phone rings beside me. Unlike my old phone downstairs, it’s modern, functional, and with little personality.

      I pick it up and immediately know the caller is close by when I hear the wind at the other end.

      “Fel—it’s—Nicki—thought—you—know.”

      The line is so terrible I can barely make out what she’s saying. “Nicki? I can’t hear you. Can you repeat what you just said?”

      As I wait for her, dread curls in the pit of my stomach, and my jaw is clenched.

      “—texting—he can tell you,” she says.

      “Tell me what?”

      The line goes dead in my hand.
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      Zane

      After listening in on her phone call from downstairs, I grumble under my breath at Nicki and switch the oven on, and put in a casserole instead.

      Sure enough, a text comes in and it’s not good news.

      Grandma had a turn. Go next door and tell Felicity.

      Go tell Felicity. Like I’m her all-weather personal message delivery service.

      And this isn’t a message I want to deliver.

      It’s already blowing a gale outside, the sea is churning, all boats have been moored and even if I hadn’t had my eye on the weather, I’d know we were going to be stuck here for a while by the barometer on the kitchen wall.

      Garrett’s going to be busy, but he’s already sent us a group text, warning us the power might go down again.

      Even though it’s sent to our remaining family, including our second cousins in Turtle Bay, and Carey’s Creek, and even to Jax’s dad who’s moved to San Francisco, it feels like a pointed jab.

      After last time, there’s no way I’d have forgotten to back the alarm and cameras up.

      By the time I make it upstairs Felicity’s pacing her office almost frantic.

      She doesn’t even complete a full sentence. “It’s Viola”, she says.

      “She’s had a turn.”

      “I want to go see her.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not safe to go out.”

      Her eyes have started to well up. “Can’t you drive me?”

      I sit on the edge of the desk and shake my head. “Winds like these make the roads hazardous.”

      Her voice is imploring. “Can’t you call Garrett? Isn’t there a way?”

      “Garrett’s just told me to hunker down until the wind eases.”

      Her chest is rising and falling way too rapidly and her speech is stuttered as she tries to draw breath. “She’s—on—her—own.”

      This is probably Felicity’s first experience with gale-force winds. I guess if I hadn’t grown up with them, and with Viola, the woman who back in the day rescued countless Flatlanders in all kinds of weather, maybe I’d be a little more concerned too.

      “Viola’s in the best place possible. And she’d be pissed if you put yourself in danger trying to see her.”

      “But—”

      “There’s nothing you can do.”

      “I can’t just sit here!” she says.

      She’s close to losing it, I’ve seen it enough to know when someone is about to.

      “Breathe. You’re starting to hyperventilate.”

      She doesn’t calm down any as she struggles through a sentence, voice shaking so much I wish I’d brought the bourbon up with me. “I dddon’t have aaanybody else.”

      So that’s what this is about. Viola’s the only connection she has to Blueskin Bay. Her reaction makes a whole lot more sense than concern for a neighbor.

      “What about Nicki?”

      She takes her glasses off, rubs her eyes, and tries to speak. “That doesn’t count. I,I,I pay her!”

      I’m prepared to tell her she’s overreacting, that Viola has weathered worse storms than this, but I pause as I look into her eyes.

      She was pretty with her glasses on, but this is the first time I’ve seen her without them.

      Her irises are sea green. Not quite blue but a glassy green.

      Just like the water in the Bay.

      I clear my throat. “She’ll be fine. She’s tough,” I say.

      Felicity seems to sag, still breathing so rapidly that she looks about ready to collapse. “You don’t get it, no one else cares, not really.”

      When she looks at me out of sheer desperation, I grip her by the arms in the hopes it’ll calm her down. “That’s not true.”

      She shakes her head. “You don’t know. You have your brothers, Jaxson, the whole Bay, what do I have? A rabbit?”

      I can’t argue with her. As much as I want to start asking her questions, she looks like one wrong word will shatter her.

      Damn it. This would have been the perfect time to ask her about Arizona.

      If she were anyone else, I would have. But when her knees drop out from under her, I don’t ask her a single thing, I just pull her closer.

      Her chin is wobbling, and she’s started shaking, bad enough to let me know her concern is genuine.

      Her body stiffens against mine. She looks into my eyes and lifts her chin as if daring me to kiss her.

      I don’t know what the hell I’m doing, but my hands slide around her waist, and my lips press against hers before I can think about why I want to.

      Her hands slide up my back, and my brain quits working. I open my mouth, and she responds in kind, giving me no reason to quit when I probably should.

      I need to stop this. I should stop this. But I don’t seem to be able to tear myself away from her.

      I’m subconsciously walking her toward the door of her bedroom.

      Before I make it two steps closer to her bed, my oxygen-starved brain finally seems to recognize the civil defense siren blaring over the wind.
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      Felicity

      I don’t know what happened. One minute I was fretting about poor Viola trying not to cry in front of him, then I was in his arms.

      Kissing him.

      Really kissing him. Zane. The man who’s been slowly driving me insane since the day he moved in next door.

      Now some terrible siren is competing with the wind, like some relic from world war two.

      I’m so frazzled it takes me too long to recall I heard the siren not long after I moved here.

      There must be an emergency somewhere in Blueskin Bay.

      I can’t think about that right now, so I turn my thoughts to the immediate problem at hand. “Why did you do that?” I ask.

      I can’t bear to say I enjoyed it way more than I should have given how upset I am about Viola.

      Or that I was thirty seconds from ripping his clothes off.

      My pride will never allow me to admit I want him. A lot.

      “You were having a panic attack,” he says.

      If I weren’t so utterly befuddled right now and worried for Viola, I’d have laughed in his face.

      Instead, I blow out a breath and take a step back, legs wobbling so much, that I’m worried they might fold under me.

      I can’t even say it’s because I’m upset. I’m growing more confused by my growing attraction to him with every moment.

      It was easier when he was just an obnoxious ass with a hard body.

      As neither of us says anything, and the wind blows even harder, rattling the roof above, the air in the room feels like it’s been charged with static electricity.

      Finally, he speaks. “I shouldn’t have done it.”

      That’s not something I want to hear right now. “Neither should I. But we did. So…”

      His eyes meet mine and a flickering of emotion crosses his face before it vanishes.

      “So, it stays between us. Garrett’s on my case already about how I’ve been treating you.”

      Even though I know he’s right, that this was complicated enough, a little twang of hurt pulls at my insides.

      “Whatever you say,” I say quietly.

      He rubs his neck and seems unable to look at me. “There’s a casserole in the oven. I’ll go check on it. We may lose power.”

      He does an abrupt turn and is gone from my office before I can say another word.
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      Zane

      In just under three minutes after I leave her, the electricity dies, leaving me with a half-cooked casserole, and severe regret.

      Two minutes after I realize I’m sailing into dangerous territory with Felicity, a text from Jax comes in.

      Road blocked. Can’t get through. Will watch the feed from my place.

      Dammit. A man on the ground is ten times better than a camera.

      I have no way of knowing if Levi’s answered the call to go to the fire station yet. I can only pray whatever it is they need assistance with it’s not more than my little brother can handle.

      Felicity may be sweet, and tempting, but this isn’t the first time I’ve been steered in the wrong direction by a woman who wasn’t quite as innocent as she claimed to be.

      Not that there was anything sweet about that kiss.

      I lean against the countertop, almost praying for someone to try to break in so I can stop thinking about finishing what I started.

      The tension is making me twitchy. I need something to do. It’s going to get cold tonight, so I head back into the living room to watch the street from there.

      Unfortunately, Felicity’s crouching by the fire, trying to start it. Her eyes land on me as I hover in the doorway. “The flame keeps blowing out.”

      “The power’s just cut out, so the fire’s our only option,” I say.

      She sits back on her heels and frowns. “Is it safe?”

      “The chimney is specially designed for strong winds,” I say.

      She relaxes a little as she gets to her feet. “I still haven’t gotten used to the weather here. One minute is balmy and the next it’s freezing or it’s blowing a gale.”

      I lean in the doorway, not sure if I should mention it’s only going to get worse from here on out. She arrived in the summer. She’s not survived a winter here yet.

      I’m more interested in why she’s still not wearing her glasses.

      I gesture to her eyes. “You don’t need to wear them all the time then?”

      It’s hard to tell in the failing light but I’m sure I catch her blush. “No.”

      When she shivers, settles on the couch, and pulls a blanket over her legs I frown.

      “Didn’t you pack warm clothes when you moved here?”

      This time she looks annoyed. “I didn’t have room.”

      I scratch my chin as I look her over. Not having room for warm clothes is about the flimsiest excuse she could give. Who moves states and doesn’t bring all their clothes?

      I don’t get another chance to question her, she changes the subject swiftly. “I know Levi’s a volunteer for Search and rescue, but what does he do the rest of the time?”

      “He’s a volunteer firefighter too. But for coin he teaches surfing to Flatlanders or helps Jax out, and occasionally he helps us all out.”

      “Doing what?”

      I spread my hands. “This sort of thing. But Levi’s more interested in women than in a career.”

      A wry smile flickers on her lips. Lips I’m staring at way too much. “I gathered that.”

      My back stiffens as a wind gust makes the window shake. “He didn’t try anything?”

      Her eyes shift from the window back to me. “He didn’t kiss me if that’s what you mean.”

      That burns. If Jax or Garrett had been stuck here with her, there’s no way they would have messed up so badly.

      “You were having a panic attack. I was trying to help. If you’d been a guy I would have hit you.”

      She barks a laugh. “That’s your solution? Sex or violence?”

      I shake my head. “Who said anything about sex?” I mutter.

      I don’t know if I’m trying to convince myself or her. My instinct to try to calm her down may have been right, but I’m not so sure what my motives were.

      She knows it. I know it.

      And even if she doesn’t say a word, Garrett’s astute enough to figure it out sooner or later.

      I’m done talking about this, talking about it will only make it worse, after screwing up so bad my best option is avoidance.

      “If you’re going to be in here, I’ll get the fire going, make us a sandwich then head upstairs.”

      Her face creases into a frown. “To sit in the dark and freeze while you stare out the window.”

      I shrug my shoulders. “That’s what I’m here for.”

      She glances at the window and then at the other seat in the room. A high-backed chair with a view of the street.

      “You could bring your laptop in here. Where it’s going to be warm.”

      I start to shake my head but as another wind gust batters the house, her face tenses. “This is ridiculous. We kissed. Why does it have to be such a big deal? No one got hurt.”

      There is a possibility she’s scared. Wouldn’t be the first time someone from away was. After a while, the winds can drive the sanest man crazy.

      “Yet,” I say.

      “Is that what you believe? I’ll hurt you?”

      “Or vice versa. Doesn’t really matter. The outcome would be the same.”

      Her eyes stay on me, but her face tightens. “You really think that little of people? Or is it just me?”

      I take my time answering, using the increasing gales to stall before I give her my answer so quietly she won’t hear.

      “Just people who aren’t honest,” I say.
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      Felicity

      With the wind increasing, it’s now impossible to speak, making it even harder to find a distraction.

      Not for the first time since moving here, I’m wondering what on earth I’ve gotten myself into.

      Since Zane is done talking, I let him get the fire going and clutch the nearest pillow to my chest.

      It’s ridiculous. I’m a grown woman. I shouldn’t be thinking that a house that has weathered goodness knows how many of these terrible gales would suddenly blow away.

      Rationally I know that’s unlikely. But my nerves are shattered, my emotions are running too high, and I refuse to give in to the impulse to run upstairs and hide under my covers.

      Zane isn’t bothered by the horrible groaning the house is making. Nor does he seem bothered by the debris blowing around outside. Or that Viola is alone and unwell.

      He doesn’t even seem worried about losing power again. He’s simply accepting it all with a calmness I don’t understand.

      I can’t exactly tell him I’m starting to freak out and that I really don’t want to be alone.

      Whatever that kiss was about, he’s made it clear it was a mistake he won’t be repeating.

      Roger’s ears are more sensitive than mine so I get off the couch, and after a quick cuddle, place him in his cage, and in the pantry where the quiet and dark will hopefully calm him.

      If Zane wasn’t here, I’d probably find a cupboard to hide in myself. Wait out the hideous roaring outside.

      I bump into Zane as he enters the kitchen. After an awkward dance, so we don’t touch each other, he thrusts a package into my hands.

      “Put these in,” he half yells at me.

      Ear plugs.

      I should have thought of it sooner.

      While he looks for food, I unwrap the package, follow the instructions, and push the orange foam into my ears.

      Instantly, the horrendous noise abates, leaving only a faint trace of the wind wreaking havoc outside.

      Zane catches my eye and points to the door. He’s so muted, that I can barely make out what he’s saying.  “Go check on the fire.”

      I do as he says, leave him to make us lunch, and wander down the hallway, reveling in how quiet everything is.

      After mentally adding ear plugs to my shopping list, I open the fire box and carefully load more wood inside.

      Now I have a cell phone, even if it is borrowed, I should probably give it to the nursing home, and to Nicki for occasions like this.

      I get up off the couch, ready to locate the phone given to me, when Zane appears looking dire, and waving his phone to get my attention.

      I rip my earplugs out and catch the last part of what he’s saying.

      “—down and there’s no cell coverage,” he yells.

      From the expression he’s wearing, I know it’s bad.

      “What’s down?”

      “The phone lines. I’ll have to run next door and get my CB radio. You’ll have to hold the back door shut for me,” he yells.

      My eyes widen as I look outside. “Are you crazy?” I shout at him.

      But he just sets his face and turns to go, expecting me to follow him. “Are you crazy!” I repeat.

      Either he didn’t hear me or he’s so determined to carry out his insane idea he’s ignoring me.

      I push the earplugs into my jeans pocket and hurry after him, grabbing his arm to try to reason with him. “You said we couldn’t go outside,” I shout.

      He doesn’t remove my arm, just places his hand over mine.  “I need to be able to contact Levi and Garrett. If anything happens, we’re on our own,” he yells.

      I shake my head. “You said response times are slower! Garrett won’t be able to get here!”

      He works his jaw so hard that a vein pops at his temple. Either he didn’t think of that, or he has but has chosen to disregard common sense.

      His weight shifts as he tries to move out of my grip. When I only squeeze his forearm harder, he frowns. “Are you going to help me or not?”

      Oh, so that’s why he looks so pissed at me. He can’t go outside without me holding the door for him.

      I release his arm and shake my head.

      He curses loud enough for me to hear it and a murderous look crosses his face.

      “I need to keep in contact with my family!”

      I know what he’s saying. And I understand why he’s saying it. But I can’t let him put himself at risk.

      I plant my feet and lift my chin not bothering to reply as he grows more and more infuriated with me.

      I step back, ready to go back to the living room, but he grabs my arm and jerks me toward him.

      His lip curls and his eyes cloud as my chest crashes into his. He doesn’t say anything for a while, just locks me in place, not letting me move as his chest rises and falls rapidly.

      “Let me go,” he says.

      I try to shake his hand off and glare at him. “Let me go.”

      My heart is pounding and I’m no longer sure of myself as his eyes turn as wild as the weather outside.

      This time there is no doubt of his intention. His mouth slams into mine and he picks me up and rams my back into the wall, his mouth crushing mine as I try to breathe.

      Without thinking, and acting on a reflex, I hook my legs around his waist and kiss him back, hard.

      I snatch at his hair while he presses furious kisses to my neck, and growls in my ear, “You’re driving me crazy, woman.”

      I want him so bad that I’m struggling to breathe. I don’t care how or where; I just know I need him to consume me.

      His grip loosens and my feet hit the floor just as his fingers slip up my shirt.

      As my body begins to shake with need, with his mouth still pressed to mine, he slides his hands up my stomach.

      I’m so focused on his hands that I almost miss the sensation of vibration against my hip bone.

      I look down, gasping for air as he follows my gaze. His hands slide out from under my shirt as he steps back and pulls a pager out of his pocket.

      His shoulders tense and he leans close, brushing his lips against my ear as he raises his voice, “It’s Levi. He’s at the back door.”
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      Zane

      As I make my way to the back door, two questions are battling for dominance.

      Why did Levi page me ten minutes ago? And what is wrong with me?

      Kissing her once was stupid enough but we were halfway to doing more than kissing.

      And this time I did not kiss her because she was having a panic attack. If anything, I kissed her because I was having one.

      Still trying to make my brain switch gears, I locate the gun from where I tucked it and hurry toward the backdoor.

      A figure appears at the window and my pulse speeds until I catch sight of a windswept Levi struggling to stay upright.

      “Roofs damaged at the boat club,” Levi yells at me.

      With a curse, I ditch the gun and have the door open in two seconds. The wind’s so strong he has to wrestle with the door while I wrench him inside.

      When the door’s secure he flops onto the chair and looks like he just ran a marathon.

      “That’s what the siren was for?”

      He nods. “That and Garrett needed help with a power line that had fallen.”

      Both of us are wearing grim expressions. Garrett’s still out there. “Did Jax show? He said he was blocked in?”

      Levi nods. “He made it. On foot.”

      Gotta love the crazy bastard.

      Levi cocks his head at me. “We lost the camera. Didn’t you notice the feed had dropped?”

      I wince. This is exactly what I didn’t want to happen. I was too busy arguing with and then fooling around with Felicity.

      This is turning into a soup sandwich and it’s all on me.  Everyone else is out and I can’t even manage to watch a screen.

      “Are you hurt?”

      He shakes his head. “I just stopped in to let you know I’m going back to the fire station,” he says.

      I grab a bottle of Jack off the counter and pour him a large serve. It’s the least I can do after he risked his neck for a mission I roped him into.

      He chugs the glass in one just as Felicity appears in the kitchen. Her lips look swollen and her hair is tousled.

      She won’t meet my eye as she stops on the threshold.  Levi not only notices her come in, but he also sits up straighter and manages to crack a joke. “Just stopped by for a drink,” he says.

      Even over the wind, I can hear the concern in her voice. “You’re going back out there?”

      The words slip out of my mouth before I even need to think. “No. He’s not. I am,” I say.
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      Felicity

      With just one look, Zane sends me a warning not to argue with him this time.

      Even Levi’s protestations are ignored, as Zane gestures for Levi’s Blueskin Bay Fire Department jacket and disappears out the back door.

      The second he’s gone, Levi takes it upon himself to ransack my refrigerator, reminding me I haven’t eaten either.

      Neither has Zane.

      Manners are seemingly forgotten as he pulls out cheese, ham, lettuce, mayo, and tomatoes, and piles them all onto a plate before grabbing a loaf of bread.

      He grins at me, and it’s hard to feel he’s taking liberties. “You bring the plates and a knife we’ll have a picnic in my old room. It’s the quietest in the house. Unless you moved it, the old gas heater should be in there too.”

      Levi spins on his heel and takes off with a cheeky wink. Since the idea of being in a quieter room is intriguing, I grab two plates and a knife from the draining board.

      I reach the door and then decide to add a bag of potato chips and Whoopie Pies to our menu.

      I manage to balance everything as I climb the stairs, trying not to cringe at the wind gusts rattling the roof.

      When I get to the room in the middle of the hallway between the corner room and mine, Levi’s found an old rug and spread it on the floor.

      His flashlight, cellphone, Zane’s laptop, and worriedly, a gun are all neatly lined up beside the loaf of bread.

      I swallow hard and sit cross-legged as he drags an antiquated heater out from the corner of the room.

      While he gets it going, I tilt my head and sigh in relief that the noise really is slightly buffered in here.

      Levi lets a whoop of triumph out when a flame flickers across the panel and the heater starts to emit an orange glow.

      He sits with a thump and reaches for the bread just as I notice how dirty his hands are.

      I frown at him and wave him away. “Go wash up. I’ll make the food,” I say.

      His hand jerks back, and an odd expression crosses his face before he jumps to his feet. “Bossy. I like it. Watch the feed while I’m gone.”

      I nod and multitask by slicing the tomato, watching the screen, checking the battery level, and assembling what I hope will be enough for us both.

      He returns minutes later, beaming at me, and holding up his hands. “Good enough?”

      I chuckle and hand him a plate with a good helping of chips on the side. “How is it quieter in here?”

      He stuffs the good portion of a sandwich into his mouth, barely taking the time to chew before he swallows. “Dad put more insulation in it. Never got around to doing the rest of the rooms up here.”

      I take a bite of my own sandwich and look around the room. “How come?”

      Levi demolishes another sandwich before giving me a sheepish look. “I hated the wind when I was a kid, but he knew I’d never admit it, so he told Garrett and Zane we were doing the whole level, starting with my room.”

      It’s such a sweet thing to do, I feel a familiar pull of jealousy. “He sounds like a great Dad.”

      Levi’s lips turn down. “When he was here, Ayuh, he was great.”

      I’m not sure I should be prying, but it takes my mind off the other Reid brother for a while.

      “Viola told me he was a lobsterman? That must be a hard lifestyle?”

      He laughs. “I wouldn’t call it a lifestyle. Not like he had a choice. He had three kids to feed, and he didn’t know how to do anything else.”

      For a moment I think I’ve upset him, but unlike Zane, Levi appears to be an open book.

      So open, it’s an opportunity I just can’t pass up. “Why did Zane leave Blueskin Bay?”

      Levi finishes his sandwich and then takes the last half. “Dunno really. Can’t say I ever saw the appeal, but I guess he did. Garrett too in a way. He went off to the police academy. Me, I like to make my own rules, not play by someone else’s.”

      “But none of you wanted to be a fisherman?”

      Levi’s brow creases. “No. That we could all agree on.”

      As Levi’s attention wanders back to the screen, I finish my sandwich in silence, still not feeling like I know his brother any better.

      Everything I’ve experienced with Zane today seems to have compacted until I’m one giant ball of anxiety.

      I’m terrified that he’s leaving because he can’t stand to be in the same place as me. I’m terrified he might get hurt and I’ll never see him again.

      And it’ll be my fault.

      I don’t want to think about how confused I am about Zane, so I change the subject to a safer one.

      I ask Levi about the dance, which earns me a flirty smile. “It’s going to be savage. Zane is going to skin me alive, but it’ll be worth it.”

      “Why would he skin you alive? Wasn’t it Garrett who suggested he go?”

      Levi laughs. “Ayuh. He has to go.”

      I frown at him, feeling once again like I’m not getting the joke.

      “Why does Zane hate going so much?”

      Levi’s eyes are on the screen again as he answers. “It’s a sort of match making dance. Lots of women come in from all over Maine. All the accommodation in the Bay is booked out,” he says.

      “Matchmaking?” I hiss.

      His eyes shift to me, and he gives me a quizzical look. “We have an abundance of men living here and not enough women. It’s one of the reasons guys either stay single or move. This gives them a chance to meet someone.”

      A sinking feeling is growing as Levi’s grin spreads even wider.

      “Don’t worry, you’ll be fine. It’s Zane who has something to be worried about,” he says.
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      Zane

      By four am the wind had died down enough for me to take a break.

      After spending all night either removing debris from the roads or rescuing stranded animals, I’ve just finished two hours at the end of a shovel.

      The sun is making its first appearance as I assess the damage to Ted Dawson’s property, owner of the Bay’s Bed and Breakfast.

      A barrel of a man, with spider veins, and a dislike of exercise, he’s a heart attack waiting to happen.

      He shakes his head almost talking to himself. “We’ll have to give it a superficial tidy. Don’t have time for much else. There’s a camera crew wanting to film here. They’ll be arriving in a few days, just in time for the dance,” he says.

      I squint at him as I drink his weak-ass coffee. “Weird time to shoot another tourism video.”

      He shrugs his rounded shoulders. “It’s a news piece for a local channel. They’re interviewing men of the Bay or some such nonsense. Don’t really care who they are, just that they’ll be bringing their dollars with them.”

      Fantastic. Garrett is going to love that. That’s the last thing any of us need.

      It’s not the first time a tourism piece has been made highlighting the differences in the numbers of our population.

      The ball is an annual event and attracts a lot of single women from all over Maine.

      Since its inception ten years ago, it’s become a haven for hen’s nights and gaggles of women who seem to think all unattached men in the vicinity are fair game.

      It’s like a feeding frenzy for a lot of drunk women from out of town with no reason to behave themselves.

      By the time they stagger home, the bars are near empty, the stores have sold out of overpriced tiny lighthouses, and anyone with an ounce of common sense is pleased to see the back of them.

      I was on duty, so I’ve missed the last few, and I’m still trying to figure out how I’m going to get out of going to this one.

      “I heard you’re putting yourself on the slab,” he says.

      I’m so tired I miss what he’s saying, I rub my aching shoulder and shake my head. “I’m just there to make sure no one gets out of hand,” I say.

      “That’s not what your brother said.”

      My eye starts to twitch. “Which brother?”

      He takes his time answering but seems to enjoy it when he finally puts me out of my misery.

      “Not the one you’re hoping I’ll say said it that’s for certain,” he says with a chuckle.
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      Felicity

      Just as I’m pulling the burnt casserole out of the oven, Zane staggers in the backdoor, making both me and Roger jump.

      After not hearing a word all night, I’m so relieved to see him, that if I hadn’t been carrying the dish, I would have hugged him.

      He eyes the blackened mess I’m dumping in the sink and slumps into a chair. “The power came back on in the middle of the night. I forgot this was in the oven.”

      He nods and yawns. “Where’s Levi?”

      I point upstairs. “Taking a shower.”

      His face darkens slightly. “No dramas overnight then?”

      I shake my head and sit opposite him, cradling my second cup of coffee in my hands. “Everything was fine. Levi watched the screens until your battery drained. Then he slept downstairs.”

      He yawns again. “Good. I’ve checked in with Garrett and there’s no way anyone was out in this. But I’ll run through the tapes just in case.”

      He doesn’t look in any fit state to do anything but sleep. “Not now I hope?”

      He stretches his arms out over his head. “In a few hours. I’m about to drop. What are your plans for today?”

      For a moment I think he’s asking out of politeness until I realize he probably wants me out of the house.

      “Levi said the roads are clear enough for traffic to get through, so I’m meeting Riley Jones as planned.”

      He glances at his watch and then looks at me almost as if he wants to say something. I know how he feels.

      But it’s neither the time nor the place to start discussing two incredible kisses I’m still trying to put down to a partial breakdown induced by the winds.

      It’s even more awkward as he pushes back from the table. “Set the alarm when you leave. And sit near to the bar so Jax can listen in.”

      As a knock comes from the front door and he gestures upstairs. “I’ll go make sure Levi leaves before you go,” he says.

      I wait for him to disappear upstairs before I open the door to an exhausted-looking Garrett.

      After offering him coffee and him declining it, he hangs about in the hallway.

      “Nothing to report on the thefts. But I wanted to check in with you to see how you faired last night.”

      It’s impossible not to blush, so I do my best to hide it under a false smile. “It’s taking some getting used to. But Levi and Zane were both great.”

      He gives me a tired nod and suddenly looks like a man with all the weight of the world on his shoulders.

      “That’s good to hear. They can both be annoying as all heck, but when it matters, they’ll do the right thing.”

      My blush increases ten-fold. I’m sure a man as honorable as Garrett Reid wouldn’t consider what Zane and I did two feet from where he’s standing to be the right thing.

      “About the dance, um, I’m not sure…”

      Even as tired as he is, he’s empathetic. “I understand. If you’re up to it, I’m sure Jax would appreciate some help behind the bar?”

      I’m so relieved, that a ball of tension unfurls in my midsection. “That sounds perfect,” I say.

      His mouth opens but a loud crash coming from directly overhead steals his reply.

      He presses his finger and thumb to his eyes and sighs. “I better go make sure they don’t break anything,” he says.

      Garrett stalks out before I can ask him what’s going on.
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      Zane

      Levi’s engulfed in a cloud of steam, and just fastening a towel around his waist when I kick the bathroom door open.

      “I’m naked here,” he yelps.

      I launch myself at him and manage to get him in a headlock before he can escape. “You’re a dead man,” I growl.

      Slippery little bastard he is, he wriggles out of my grip and makes it into the hallway, minus his towel.

      I pick it up, roll it into a snake and whip his ass as he hotfoots it down the hallway. “It’s for a good cause, what’s the big deal!” he gets out in between yelps.

      I chase after him, so pissed I’m not even sure what I’m going to do if I get hold of him again.

      “Then why aren’t you doing it?” I yell at him.

      At the heavy thump of footsteps on the stairs, I spin around and find Garrett scowling at us both as he catches his breath.

      “He signed me up—”

      He holds up a hand. “This is not our house anymore. You are grown-ass men, now start acting like it.”

      He yanks the towel out of my hands and throws it at Levi. “Go home.”

      I start to smirk at Levi, but Garrett jabs his finger at me. “And you, settle down.”

      Felicity picks then to remind us that she’s downstairs. “I need to get something from upstairs,” she calls.

      “Come up. Everything’s fine,” Garrett calls down to her.

      Garrett jerks his thumb at Levi. “Get dressed. And grow up. You’re not a kid anymore,” he growls.

      Levi’s nostrils flare, but he bites his tongue and disappears into his old room.

      I face an irritated Garrett and hold up my hands. “This wasn’t what I agreed to.”

      He runs a hand over his face just as Felicity appears. “Deal with it. I’ve got bigger fish to fry.”

      He doesn’t bother to elaborate, just steps out of Felicity’s way and beckons for me to do the same.

      As I follow him down the stairs, tiredness overtaking me again, I lower my voice. “This isn’t just about Levi messing around. I can’t be in two places at once.”

      Garrett lets out a sigh as we reach the bottom. “I know. We’ll make it work. And I’m sure you’ll find a way to pay Levi back,” he says.
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      Felicity

      As I step outside, the aftermath of the winds is visible everywhere down the street.

      In my front yard, the hedge is twisted, the letterbox looks askew, and garbage is scattered all over.

      I don’t have time to start the clean-up now, so I pick my way past it all, so I can make it to the Outrigger on time.

      As I pick my way out of Ocean Grove, there’s an odd mixture of debris thrown over the roads and sidewalks.

      Aside from broken branches and in some instances, trees, sand, silt, and a mixture of construction materials, a fishing net, and a few stray lobster crates are strewn all over the roads.

      A lot of the stores are open, but some are closed still. One has a small tree piercing the front window, making me wonder how the Outrigger has fared.

      I’m interrupted in my thoughts when a thin woman with unnaturally red hair, probably another victim of Nicki’s salon, spots me from across the street and holds up a hand in greeting.

      “It’s Felicity, isn’t it? I’m May. Noah’s momma.”

      I smile, and as nice as it is to meet her officially I hope she doesn’t hold me up too long.

      Riley Jones doesn’t seem like the type of person who likes to be kept waiting.

      “How are you? How is Noah?”

      Her lips tug upward. “He’s in the library reading love, so he’s happy as a clam at high tide. How about you? The wind’s always tough the first few times you experience them,” she says.

      I grimace. “It was awful. I thought I was going mad.”

      She chuckles. “I’m sure Zane would have done his best to keep you sane.”

      My stomach tightens. “Um, sorry?”

      She pats my arm and gives me a conspiratorial look. “Word spreads fast around here. Plenty of single men in Blueskin Bay, but not a lot of women. Especially not women as pretty as you are.”

      I blush and seem to lose the ability to speak.

      “Of course, now you’ve been seen with one of the Reid boys, no one would dare.”

      I swallow, my curiosity overcoming my embarrassment. “Zane’s that well respected?”

      “Ha! Respected. Feared. Take your pick. But if any other local man thinks you’re Zane’s, they’ll stay well clear.”

      Inwardly I cringe at that. I’m not Zane’s. Not one bit. But at least this odd arrangement seems to have unexpected benefits.

      May carries on and gives me a wistful smile. “Of course, my sons don’t pay Zane or any of the Reid men much heed. Not for a long time now.”

      That’s news to me. As far as I knew Noah was her only son. But there’s so much I don’t know about the Bay and the people who live in it.

      “Oh, I didn’t know you had more boys?”

      Her eyes drift across the street as if searching for something, or someone. “They’re all grown and out at sea. But one day…”

      There’s something in the way her shoulders droop and her voice tightens that makes me wonder why she’s so sad, but I lose my chance when a familiar voice interrupts our conversation. “There you are!”

      I spin around just as Nicki lets out a half shriek as she throws her arms around me. “You’re okay. I was worried about you.”

      I let her squeeze me to an inch of my life, before asking her a question I’ve been dreading. “I’m okay. How’s Viola?”

      Nicki waves her hand in the air. “She’s fine. The doctor says it was likely indigestion. You can go see her later today if you like. She’s more worried about you.”

      My forehead creases as she stands beside Noah’s mother. “Why is everyone worried about me?”

      Nicki glances at May who shrugs. “After the first winter winds, people tend to pack up and leave.”

      So that’s what the fuss is about.

      “Oh, well. No. I’m not planning on leaving. Although I will be buying industrial ear protection.”

      May laughs. “Good to see you’re made of stronger stuff. Hard to tell just by looking at ya.”

      After a wink, she spins on her heel and hurries down the street, toward the small grocery store where she works.

      It’s getting late, so I start walking and smile at Nicki. “I’m on my way to meet Riley Jones,” I say.

      “Oh, right. Her. Do you have a dress to wear?”

      I frown sidelong as we walk. “A dress? It’s just a meeting.”

      She crosses her eyes. “For the ball. You said you were going.”

      “I am, but only as a spectator. I’m going to be helping Jaxson behind the bar,” I say.

      Her lips turn downward. “Well, if you change your mind, a few of the girls and I are going to Carey’s Creek this weekend.”

      That surprises me, Nicki’s never invited me anywhere before. “You don’t want to go to the dance?”

      “The dance is more for out-of-towners. And it’s better not to be here if you’re a single gal.”

      Well, now I wish I could head out of town. There are cute antique shops in Carey’s Creek as well as a shopping mall.

      I release a sigh of regret. “I’ll still be going. Just more as a bar tender.”

      A smile plays on her lips. “Zane’s going though, so you might have a better time than you think you will.”

      Before I can respond, she crosses the road and leaves me at the corner opposite the beach.

      With the wind gently tossing my hair around my face, I cross diagonally and hope Riley hasn’t beaten me to our first face-to-face meeting.

      Jaxson’s bar isn’t what I imagined. Tucked away in a sheltered spot under an outcropping of rocks, sits the Outrigger.

      The entire frontage is made of glass offering a panoramic view of the Bay.

      The restaurant side faces the sandy beach and water, and the bar side is juxtaposed by the countryside hugging the town from the other.

      Jaxson greets me before I can take it all in. “Survived the wind,” he says.

      Dressed in a black t-shirt and jeans, his formidable size is even more apparent as the coffee menu in his hand seems to look tiny.

      “Just,” I say.

      “I’m not open yet, so you’ll have the place to yourselves, I’ll be lurking, just in case you need anything,” he says.

      I smile back at him and take the menu from his hand. “Zane said you do great coffee.”

      He shrugs his giant shoulders as his gaze drifts to the front door where a Porsche has just pulled up. “I think that’s your guest.”

      I turn to follow his gaze and see a blonde in designer jeans, heels, enormous sunglasses, and carrying a Chanel handbag stepping out of her luxury car.

      She pulls off her glasses, holds up her phone, takes a few shots, then pushes the glass door to the entrance open.

      Her eyes meet mine and she gives me a dazzlingly white smile. “Wow! This place is even cuter than I thought!”

      Her perfume is so strong that I have to breathe through my mouth as she sits at a table.

      After a brief introduction, I hand her the coffee menu. She scans it briefly, then tosses it on the table. “Look. Before we get started. I want to apologize. I was a bitch to you on the phone,” she says.

      That was not how I’d expected to start this meeting.

      “It’s all forgotten,” I say.

      “No. I want to explain. I was having a bad day. Okay, more like a bad week. The diamond I’m talking about, my grandma left it to me in her will with the proviso I get it made into something I actually want to wear, and now everyone in the family has gone nuts.”

      She’s talking so rapidly and moving her hands so fast as she speaks I have to wonder if she’d be better off with decaf.

      “They’re making all kinds of demands, saying I don’t deserve to have it, and…:”

      She sniffs. “It’s gotten to the point I’m not even sure I want the stupid thing anymore. You know?”

      I wish I knew. I also wish we would get to the topic at hand. I have a lot of clearing up to do at home.

      So far, I haven’t gotten a word in, and when Jaxson appears at the table, her eyes nearly pop out of her head.

      “Espresso for me,” she says.

      “I’ll have a pot of Earl Grey for one, thank you,” I say.

      He smiles at us both and then turns to walk away. Riley emits a low rumbling sound as she appraises his backside.

      “He is gorgeous. Are they all like that? No wonder you wanted to live here,” she says.

      “Well, there are more men than women,” I say.

      Her eyes widen. “Wait a sec, is this the place they do that party? What’s it called, Love in the Bay, or something like that.”

      I don’t know the official name, so I shrug. “I only found out yesterday it was happening. Apparently, all the tickets are sold out.”

      Riley shakes her blond tresses. “Damn. I’ll have to come next year. I’ve heard things get wild,” she says.

      “They do?”

      “Oh yeah,” she says.

      I nearly groan aloud. “Maybe we should talk about the design?”

      We manage to do that for all of five minutes before Jaxson comes back with our drinks and sets her off again.

      None of it is helped when a beer delivery arrives and he has to pick up and haul kegs of beer on his shoulder, straining every one of his sizable muscles.

      When he disappears behind the bar, Riley fans herself. “I need to be somewhere else but I’m happy with your design. The security you have at home looks tight. And if that’s the kind of muscle you know, no one is going to mess with you, right?”

      I try to sound confident. “Right.”

      She drains her coffee, pulls out a twenty-dollar bill, and slaps it on the table before getting to her feet.

      “I’ll be in touch,” she says.

      Before I can celebrate, she breezes out the door, leaving me in clouds of expensive perfume.

      I cough just as Jaxson appears beside me. “Garrett called. He explained you’ll be giving me a hand on Saturday night,” he says.

      My stomach tightens a little as I nod. “Tell me the truth. Do things really get wild at these dances?”

      “Only if you want them to,” he says with a grin.
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      Zane

      Saturday 4.12pm

      I check my watch again as I lean against the stock shelf in Jax’s small office.

      Pretty much the only place we could meet that wouldn’t make anyone suspicious.

      Levi has taken the roller chair behind the mahogany desk and has so much energy to spend, that he’s pushing off the desk and shifting the chair from one side of the desk to the other.

      As I’m glaring daggers at Levi, Jax is running through everything with Felicity sitting in the chair on the other side of the desk.

      He hands her a wine glass to demonstrate. “We keep the drinks to beer and wine. The glasses all have lines on them so it’s easy.”

      Felicity shuffles in her chair. “I haven’t used a cash register before.”

      Jax shakes his head. “We don’t use one. Everyone with a ticket gets tokens at the entrance to the town hall. Just put them in the buckets under the bar and give everyone their drink. Anyone gives you grief, you point them in my direction.”

      To demonstrate, Levi hands her a token. “Do you think they will give me grief?”

      Jax pulls a face. “There’s always one or two. Like I said. I’m there and Zane will be until eight.”

      Her brow furrows. “What happens at eight?”

      Levi starts to laugh, but neither of them gets a chance to answer when Garrett shows up with two of his men in tow.

      He looks harried and accepts Jax’s offer for coffee before he speaks.

      “It took some doing but Carey’s Creek has loaned us two of their reserves for security at the ball. I’ll be able to split my time between Felicity’s and town after all.”

      I should feel happier Garrett is the one watching the place. With the rest of us at the ball, he’s the one Reid who won’t be missed.

      As he sips his coffee and sighs into it, a twinge of guilt hits my midsection. I still haven’t said anything to him about filling in more permanently, and now I’m wondering if I had done it earlier, it would be me in this position.

      An active cop would have had any number of legitimate excuses to avoid going to this damn dance.

      Garrett’s reserves obviously know what’s happening tonight, and one of them, probably holding a grudge because I bested his swimming across the Bay record in high school has the nerve to smirk at me.

      While Garrett is reassuring Felicity that her house will be well looked after, I give Dave the finger and lower my voice.

      “Don’t mess around with the settings on the cameras. I have them calibrated the way I want them,” I say to Dave.

      Garrett stops mid-sentence and gives me a warning look. “No one is going to mess with your gear. If we catch these guys, it’s going to be a team effort. From this point on, I want all egos checked at the door.”

      When he’s sure no one is going to bitch anymore, he addresses the unwanted filming going on tonight.

      “The camera crew filming has added an extra layer to this. I know the reporter, and she’s a pain in the ass. Under no circumstances is anyone in this room to speak to the documentary crew about the break-ins.”

      No one speaks. But Felicity’s face pales. “Why didn’t you tell me about the camera crew before?” she asks.

      Garrett grimaces. “Apologies. It’s just a local reporter, her cameraman, and a boom operator. They arrived by ferry this morning and will be around the Bay for a few days.”

      For whatever reason Felicity starts to fidget and looks like she’s going to throw up.

      In a room full of people I can’t ask her what’s wrong, so I file it away under ‘questions to ask’ when this night is over.

      My gut has started to churn, and I’ve started to sweat. I’ve been on ops that filled me with less dread than this has.

      Garrett winds up his pep talk but it doesn’t reassure me.

      With every minute closer to the 1800 kick-off, I’m fighting the urge to run as far away from the Bay as I can.

      As Levi jumps to his feet, grinning at me, Garrett just shakes his head while Jax throws me a sympathetic look.

      Only Dave is dumb enough to say anything as we all trail out of Jax’s office.

      “Dead man walking,” he mutters under his breath.
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      Felicity

      Blueskin Bay’s town hall is one of the oldest buildings in the Bay. Built from stone with little embellishment, it’s not pretty, but it’s survived almost two hundred years.

      With a lot of fairy lights inside, a disco ball, and little seating, the town hall isn’t quite as festive as I’d thought it would be.

      The only saving grace is the lighting means behind the bar set up at the back of the hall, I’m completely out of the limelight.

      Thanks to Jaxson supplying me with one of his uniforms for the Outrigger, I’m dressed in black pants, a black t-shirt, with my hair pulled back, glasses, and wearing sensible shoes, no one could mistake me for a party goer.

      Nor could they recognize me should any footage get back to Arizona.

      My stomach is a ball of nerves, so much so that my hands are shaking, and I drop the tokens Jaxson hands me.

      He smiles as he pushes a keg into place. “Don’t worry about it.”

      Strangely, I don’t mind admitting to him I’m anxious. “I’m not really good with crowds.”

      He picks up the tokens I’ve dropped and gestures for me to pick up the stamps before he starts walking to the entrance.

      “That makes three of us. Levi’s the only one who’s looking forward to this. But he loves to be the center of attention.”

      I smile wryly. “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      We’ve barely gotten the tokens and stamps at the front door when three volunteers arrive, all dressed the same as Jaxson and me, and one of which I recognize from the Blueskin Bay library.

      Thelma Ray is sixty-seven, wears floral dresses with her rainboots, and is responsible for the small library having a lot of bodice ripper romances.

      I’ve not had many occasions to speak with her, usually, I’ve scuttled in and out of the library but now I’m thankful to see a familiar face.

      She raises her hand in greeting and seems genuinely pleased to see me. “Wonderful! A fresh volunteer this year. It’s young Felicity, isn’t it? You have an overdue book. What was it now...oh that’s right, Seducing the Highlander.”

      Inwardly, I groan as my cheeks burn. Thankfully Jaxson and the two other volunteers have moved to the back of the hall so they don’t hear I’m a sucker for historical romance.

      Thelma shrugs into one of the volunteer jackets at the front of the door. “Alright then!” she says with a smile.

      “Let’s raise some more money for our marvelous Search and rescue boys!”

      I open my mouth to ask how exactly this raises more money when the doors open, and past two uniformed policemen, I catch sight of a stream of women approaching like a tidal wave from the main street.
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      Zane

      I’m in hell.

      I’ve been here for an hour, one of a hundred men either dumb enough or desperate enough to think this is a good way to meet someone.

      I’m sweating in my tux, and even the tick of my MIL-W-3818 watch makes me feel like I’m going closer to the hangman’s noose.

      The only saving grace is the documentary crew has been held up in Carey’s Creek.

      Contact with Garrett has been patchy, hampered by not being able to move without either having my ass squeezed, or someone squealing in my ear.

      I stink of perfume, I’m sick of being groped, and the music is so loud, that none of the women who’ve molested me can hear when I tell them I’m not interested.

      Felicity’s tending bar is still busy, and looking like she’s handling the pressure well.

      Things are calm enough. But that’s always the way of things. Before a storm hits, before the shooting starts.

      Soon enough everyone will realize they’ve reached their four-drink limit, and they won’t be happy to listen to Jax’s mix of old rock n’ roll.

      They’ll want blood.

      Levi’s in his element, leaning on the bar, simultaneously flirting with six women all wearing too much makeup, and tight dresses, all laughing too loud and trying too hard.

      I check my watch again and hope my glare will put some of the friskier women off as I make my way toward the bar.

      Jax is practically fighting off women, three of who are currently trying to get him to bench press them.

      His smile is tight and panic in his eyes as he shakes his head.  “You checked in with Garrett?” I yell at him.

      He nods his head. “Nothing to report. Sorry, Zane. Looks like you can’t get out of it.”

      I curse loudly just as two women crash into me, I suspect on purpose. One grabs my ass, and the other grabs my bicep and rubs it. “We want to have a threesome with someone who lives in the Bay,” she purrs into my ear.

      I shake off her arm and don’t bother to lower my voice as I glower at her. “Then go find a Hagfish,” I say as I slink away.
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      Felicity

      “You’re like, single and you live here? That’s crazy. Are you like, a lesbian or a nun or something?” a bottle blonde with a wine breath shouts at me.

      It’s the third time I’ve answered the question in an hour, so I just smile, shake my head and hand her what will be her final drink for the evening.

      As soon as it’s in her hand, she’s swallowed up by the crowd and I spend the next ten minutes refilling glasses.

      My feet and back are aching, and I’m sweating and thirsty, but I have to admit, despite the noise, and the obnoxious women, it feels good to be a part of something.

      Viola is going to be so proud of me. This is exactly the sort of community event she’s been trying to get me to participate in.

      I use the lull to take a sip of my bottled water and survey the crowd. It’s still packed but a rough head count tells me a significant number of the men who arrived, dressed in their best, looking equally anxious and eager, have left.

      I’ve lost count of how many women Levi has danced with. I’ve been so busy serving wine, I haven’t even seen Zane.

      He must be here, he grumbled enough about having to be but he’s certainly keeping a low profile.

      From behind the bar, someone nudges my shoulder causing me to look to the left.

      Thelma switched with Jaxson a few minutes ago, and I was so busy I didn’t get a chance to ask why.

      The music stops, the lights brighten a little and Thelma rubs her hands together. “Here we go. The main event.”

      I frown at her, wondering what she could mean, as Levi drags himself away from his admirers and picks up a microphone.

      “You all having a good time?” he says.

      The women cheer so loudly, that he starts to laugh. “You bring your money?”

      The entire crowd seems to hoot, and holler. Three women are so enthusiastic they wave their purses in the air.

      I turn to ask Thelma a question, but Levi’s whipping the crowd into such a frenzy I doubt she’d hear me.

      After he thanks a lot of sponsors, including the Outrigger, the Blueskin Bay volunteers’, the council, and a few other small businesses, Levi takes a deep breath.

      “Some of you have managed to hook someone, but if you haven’t this is your chance! For one lucky lady, Blueskin Bay’s most eligible bad boy Marine is yours until midnight!”

      The crowd erupts into screams as I finally realize what’s going on.

      The women aren’t just here because of the number of men in the Bay, they’re here to bid on a bachelor.

      Dressed in a tux wearing a pink sash and looking furious, Zane appears beside Levi as he shoves him in front of the women.

      “Here he is! Your catch of the day!” Levi yells.

      Over the shrieking, it’s hard to hear anything but I do hear more than a few women screaming what they plan to do to Zane if they win.

      Zane heard them too. His shoulders have stiffened, his face is tight, and with every word out of Levi’s mouth, he looks closer and closer to beating him to a pulp.

      I wince as Levi raises his hands. “Zane will take the winner out for a lobster dinner, and for a moonlight cruise. The highest bidder wins. And sorry ladies, no sharing the prize!”

      Thelma nudges me again. “They had to do that after poor naïve Walt McNeil was the bachelor. Came back from the cruise white as a sheet and looking like a stunned mullet. Covered in lipstick and missing his shirt he was.”

      I grimace as I examine the women who look the most eager. Eager would be an understatement.

      Hungry would be better.

      “Don’t know why he did it, really. Levi’s done it twice. But the same women come each year and they want something different,” Thelma mutters.

      The dumbest thing slips from my mouth. “How much do women usually bid?”

      Thelma eyes me as Levi goes over the rules. She shrugs. “These out-of-towners have deep pockets. Zane’s not been at one of these before and he’s a good-looking boy.”

      I chew my lip, toes tapping in my sneakers as Levi starts the bidding. He is good-looking. Very good-looking.

      “Let’s start with one hundred dollars? Can I have one hundred for one night with a grumpy Marine?”

      The women titter, but Levi calling Zane a grumpy Marine, grates on me for reasons I’m not sure I want to understand.

      I swallow, brain racing as I catch strains of conversation from the women closest.

      They’re so brazen that it’s apparent they came here not to find love but for a cheap weekend with someone they never plan to see again.

      Some of the women have started to shout for Zane to take his shirt off.  When the bidding reaches eight hundred dollars in rapid fire, I have no doubt in my mind the bidders are going to want a ‘bang’ for their buck.

      Two of them are glaring across at each other, and from the way they removed their wedding bands, they are desperate enough to make Zane a very tempting offer after dinner.

      “Do I hear one thousand dollars?” Levi calls.

      I gulp as a third bidder shakes her head leaving the two battling it out.

      I grip the water bottle tighter as Jaxson appears beside me. “Just got off the blower with Garrett. There’s been some movement at your house. Garrett thinks he’s gotten a license plate. He’s tracing it now. I was hoping to catch Levi before this started. Garrett needs him.”

      I glance at him. “Can you stop it? He looks terrified.”

      Jaxson spreads his hands. “SAR needs the money. These bachelor auctions and balls are how we fund things here.”

      My eyes dart from one woman to the other, each looking more and more furious as the other keeps outbidding them.

      Zane’s staring ahead, expression blank, and arms behind his back, looking every inch a soldier.

      Beside me Thelma mutters. “We’re going to hit two thousand. As I live and breathe, that’s a record.”

      My palms are clammy, and my heart is now thumping painfully in my chest.

      In what can only be described as a moment of hysterical madness, I close my eyes, take a breath, and raise my hand precisely as I yell. “Three thousand dollars.”

      Zane’s head snaps in my direction, then Levi’s and every single woman in the hall.  For the first time all night, Levi looks flustered.

      Zane’s eyes are locked on me as Thelma quietly giggles behind her hand. “Oh dear,” she says.

      Levi casts a look in Jaxson’s direction as if calling for backup. Jaxson looks down at me. “Do you even have three grand?” he asks quietly.

      I swallow and nod. “Yes,” I mutter.

      Beside me, Jaxson nods in Levi’s direction.

      Levi gives him an imperceptible nod in return. “Sorry ladies. Our lovely barmaid just moved here, but her bid is a legitimate one.”

      The crowd boos and jeers, all aimed in my direction. I shrink back, hoping they aren’t angry enough to start throwing things.

      Fortunately, Levi manages to gain their attention again by tapping on the microphone. “Zane isn’t the only eligible bachelor in the Bay.”

      After a few grumbles, Levi flashes a grin and gestures to himself.

      A woman whoops, then another one cups her hands around her mouth. “Take off your shirt, honey. We want to see some flesh!”

      Jaxson groans beside me, but Levi just laughs and asks for some music.

      As a sultry song starts to play over the speakers, Levi tosses the microphone to Zane who still looks ready to stab the next person he sees.

      My already elevated heart rate raises a notch as Zane speaks to Jaxson, nods, rips the sash off, and grabs my hand. “Time to go,” he says.
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      Zane

      The second I’m out the door, I call Garrett, and press it to my ear as I steer Felicity to Levi’s car.

      Leaving my truck here means at first glance, it looks like I’m still inside. My ears are ringing from the noise in the town hall, so I have to turn the volume up.

      “Jax said you saw the same vehicle?”

      Garrett's voice sounds stressed. “White Van. Out-of-town plates. Drove past Felicity’s place twice in ten minutes. If you’re—”

      I already know what he’s going to say. I glance at Felicity as I wind my way around the extra cars in the parking lot. “I’ll ditch Levi’s car at the park,” I say.

      Felicity’s nose wrinkles but she waits until we’re inside Levi’s messy Diesel Nissan to speak. “Did you see the reporter or her crew?”

      I shake my head. I was too busy trying to avoid people to spot a woman I’d only ever seen on TV.

      Garrett answers as I push the key in the ignition and wait for the light to disappear. “We’re too close to solving this for her to find any reason to place a spotlight on us,” he says.

      Felicity pulls a face and mouths sorry at me. I don’t have time to reassure her, a few stragglers from the town hall are roaming around like drunken zombies, and I don’t want to play dodgems with them.

      The second the diesel light disappears, I press my foot on the accelerator and make my way back to the main street, then on towards Ocean Grove.

      “We’ll be there in two minutes,” I say before I end the call.

      Felicity’s quiet as we drive in Levi’s rust bucket, and I can’t think about what to say to her until we reach the park.

      In the moonlight, she’s covered in a ghostly glow making her skin look like breakable porcelain.

      “We’ll park the truck, make sure no one is around, then I’ll follow you back to the house, okay?”

      She’s worrying her lip, but she nods. “We couldn’t walk together?”

      I shake my head, pull open Levi’s glove box, and locate the Sig I gave him. “If I’m seen it could blow it all.”

      Her eyes stay locked on the gun in my hands. “And you think these people are dangerous?”

      I don’t want to scare her any more than I need to. “We need to book it. Just walk at the pace you usually do, and don’t check behind.”

      Her lips press downward, but she just sighs as she opens Levi’s door, and jumps out.

      I hang back as she pushes her bag over her shoulder. My tongue is glued to the back of my throat but I somehow manage to move it.

      “Thanks. For bidding. Don’t know what possessed you, but I owe you big time. And I can give you the three grand. You don’t need to pay for it.”

      Her eyes drift over me, then she smiles coyly. “I’ll settle for a dishwasher,” she says.
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      Felicity

      As Zane’s footsteps recede, mine seem overloud as I walk down the tree-lined street.

      My breathing is too fast, and a million thoughts are traveling through my mind.

      It’s cooler than when I left home, and while the fresh air was welcome after the crowded town hall, a chill is running down my spine.

      I wrap my arms around myself and carry on walking, wishing I’d brought a warmer coat and not just a sweater.

      Maybe, one day, I’ll get used to the weather here, but until that day comes, I need to start planning better.

      A cry from behind a tree startles me enough to let out a little yelp. Seeing a streak of black shoot across the road does little to calm me down.

      Up until this point I’d felt safe walking at night. But even knowing Zane’s behind me, it’s difficult not to run as fast as I can back to the safety of my house.

      I take a few calming breaths and speed up a fraction, reasoning a slight increase would be normal under the circumstances.

      There’s no traffic about, most of my neighbors are behind locked doors, watching television, and every car or truck is parked up.

      As I approach the house, I dig my keys out of my pocket, open and close the gate, and try not to sprint to the front door.

      Shadows are leaping out at me as I fumble with the keys then somehow manage to get the door open.

      It slams behind me, and I press my back against the wood, trying to catch my breath and calm down.

      Garrett is waiting in the darkened hallway and nearly gives me a heart attack.

      I toss the keys into the bowl on the hall table and release a shaky breath. “What do I do now?”

      “What you usually do. I’ve got my people running the plates we saw. Zane will be back soon. I’ll need to head back to the office.”

      I nod as I flip the hallway light on making us both blink. As we reach the kitchen, I frown at the mess it’s in. Coffee cups have been dumped in the sink, and empty food wrappers litter the countertop.

      Garrett apologizes again and starts clearing it all away but as I look around the kitchen that’s not the issue.

      Roger’s cage is empty. “Did you move my rabbit?”

      Garrett shakes his head. “Last time I saw him he was in his pen.”

      I let out a moan. “I left him in his cage in the pantry. Out of harm’s way. One of your men must have let him out.”

      The back door opens, and Zane appears, a heavy frown on his face as he steps inside.

      “Back door wasn’t secure. One of your reserves left it unlocked?”

      Garrett’s too busy shrugging into his jacket to pay attention to me or Zane.

      “I’ll check in with you if I get any hits on the plate.”

      As Garrett exits by the back door, ready to use the gate and leave discretely via Zane’s house, dread starts to overtake me.

      My voice comes out in a jumble. “I think someone left the back door open.”

      Zane looks at me like I’m crazy until I point to Roger’s empty cage. “Roger’s escaped!” I say.
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      Zane

      I rub my hand over my face, trying to figure out what it is she wants me to do.

      I’m supposed to be upstairs again, this is the break we’ve been waiting for.

      We know they’ve been watching Felicity’s movements, probably mine too, but she’s worried about her missing rabbit?

      I’m still wearing a monkey suit, and I don’t want to be if someone picks tonight to break in.

      I growl and start to undo my necktie. “I don’t have time for this. We have confirmation they’ve been watching you. If they break in while everyone is busy, I need to be ready.”

      “But—"

      I shrug out of my jacket and toss it on the chair. “Garrett’s gone, and I don’t trust the reserves he’s put in Jax and Levi’s positions,” I say.

      And if they were responsible for leaving the back door open, that level of distrust is warranted.

      “I’ll go find him.”

      Damn it.

      “You can’t do that. They might get spooked.”

      “They? You don’t even know if anyone is going to break in tonight.”

      “The evidence—”

      Her hands slide to her hips. “The evidence is flimsy at best. And you and Garrett keep telling me to keep to my usual routine, well looking for Roger would be my usual routine.”

      I grit my teeth as she opens the pantry door and pulls out a tool kit. She hefts out a sizeable flashlight as she glares at me.

      “What if they see me not being in the house as an opportunity? Did you ever think about that?”

      I did. I am.

      I’m thinking if she goes out there where I can’t keep an eye on her, anything could happen, and I wouldn’t be able to help.

      I manage to wrench the flashlight out of her hand before she gets to the door. “Felicity. I’m asking nicely. You go out now—"

      She tries to get the flashlight back, but I hold it out of her reach, making her even madder. “Then I’ll call around the neighbors. Ask if they’ve—”

      I shake my head. “You can’t do that either, and they see a bunch of people outside…”

      She throws her hands up in the air. “So that’s that? I allow you to use my home as a base of operations and this is my reward?”

      I lower the flashlight. “I’ll find him. Later,” I say.

      Her eyes stay on the flashlight. “I promise,” I add.

      And I will be able to find him. He may not be alive, but I’ll find him.

      Her nostrils flare, and she narrows her eyes. “I thought you said you owed me?”

      I wince. “I’m not going to argue anymore. I need to get in place. And you need to calm down.”

      Her mouth opens, and she sucks in a breath as if preparing to lay into me, instead, she just slowly shakes her head and sighs as if washing her hands of me.

      “How disappointing,” she says.

      My back straightens and she turns her back on me, switches the lights out, and slowly walks away leaving me standing in the dark.
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      Felicity

      One word is running around in my head, and I give it free rein lest I start screaming it. Prick!

      I’m so angry I’m a prisoner, and Roger is outside somewhere, I flick off the lights and stomp up the stairs, knowing I won’t be getting any sleep tonight.

      Roger’s never spent an entire night outside before. He might be a rabbit, but he’s domesticated. I have no way of knowing whether he’ll come back to the house or wander off and get lost.

      All because someone may try to break in, just because they know Zane isn’t next door.

      I make it to my bathroom before I hear him climbing my stairs. With a scowl, I lean over the bathtub and twist the faucets on so I can run a bath.

      As the water starts to run, a little of my anger gives way to fear. Before it can take hold of me completely, I return to my bedroom, grab my pajamas, and a book so I can soak, and then have an early night.

      If Zane wants to spend all night staring at a screen rather than looking for Roger, he’ll be doing it alone.

      I open the bathroom cabinet, find the bubble bath, and pour in a generous amount.

      As the bubbles start to creep over the surface, I think about the three thousand dollars I’m going to have to part with.

      What was I thinking? Bidding on Zane of all people. The most sufferably single-minded, confounding man I’ve ever met.

      Because of him, I’ve given up my home, my privacy, and now a sizable chunk of my savings account.

      I sit on the edge of the tub and gaze out the window at Viola’s old house.

      Everything was simple when she lived next door. I knew where I stood with her, and she didn’t play games, give me the cold shoulder or confuse me.

      The fence had been more of a formality, but if Zane is going to stay…

      I freeze mid-thought and press my nose against the glass as I squeak in happiness.

      The gate between the two properties has also been left open, and a little white blur is hopping around Viola’s backyard.

      I’m not about to tell Zane I’m popping out the back door, so I turn the water off and poke my head out, double-checking he’s in my office.

      As I sneak along the hallway, I catch a snatch of his conversation. “—wrapping things up. Tomorrow maybe?”

      I hold my breath and wait until he speaks again to sneak down the stairs, avoiding the creaky one that might give me away.

      When I hit the bottom one, I break into a run, pleased the alarm hasn’t been activated.

      I yank the back door open, don’t bother to lock it, grab a banana, then dart across the back lawn calling Roger’s name as quietly as I can.

      His ears prick up when he sees me, but he hops to the right, then starts running in a wide arc.

      I groan as he starts leaping in the air, obviously enjoying his freedom and binky time in the wild.

      There’s no use trying to catch him, he’s too fast, and having too much fun to come when I call him.

      I glance back at the house, wishing I’d locked the back door when I spy something coming out of the shadows that makes me jump out of my skin.

      Two men, one almost the size of Jaxson and a scrawnier one have crept around the other side of the house.

      I have no idea whether Zane has seen them, but they’re so fixated on the door, that they don’t see me as I duck behind the closest bush.

      I’m so close I can hear what they’re saying. “Stay here in case the neighbor comes back. The bathroom light is on upstairs.”

      The bulkier one grunts and adjusts his gruesome mask. “This better be the right place. The boss just said a ditzy little blonde. No one said nothin' about a Marine living next door.”

      Stupidly, that irritates me. These oafs are breaking into my house, and they’re insulting me?

      After a few more gripes, they open the door and laugh at how dumb I must be to leave the back door unlocked after they scared me a few nights ago.

      For all the wrong reasons and out of sheer insanity, my fists curl at my sides, and not for the first time in my life, I wish I had a weapon handy.

      I pat my pockets and nearly cry aloud when I feel the unyielding lump that is the cell phone Zane made me carry.
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      Zane

      I’m sitting watching the screens, feeling like crud for leaving Roger outside when the motion sensor I installed next door goes off.

      I hold a breath as I check it out, praying tonight I can finally catch the thieves and put an end to this.

      Dammit!

      Felicity isn’t taking a bath at the end of the hall, she’s in the garden.

      I squint at the screen and make out the reason she’s ignored me again.

      She’s found Roger and he’s having his freaking binky time.

      I let out a curse and push back from the desk ready to go haul her back inside when she freezes, looks to the left and I do the same.

      I lower myself back on the chair and zoom in. Even in night mode, her face is grainy but I don’t need high res to know what she’s doing when she jumps behind a shrub.

      I scramble to switch to the camera at the back door, have enough time to confirm no one is at the front of the house, and have my cell ready to hit dial when I hear a creak on the stairs.

      As quietly as I can, I ease myself up, pick up my Glock and shift back behind the open door.

      I take a breath, and release it, breathing through my nostrils as adrenaline surges through my body.

      I have no idea if two of them are in the house.

      But the second they step inside the office, they’ll know this is a trap. I mess this up, and they run before I can call for backup, we lose our final chance.

      Now straining to hear, I lean forward slightly and shift my weight so it’s evenly distributed.

      A shadow falls across the floor, signaling at least one is at the threshold. I don’t wait for them to see the surveillance equipment, I kick the door as hard as I can.

      When it hits something solid, and I hear a response, I swing my gun arm toward the sound.

      I have half a second to react when the shadow in the hallway lunges at me.

      I grunt at the impact as I land winded, but still holding my gun as I catch the glint of a knife just before I roll out of striking distance.

      I scramble to my feet, skirting around him, blocking his exit as he swipes clumsily at me.

      “Give it up, I don’t want to shoot you in here,” I growl at him.

      He doesn’t do anything but curse. Any sane person would have given up by now and his knife strikes are becoming increasingly unpredictable.

      He’s on something. Just great.

      He loses his footing and bangs into the desk, giving me an opening. I slam the handle of the gun down on his knife hand, and with a kick send it skittering out of his reach.

      For the first time, he speaks. And it’s a nasal whine with a strung-out edge to it. “You’re not supposed to be here,” he says.

      “Well, I am. Now put your damn hands in the air,” I growl.

      His hands start to raise, but at the last minute, he picks up the closest object, my night vision goggles, and throws them at me.

      It hits my chest, making me more annoyed he might have damaged them than anything, but as I take a step forward, another object is in his hand, a glass paperweight, and he blindsides me with it.

      I stagger slightly, now thoroughly pissed off, I squeeze the trigger and watch him go down like a sack of potatoes.

      As quickly as I can, I check I got the sweet spot between the shoulder and collarbone.

      When I’m sure he’s still breathing, I swipe the blood out of my eyes and then look at the cameras again.

      There’s another masked hulk of a man on the grass outside the backdoor, but as I leap to my feet and run down the hall, dripping blood all over the floorboards, that’s not what worries me.

      One thought and one thought only on my mind.

      Where is Felicity?
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      Felicity

      For the second time that evening, I seem to lose all common sense.

      I pull my hair out of my ponytail, take off my glasses and step out from behind the bush.

      “Yoohoo!” I yell.

      Masked man number one spins around, and as I spy the flick knife in his hand, I belatedly rethink this idea.

      I stagger towards him, thrusting my chest out and flicking my hair as I fake a hiccup.

      “Hey, sugar, it’s not Halloween,” I slur.

      He backs up a step, the eyes beneath his Leatherface mask darting from my face to my chest.

      “Who are you?” he spits at me.

      I giggle and do my best Marilyn Monroe impression. “My name’s Candy. I came all the way from Portland to see the jerk next door, but he’s not home,” I say.

      He mutters something about me being a drunken whore from the ball, so I giggle again.

      “Hey, Mister! I’m a respect-ick-able lady. He’s the one who’s at some stupid singles thing, he said he’d be home,” I slur.

      I’m now standing so close, that I can smell his deodorant and the reek of weed on his clothing.

      It’s dumber than dumb, considering he’s twice my size, but I peer up at him and tilt my head. “Wait a minute, Zane? Baby? Is this like that time in Vegas we were dressed up in costumes?”

      He moves forward a step and grabs my arm. “Get out of here you stupid bint,” he hisses at me.

      I wince as his fingers pinch my bare skin and have to grit my teeth to keep from crying.

      “Alright, alright, you were the one who called me. Next time you want a booty call, have some consideration. And get the damn date right.”

      I start to turn my back, my heart thudding uncomfortably against my ribs as he reaches out and grabs me again.

      This time, his arms lock around my waist. “Wait a minute. Since you’re here…”

      All my bravado vanishes as I find myself staring into his hideous masked face as his gloved hands reach for me.

      I cringe, praying for a way out of this when a loud bang makes us both jump.

      I don’t hesitate, I take my chance, grab his shoulders, slam my knee into his junk, and bolt as he starts to yowl.

      I just make it back inside the kitchen seconds before I turn to find a bloodied Zane staggering toward me.

      The man outside groans again and tries to get to his feet before Zane pounces, smacks his fist into his face and we both watch as he slumps on the grass.

      “There were two,” I pant.

      Zane swipes blood off his head and grabs my arms. “The other one isn’t going anywhere. You came looking for that damn rabbit again, didn’t you?”

      I try to shake him off. “Did you just shoot someone?”

      He blinks and seems to be having trouble focusing on my face. “Are you okay?”

      I nod. “Are you?”

      He doesn’t have time to answer, the backyard fills with the flash of red and blue lights, car doors open and shut and there’s a trample of footsteps before Garrett appears in the back garden.

      He takes one look at the man lying on the ground, at Zane, and issues orders to his men.

      “You got them both?” he asks Zane.

      Zane gives him a clipped nod, and I’m sure I catch a hint of confusion as he looks at me. “You called my brother?”

      Garrett answers for me. “She called me from the back garden and then stalled one of them long enough for us to get here. She’s the reason you aren’t in more pieces.”

      I can’t resist smiling despite how exhausted I’m beginning to feel. “Does that make me Zane’s backup?” I say.

      Garrett laughs but Zane just groans and presses his hand to his head. Either he’s in pain or he’s still fuming I didn’t listen to him.

      At Garrett’s insistence, we sit at the kitchen table while activity bustles all around us.

      I don’t have to see the man Zane shot upstairs. Garrett kindly takes him out the front door as I try to still my shaking hands.

      Zane’s eyes never leave me and I’m sure he has plenty to say, but he doesn’t get the chance.

      Jax arrives carrying a medical bag, and not-so-unexpected news. “Lots of neighbors wondering what’s going on. If you feel up to it, might want to let them know you’re okay.”

      I guess that’s nice?

      Jax opens his medical kit and pulls on a pair of latex gloves. “Is Zane okay? That’s a lot of blood?”

      Zane doesn’t seem too bothered, he just tilts his head back and lets Jax expertly clean the blood away from the gash above his eye. “Headwounds bleed a lot. It’s not deep, I’ll be fine. Your paperweight isn’t though. He chucked it at me,” he says.

      I wince and fidget in the chair. “Is anything broken?”

      His lip curls into a half smile. “Yeah, the paperweight.”

      Jax eyes shift to the officer walking past. “Hate to say this. But your house is a crime scene. You need to find somewhere else to sleep tonight.”

      I think of the lovely bath I ran upstairs, which leads me to remember why I went outside in the first place.

      I jump to my feet and am out the back door so fast I nearly ram into Garrett. “Roger!” I say by way of explanation.

      He doesn’t try to stop me so I sidestep orange cones and uniformed officers and go back into the garden to where I last saw Roger.

      I search everywhere he could be hiding, but when I see no trace of him, I gingerly step out the front gate and start my search on the street.

      I’m getting so close to hysterical that I can barely get out the words when well-meaning neighbors try to ask me if I’m okay.

      None of them seem to understand me, it’s like I’m speaking a foreign language and for all the good it does me, I may as well have been.

      I reach the end of the street, completely out of hope Roger hasn’t been hit by one of the police cars as they drove here.

      Stifling tears, I make my way back to the house, legs, and heart heavy as more vehicles arrive outside my home.

      I’m so distracted, my eyes on the road, I miss that someone has come alongside me.

      A woman’s voice purrs soothingly as she looks at me. “I’m not sure what it is you’ve lost, but maybe I help you look?”

      I turn and look and see a woman, around my age, with a sharp nose, startling green eyes, and a dark bob haircut smiling at me.

      In the moonlight, she looks like The Cheshire Cat and my stomach sends me a little warning this is not a woman to be trusted.

      I shake my head. “Thanks, but no.”

      Her smile doesn’t shift. “You’ve had an eventful night. First the ball, then all this.”

      I stop walking and stare at her. “Pardon me?

      She smiles again, no longer looking like The Cheshire Cat but Cruella de Vil on the hunt for puppies.

      “Do you like the attention? Is that why you do these things?”

      My lungs seize as my stomach dips to my sneakers. “What things?”

      She opens her mouth, but she doesn’t get a chance to elaborate on what these things could possibly mean.

      Garrett is approaching, and given his hand is resting on his gun, whoever this woman is, he is not pleased she’s here.

      “Ms. Wilson, I said I’d give you an official statement back at the station,” he says.

      She lifts her nose. “I wouldn’t be doing my job if I didn’t try to get interviews,” she says.

      My body tenses at the serious expression on his face. “And I wouldn’t be doing mine if I didn’t tell you to stop accosting a witness.”

      He puts his hand on my shoulder and steers me back to the house, waving away neighbors who want to talk.

      I glance sidelong at him. “Was that the reporter?”

      He frowns and nods his head. “Unfortunately,” he says.

      I don’t have a chance to ask if I should be worried, a frazzled-looking police officer carrying a cage appears.

      “Took me thirty damn minutes to find this thing,” he complains.

      Garrett grunts. “Good. Next time you’ll be more careful,” he says.

      As the pet carrier is grudgingly shoved into my hand relief floods through me.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Don’t thank me. Zane got everyone to prioritize a Search and rescue op,” Garrett replies.

      Zane did that?

      Before I can say another word, Garrett takes on a stern expression. “You put yourself in danger disregarding Zane’s instructions not to leave the house tonight,” he says.

      I start to protest when he gives me a grin reminiscent of Levi’s. “But I’m very glad you won the auction for him,” he says.
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      Zane

      My vision has started to swim and I can feel pressure at the back of my eyes.

      It may not have happened the way I wanted it to, but I’ve accomplished what I set out to do. And with Jax’s help, we even managed to locate the reason Felicity was outside.

      “She saved your ass twice tonight,” Jax says.

      I don’t even register half of what he’s saying. But I register that.

      “I know,” I mutter.

      “Funny,” he says.

      It’s not funny. Not in the slightest.

      “She could have been hurt,” I grumble.

      Jax frowns at me. “She seems okay. You. Not so much.”

      I try to frown back at him, but it’s impossible with him trying to patch me up.

      “That damn rabbit,” I say, “Belongs in a stew.”

      Jax flicks my forehead making me flinch. “You’re not fooling anyone. You didn’t have to threaten Dave so he’d help us look for Roger,” he says.

      “I was worried you’d refused to treat me. Your bedside manner is lousy,” I mutter.

      “Better me than Levi,” he says.

      That’s true. Levi’s not great with blood, needles are even worse, and other bodily fluids make him throw up.

      “Where is he?”

      Jax grimaces. “On his date. With three of the ladies,” he says.

      “Good. It’ll teach him a lesson,” I say.

      Jax looks around the kitchen as he tidies away his medical kit. “Will any of this teach you a lesson?”

      I frown at him. Hard to do when your forehead is screaming in pain. “What am I supposed to learn?”

      He closes the kit with a snap and shakes his head. “Felicity didn’t need to help with any of this. But she did. Think about that.”

      I’m too shattered to think about why Felicity helped. But I know better than to dismiss him. When Jax speaks his mind, it’s never without cause.

      “You and Felicity can stay at mine tonight. I’ll go get my gear and stay at yours,” he says.

      I doubt Felicity is going to be happy about that arrangement. Even if she has Roger back.

      He turns to go, and I slap my palm on his forearm and hold him in place.

      I don’t offer a word of thanks. Or tell him we couldn’t have done it without him.

      He already knows. Just like Levi knows I’ll forgive him. And Garrett knows he can always count on me. No matter how much I grumble.

      The bond we share is as much a part of the Reid DNA as the ocean is.

      I’ll always have his back and he’ll have mine.

      He bobs his head. “Any time brother,” he says.
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      Felicity

      I’m so dog tired, I barely recall giving Garrett my statement, or the brief trip to Jax’s small apartment.

      I do remember tumbling through the door, with a pet carrier and overnight bag thinking there’d been some mistake.

      I was too tired to process what that might be. All I wanted was a long shower, to take a sleeping pill, and to fall into bed. Even if it wasn’t my own.

      When I opened my eyes again, I’m in a small bedroom, modern, with a bathroom attached, and there is a glorious sunrise and the most spectacular view of the ocean I’ve ever seen.

      Somehow, I manage to crawl out of bed and take a shower, checking the bathroom for anything Roger could damage, before exploring the rest of the beachside apartment.

      Skillfully designed, Jaxson’s home consists of a large living area, a kitchen with a breakfast bar, and like the restaurant and bar beneath, has a panoramic view of the Bay.

      It’s sparsely decorated, has an abundance of plants, and a giant flatscreen dominates one wall.

      I yawn and pick up the note left on the spotless countertop.

      Help yourself to anything you need.

      And feel free to order from the restaurant menu.

      Jaxson

      If he’d been here, I would have hugged him for being so thoughtful. And probably will the second I see him again.

      Zane isn’t awake yet, probably still sleeping in the larger bedroom next door to me, so I make some coffee, as the sun casts a golden glow over the water.

      I find a packet of bagels, split two, push them into the toaster, and search Jaxson’s large refrigerator for something to spread on them.

      I find a vegan butter replacement that tastes good, so I take my bagel, and coffee and sit as close to the window as I can get.

      I thought my harbor view was incredible, but this is just stunning.

      I stand gazing at the view, alternating between sipping and chewing until I could almost forget about the mess my house is probably in.

      I’m so mesmerized by the ocean that the knock at the door sounds overly loud.

      I ignore it in the hopes that it’s not important, but one look at the parking lot side of the apartment tells me it is.

      There are a half dozen cars parked up, and I don’t recognize a single one of them.

      The knock gets louder. “Felicity? It’s Nicki. Jax told me it was okay to come up.”

      I leave my coffee half-drunk and hurry to the front door. Nicki rushes inside red-cheeked and screaming bloody murder.

      “That bitch reporter was filming the ball! She had a hidden camera and mic or something. She was interviewing people without getting consent! Can you believe her? This town is about to undertake the closest thing to a witch hunt as I’ve ever seen!”

      I shake my head, trying to make sense of what she’s talking about. “Nicki. Slow down. Who are all those people in the lot?”

      She throws up her hands. “Ugh! More reporters. And they’re all here because of Jacky Wilson’s smear piece.”

      “I can’t even imagine what this will do to ticket sales next year. She called the women who buy tickets pathetic, oversexed, with too much money and no brains!”

      “She did?”

      Nicki loses a little of her bluster. “Well, not in those exact words. But the meaning was clear. She also accused us of rigging the auction and said the men in the Bay aren’t worth the admission price!” she says.

      I rub my temple and watch the little bit of peace I’d found ebb away. “Maybe Garrett can—"

      “She’s managed to piss off everyone in one single article!”

      She spins her phone around and shows me the headline.

      Blueskin Bay’s Annual Charity Bachelor Auction a Sham! Hundreds of women duped as infamous local girl wins Catch of the Day.

      Infamous? That’s a stretch. “What does she mean by infamous?”

      Nicki is too fired up to answer me, she’s off on a tangent and I’m struggling to keep up.

      She throws up her hands and slumps into Jaxson’s plump sofa. “I had no idea she was a reporter. Loose lips really do sink ships,” she says.

      I perch on the edge of the sofa. “You talked to her?”

      She winces. “Viola keeps telling me to keep my trap shut. Now I know why.”

      Nicki looks so downcast I try for a smile even though I’m not sure if this can be all her doing.

      “I’m sure it’ll all blow over.”

      She shakes her head and flips her phone around again and shows me a picture of my front door. There are gifts, flowers, and too many casseroles to count.

      “Um. I don’t understand. What is all that?”

      “My big mouth isn’t used just for evil. Everyone knows you helped catch the thieves.”

      My head has started to hurt. One minute she was talking about the reporter, then the ball, and now the break-ins I wasn’t supposed to be talking about?

      “That’s great. Is that why she called me infamous?”

      Nicki looks sheepish. “I’m so sorry Felicity, when she started asking questions about who won the auction, I blabbed about you being from away. That witch must have searched for your name or something. She linked that video of you to her report. Now all of the media who picked up the story have it too.”

      That video.

      Two words I’d hoped never to hear again.

      Nicki’s voice fades in and out as the view that was peaceful and calming minutes ago, has started to spin.

      “It was a lousy thing to do. Everyone I’ve talked to agrees. The story was about the ball, not about who won the auction.”

      My voice comes from far away. “What did she say about me?”

      Nicki tries to sound comforting as she pats my arm. “No one cares what she said. That’s why I called Levi as soon as I saw it. I wanted to tell you before you freaked out. And to come here and apologize since this is my fault.”

      I should be grateful she’s not laughing, I guess. The last time someone told me that they were trying to keep a straight face.

      “I’m sorry, truly,” she says softly.

      But nothing she can say will help. It doesn’t matter if she’s sorry. It’s too late.

      No amount of ‘sorry’ or ‘we all make mistakes’ no kind-hearted but ultimately useless ‘I was a party animal too in my day’ will.

      None of it can make up for the real thing people are always thinking.

      Nicki’s probably thinking about it right now along with all her friends.

      I’m just glad I wasn’t with her that night.

      My right leg starts to tremble so much I’m worried I’ll fall off the sofa.

      Somehow, I find the ability to speak. “Thank you for the warning,” I say.

      “Are you okay? You’re all pasty,” she says.

      I manage to smile and mumble something as I usher her to the door. “Sure. I just want to be by myself,” I say.

      I ignore her concern or likely guilt, almost push her out the door and lock it before I make it back to the nearest chair.

      Numbness spreads over me as I stare unseeing at the view that held such wonder only moments ago.

      I should have guessed this would be the moment Zane would choose to sit opposite me holding his phone in his hand.

      There’s an odd mixture of defeat and triumph etched on his face when he speaks.

      “Are you going to tell me about this? Or do I have to ask Garrett why he’s kept it from me all this time?” he says.
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      Zane

      Even if Levi hadn’t called and woken me up, I overheard enough of what Nicki said to connect the dots.

      While Levi felt like crap for being the bearer of bad news, and Jax may not know, Garrett’s been withholding vital information.

      As much as I want to go straight to his place, I owe it to Felicity to hear from her before I go lay into him.

      She looks deflated. Like someone just pushed a pin in her and she’s given up.

      There’s no sign of the woman who’s fought me every step of the way and has prioritized her rabbit over her own wellbeing.

      Even her voice is flat, emotionless as if it’s too painful and she’s disconnecting from it.

      “That depends on whether you want to listen,” she says.

      I do. I need to know how the nervy woman I rented our house to, is also the woman everyone in the Bay has now seen topless and screaming just before she’s handcuffed and thrown in the back of a police car.

      “What happened?”

      She doesn’t look at me as she answers. “Does it matter?”

      “Everything about this video matters to me,” I say.

      Her eyes stay locked on the water as she speaks. “I didn’t know my drink was spiked until the next day. I don’t even remember most of that night. If there wasn’t footage, I’d never have believed I was even capable of behaving like that.”

      “Who recorded it?”

      Her lips tug downward. “My fiancé. His name was Phillip. He was supposed to be looking after me, but he passed out somewhere. One of his friends got hold of his phone and posted it to social media.”

      I don’t know what to say. What a dick. Who films the woman he wants to marry and then passes out?

      I’m getting riled up, so I default to interrogation.

      “Did they charge you?”

      “No. They let me off with a warning.”

      At least that explains why Garrett didn’t tell me. A conviction would have been significant enough to void her application.

      My gut knots. “That’s why you hate phones and why you were freaked about the cameras?”

      She spreads her hands. “Imagine if the person you trusted the most recorded you at the lowest moment of your life and then every person you knew saw it. You’d have a strong distrust of cameras too.”

      I probably would. And I would have done my best to avoid them too. I’d also have smacked the tar out of the people responsible.

      She eyes my phone. “The footage was everywhere. All the social media platforms. People kept sending it to me via email, via messaging apps. For weeks. All my co-workers saw it. I stopped sleeping, I couldn’t eat. And I started having panic attacks every time I got an email or text.”

      “What about your family?”

      She chokes out a bitter laugh. “My mom and dad divorced when I was thirteen. And they were both equally disgusted and ashamed of me. It didn’t help that my dad worked for my fiancé’s dad. They needed to blame someone, so they chose to blame me.”

      Guilt has started to claw at me for being so hard on her. She’s lost everything, and I treated her like a suspect.

      “My boss was nice about it. Embarrassed, but he gave me a reference and I tried to find another job. I even dyed my hair and started wearing fake glasses. But it didn’t make a difference. The video seemed to follow me everywhere.”

      That explains a lot. Her glasses aren’t even real.

      “But why Maine? Why Blueskin Bay?”

      She toys with the half-empty coffee cup on the table. “Stupid really. I’ve always loved the movie, Mermaids. And I just thought, wow, I could do that, just pick a place on the map and go there.”

      My eyebrows rise. “You threw a dart at a map?”

      She tilts her head at me. “You’ve seen the movie?”

      I can’t meet her eye, so I cough as I come up with an excuse. “Mom liked it, I saw it once, I think,” I say.

      Her lips curve into a half smile. “The dart landed on Maine, but it was so huge and I’d never really been to the beach, so I just picked the place I liked the sound of.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “Just like that? You didn’t have a job to come to? No friends nearby?”

      “All my friends were too embarrassed to be seen with me.”

      “Does anyone know where you are?”

      She screws up her face. “Now they do. But they’re hardly likely to come to see me, are they?”

      I hope they don’t. For their sake. I’m not sure what I’d do if her ex came here. Dunk him in the Bay or worse probably.

      I shake my head at her. “You didn’t know anyone here and you didn’t have employment, what were you going to do for money?”

      She shrugs. “I wasn’t exactly thinking that far ahead. I just wanted to get away. Then Viola came over the day I moved in, she introduced me to Nicki and it all seemed to work out okay.”

      “Until you made yourself a target last night,” I add.

      Her lip quivers. “I’m going to have to leave town, aren’t I?’

      I run my hand over my chin. That she’s worried about being forced to leave is just about the best thing I’ve had her say since I woke up.

      “Don’t jump too far ahead. We live by a different code in Blueskin Bay.”

      She snorts a laugh. “Well unless your code includes wiping out that video my future here isn’t any brighter than it was in Arizona. That footage is out there forever, if I have kids, they’ll see it. I thought I could escape it, but I can’t.”

      “No. You can’t. None of us can. We make a mistake it changes who we are. It becomes part of us.”

      “Is that supposed to be comforting?”

      Think before you speak, Zane. Break the habit of a lifetime.

      “I’m not good at offering comfort.”

      She surprises me by laughing. “You can learn. If you really want to.”

      I smile sidelong at her. “Is that why you bid three grand? You’re planning on teaching me how to be a better person?”

      She runs her fingers through her hair. “I don’t know. I can’t explain it. I just knew I had to do it.”

      “Do you even have the money?”

      At the way her hands start to twist in her lap, it’s obvious she didn’t have it to spare. “I was going to buy a car with it,” she says quietly.

      It’s a struggle to keep my voice level. “Because you were planning on leaving if someone found out?”

      Her eyes meet mine. “I hoped no one would find out here! I was sick of asking Nicki to drive me places, but I don’t suppose there’s much point now. Now everybody knows, I have no reason to stay here.”

      My chest has started to feel tight, and my throat is constricting. Somewhere in my brain, a voice that sounds an awful lot like my mom’s is prodding me to say something before Felicity packs up and leaves.

      I was so busy trying to figure out what she was hiding, that I never considered what would happen if my actions caused her to leave.

      Or how that would make me feel.

      “Don’t go,” I say.

      Her mouth parts and she looks so stunned, I stare at Jax’s glass table instead of her.

      “I’m no good at this sort of thing. But I do care about you.”

      “Since when? You’ve always been a jackass to me,” she says.

      My eyes snap up, register the annoyance on her face, and for two seconds she just stares wide-eyed at me waiting for me to say the right thing.

      But old habits die hard, and I say the first thing that comes to mind.

      “Maybe if you had listened a little more, I wouldn’t have been,” I say.

      Her eyes narrow. “You’re blaming your bad behavior on me?”

      “I’m saying, you could have been hurt. And I didn’t want that to happen,” I say.

      A flickering of rose brushes her cheeks. “Oh,” she says. “I didn’t want you to get hurt either,” she says quietly.

      I swallow. My throat getting thicker with every second I sit here with her.

      “What happened with you and your fiancé?” I say.

      She juts out her chin. “He called the wedding off when his parents found out.”

      My lip curls. “He’s an idiot.”

      She scoffs. “And what would you have done? All of his friends and co-workers saw that video. And every single one of the people invited to our wedding too.”

      I don’t hesitate. “It wouldn’t have happened if you were engaged to me. I never would have left your side,” I add.

      I don’t breathe. She doesn’t seem to be either.

      “I believe you,” she whispers.

      We both move at the same time. Then her lips are against mine, and I’m kissing her way too hungrily.

      Her hands creep under my shirt and she moans into my mouth, and it’s all the encouragement I need.

      With a grunt, I pick her up and carry her into Jax’s spare bedroom where she slept last night.

      I’ve made her miserable the past week, at least this is one way I know how to make it up to her.

      And if she’ll let me, I’ll spend the rest of my life making it up to her.
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      Zane

      After falling asleep, I woke with my arm draped over Felicity and way too much on my mind to rest.

      I give up, and ease out of bed, disturbing Felicity as I go. She mumbles something undecipherable, still half asleep. “Go back to sleep,” I whisper.

      As quietly as I can, I check Roger’s where he’s supposed to be, then dress, and grab the spare key so I can let myself back in when I’m done.

      I use the internal stairs and find Jax in the kitchen downstairs.

      As soon as he spots me, he immediately points to the sink. “Wash up. Most of my kitchen staff either got lucky last night or are nursing hangovers. I’m on my own till ten thirty.”

      I wash my hands in the sink, scrubbing under my nails, and thinking as Jax chops onions behind me. “You still fully booked?”

      Jax sighs. “Ten cancellations for dinner tonight. But lunch is still on. A lot of women aren’t happy about the article. They’re heading home early.”

      “I’ll bet they were. That article made everyone look bad.”

      Everyone else who was booked out for this weekend will be losing money all because some two-bit reporter finally got the scoop she wanted.

      Jax glances at me as he slices through peppers. “Levi’s at your old place. You managed to get blood through half the house,” he says.

      I pick up a potato so I can peel it. “I haven’t checked in with Garrett yet, have they processed the crime scene?”

      Calling it a crime scene doesn’t make it any easier to stomach I shot a man in my parent’s old bedroom, or it could have been the last room I ever saw.

      “Guess so. He wouldn’t be allowed there if it hadn’t been,” Jax says.

      He’s obviously busy, so I quit talking and act as a kitchen hand, peeling potatoes, lugging crates of fresh crabs in, and shucking oysters.

      When I’ve put in as much time as I can, I make him a coffee, slap him on the back, and ram a baseball cap on my head before I slip out the side door.

      There are still a few cars parked in the lot, and I can see reporters buzzing around, pissing off everyone they meet.

      No one who came here for the singles’ night is interested in having their faces splashed over the papers, and as I hurry to my truck, it’s obvious the damage done has been more severe than any storm.

      Hundreds of businesses in the area, from helicopter pilots to harbor cruise operators, all rely on the tourism dollars these singles balls bring in.

      And as much as I hate them, they serve a purpose. We need the fundraiser to happen or SAR will have to start charging people they rescue.

      I pull out of the lot unseen, and drive through town, far emptier than it should be on a long weekend.

      Normally the stores are filled with out-of-towners, our only coffee shop crammed with hungover women searching for sugary caffeine, helicopters, and Cessnas would be overhead, and the beach and harbor would be breathing room only.

      Today, I count under half of what I’d expect to see, and a lot of rental cars are parked outside the Police Station.

      I drive by, getting angrier the more I drive. This is my town, and one article has destroyed the livelihoods of hundreds of families.

      But now it’s even more personal than that.

      Jacky Wilson, Carey’s Creek's one and only hack reporter would have known Felicity was ashamed of that video, but she shared it anyway.

      And that was her biggest mistake.

      Like the vultures they are, reporters are circling when I pull up at the house.

      Levi’s truck has been recovered from the park, and is outside, along with a BBPD truck.

      Garrett’s assigned a reserve to stop people from trespassing, Jim Kelly, thankfully, not Dave, or he might have denied me entry out of spite.

      He waves me through and glares at the young reporter dumb enough to ask a question.

      I know Levi will have the back door unlocked, so I head around back, looking up at the cameras I installed.

      Now we’re winding things up, I’ll probably have to get back to cleaning up next door.

      With a coat of paint and a tidy-up in the garden, I could get it ready for summer. That begs the question I’ve not had to ask myself.

      Do I really want to go back to living on Dad’s boat? The Salty Dog was never meant to be home, just a place to sleep.

      I step back inside the kitchen, now so clean I know Jax must have had a hand in it.

      The kitchen stinks to high heaven of cleaning products and flowers someone has brought for Felicity.

      There’s a lot of baking, cakes, and muffins, and when I open the refrigerator still mostly full of the groceries I bought, it’s so packed I have to rearrange it all just to close the door.

      Levi has a tendency to get distracted, so unless he’s feeling incredibly guilty, there’s no way he’s scrubbed Felicity’s kitchen until it shines.

      I’m proven wrong when I climb the stairs and find Levi on his knees, shirtless, cursing loudly, and covered in sweat as he scrubs at a blood smear on the wooden floorboards.

      From the looks of him, he’s been here since sunup. Considering he’s probably still recovering from the night before, he’s probably feeling worse than I thought.

      He looks up at me, rocks back on his heels, and winces. “Not sure which is worse, cleaning up his blood or yours.”

      I reach for a brush, but he smacks my hand away.

      I don’t push it. I know he wants to make it up to me, so I sit down. “Remember when I broke your nose?” I whistle. “You bled all over the living room rug and threw up. Cried like a girl too.”

      He smirks, touches his nose, and keeps on scrubbing. “How’s Felicity?”

      I lean my head back against the wall and look down the hall. I’ll have to check the damage inside, but from what I can see, Levi’s done a good job, and he’s airing out the room.

      There’s no way I want Felicity coming back in here until it’s perfect.

      “Worried about what people think of her.”

      Levi laughs. “Have you seen the kitchen? And that’s not all of it. Jax had to take some to your place next door,” he says.

      I smile and Levi eyes me. “Something’s wrong with your face…your teeth are showing, it’s been a while since I saw it, but it’s almost like…it can’t be…Zane Reid, are you smiling?”

      I pick up the scrubbing brush and hit him square in the gut. He lets out an ‘oof’ sound but grins back at me. “I told you she was sweet,” he says.

      “You did. And she is. Might be the first time in your life you were right about something.”

      Rather than insult me, he just laughs.

      I stretch my legs out as I watch him clean. “How was your date?”

      He groans. “You ever tried satisfying three women all at once? At one point there, I considered joining the priesthood.”

      I chuckle as I listen to the rabble outside. “Town’s looking empty. You might not have to worry about it anymore.”

      He shakes his head, pausing to take a long chug from his water bottle before speaking. “We need to find a different way to fundraise then. One that will still bring Flatlanders to the area and make the guys who want the attention happy too.”

      “Ayuh. Posers like you,” I say.

      He leans back and lifts his arms so he can show off his bare torso. “And who wouldn’t want to show this off?”

      “Anyone with a right mind and an ounce of modesty,” I growl.

      He drops his arms and grins maniacally. “You weren’t there last night. A couple tried to stuff dollar bills down my pants. They wanted me to take it all off,” he says.

      I start to laugh at how stupid that sounds when he sits upright. “They did pay. They always pay. And they always want more Bachelors. Every single year.”

      Before I can grumble again, I twig to what he’s talking about.

      “Every year,” I repeat.

      Levi nods. “Just not for all twelve months.”

      I choke out a laugh. “You think this is a good way to raise funds? You think women would pay?”

      He shrugs. “Why wouldn’t they? It’s a tried and tested method. Firefighters and cops do it to fundraise, why not us?”

      I’m about to argue against this but he just grins maniacally. “Jax would sell it on reputation alone. Think of how many ladies in the area would pay to see him get his kit off? And Garrett owes you. You might have to give him something for it though.”

      His eyes meet mine and my phone is in my hand and I’m dialing before I think about it.

      Garrett answers on the third ring. In the background, I can hear a lot of women all talking at once and several overwhelmed cops trying to deal with them.

      “This better be good. Fifty-nine ticket holders want a refund and I’m still waiting for the Feds to come pick up the guys you and Felicity mangled.”

      That makes me chuckle. “I was calling to see if you need some help?”

      “You can’t help unless I deputize you,” he says.

      I think about the maggots crawling around outside and I don’t even hesitate. “Deal,” I say.
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      Felicity

      When I wake, blurry-eyed, and groggy, Zane’s gone, but he’s left a note on his pillow.

      Had to take care of a few things, I’ll be back around five.

      Still yawning, I shrug on a t-shirt and stumble into the bathroom to check on Roger.

      He’s happy to see me and probably as desperate as I am to get outside.

      Jaxson’s apartment has provided a welcome respite but at some point, I need to venture outside and face the world again.

      Trusting that Zane would call to say I should stay hidden makes it a little easier to work up the courage to peep outside to see if the reporters have disbursed.

      A few cars are still parked in the lot, but one is Jaxson’s van and another one seems to belong to a family walking along the shore.

      I feed Roger, promise we’ll be home soon, scrub my face and teeth, then step into the shower.

      As I wash my body, this morning repeats pleasantly in my mind dislodging the nerves I’m still feeling.

      My grumpy Marine proved to be quite an attentive lover. Just when I thought he’d given all he had, he managed to hold out until I was certain he was trying to prove a point.

      I’m still smiling when I dress, make some coffee, and hear a knock at the front door.

      The smile slides from my face and I stop breathing as I wait for my visitor to announce themselves.

      No one says anything making my anxiety return. I can’t call out or I’ll give myself away, so I stay where I am, and hope whoever it is goes away.

      Jaxson’s phone rings, making me jump. I stare at it, heart thumping, and nerves returning tenfold as Jaxon’s deep voice rumbles through the apartment.

      “This is Jax, leave a message or call the restaurant,” he says.

      Beep.

      “Felicity? Are you there? It’s Nicki. Call me if you get this. Riley Jones has been trying to reach you about the necklace.”

      Click.

      I sink onto the closest chair and try not to assume the worst. Riley might just be calling to organize the delivery of her diamond.

      She may not have seen the video. She might not want to cancel her order.

      “And you haven’t just lost the biggest client you’ve ever had,” I mutter.

      I’m so lost in my misery the next knock at the door gives me whiplash.

      Now in no mood to deal with nosy parkers, I stomp to the door and peer through the peephole.

      When I see Garrett Reid talking on his phone, while simultaneously scribbling something on his pad, I yank the door open immediately.

      He looks up, gives me a distracted smile, and walks inside as he carries on talking. “Uh-huh. Yep. Sure. I can hold them until then. But if someone isn’t here by noon I’ll have to drive them to Portland myself. I can’t hold them here. My cells are overflowing as it is,” he says.

      Whoever it is on the other end is obviously not happy, but Garrett ends the call and sighs.

      “Apologies. I knocked then the Feds finally lowered themselves to call me back.”

      That at least gives me something else to think about.

      “About the thieves from last night?”

      He nods and casts a longing look at the coffee pot. “That fresh?”

      I skirt the kitchen island and pour him a cup as he perches on a stool.

      I slide a cup towards him and pour myself one too. “Zane’s not here,” I say.

      He takes a sip and sighs in pleasure before he replies. “I know. I just left him at the station. I came to see you.”

      My eyebrows lift. “Zane’s at the police station?”

      The corner of his lip lifts as if he’s suppressing a smile. “Ayuh. So, how are you?”

      I frown at him and nestle my cup between my hands letting my warmth soothe away the worry Nicki’s phone call brought.

      “I’m okay. I’ll be better when I can go home again,” I say.

      He nods, takes another sip, and spies the bagels on the counter. I slide them toward him.

      “You can go home in a few hours. I needed to collect all the evidence and Levi wanted to make sure it was cleaned up first.”

      A shudder runs down my spine as I think of the blood trails in the kitchen. I managed to avert my eyes and only see a bloodied handprint on the wall when I ducked inside my bedroom to collect a few things.

      I can only imagine what state the rest of the upstairs was in.

      “I’ll have to thank him,” I say.

      Garrett smiles as he takes a bite and chases it with a gulp of coffee. “It’s us who should be thanking you. Without you, we wouldn’t have caught them, and Zane would probably be lying in the cemetery next to Mom and Dad.”

      A lump is forming in my throat, joining the knot my stomach is already in. One morning with Zane may have been an incredibly sexy distraction, but it doesn’t change the fact my life in Blueskin Bay will never be the same again.

      The video is out there now for all to see. Including the man who must have known all along.

      “Why did you rent the house to me?” I say.

      He must have been prepared for me to ask because he doesn’t hesitate.

      “I spoke to the arresting officer in PHXPD. He didn’t even need to look up the case. He remembered you. Said you’d been roofied probably by your friends as a prank. He also said you were mortified, incredibly polite when you sobered up, and that the guy you were with was a douche.”

      The knot doesn’t loosen any, just grips a little tighter as he finishes the last of his dry bagel.

      “You know, Mom had a great scripture I think applies here.  ‘For what fellowship has righteousness with lawlessness?’”

      I’ve never had a police officer quote scripture at me before. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning I think you’re a good person who had lousy friends. My family isn’t perfect Felicity, Lord knows Zane isn’t, but he will always protect you. And he’ll always try to do the right thing by you. We all will. It’s how we were raised.”

      I blink repeatedly, trying to stem the tears before they can erupt. I’m so overwhelmed by emotion that I can’t speak as he gets off the stool and turns to leave.

      My feet suddenly move toward him, and he doesn’t stop me when I throw my arms around him.

      He pats my back and squeezes me gently. “And don’t worry about anyone around here. You won’t get any trouble,” he says.

      The door opens just as Garrett finds me a tissue and Zane walks in.

      For a moment I think I’m seeing things before Garrett laughs. “Looks good on you,” he says.

      And he does look good. Really good. Wearing a police uniform, complete with a badge, belt, and shiny boots, I’m not sure what to say.

      As Garrett slips out the door, Zane explains. “I’m a reserve now. Just issued all the reporters outside our house with trespass notices.”

      I sniff and wipe my nose. “Our house?” I croak.

      A deep groove forms on his forehead, pulling the bandage down with it. “Sorry. Slip of the tongue. Your house?”

      There’s such hesitation in his voice, that I pull him closer. “Well, I do like the sound of it being our house,” I say.

      His arms slip around my waist. “That mean you want me invading your privacy for a while longer?”

      I bite my lip. “I’m happy for you to stay a lot longer. As long as you take the cameras down,” I say.

      “They’re still good secur—"

      I cut him off with a kiss that makes me forget all about what’s happening outside Jax’s apartment.

      I’m almost ready to suggest we make use of Jax’s hospitality again when he breaks the kiss and pulls out his phone.

      “I need to show you something.”

      I groan. “Please no more phones.”

      “I think you’ll like this,” he says.

      I try to protest but lose the ability to speak when I see a photo of Zane buck naked with nothing, but a life buoy positioned at his groin.

      I stare at the photo, at his face, and don’t know what to say. “Um…”

      He just shows me the next one which has my jaw dropping.

      Levi’s naked and carrying a well-placed firehose.

      Any other time this might have been amusing, but I still have to call Riley Jones, and I’m still reeling from how sweet Garrett was, and that Zane is now a cop.

      “What the hell is this about?” I snap.

      He cringes. “Should have given you context first. It’s an idea Levi and I came up with. We think we’ve found a new way to raise money each year. I’m January’s Catch of the Month,” he says.

      He flips the screen and starts scrolling through shirtless shots of some very attractive men.

      As I’m still fighting to comprehend he keeps talking almost as fast as Nicki does. He seems genuinely enthused about this.

      “Jax has agreed as long as he can choose the shot. Garrett’s asking the higher-ups, so we’ll need a sub just in case they think it’s inappropriate or whatever.”

      The penny finally drops. “A calendar? Of the Boys of the Bay?”

      He nods his approval. “That’s good. I’ll tell Levi we should call it that.”

      I shake my head that this is what he’s been doing while I’ve been worrying.

      “How did you get all this done in such a hurry?”

      “A lot of guys took exception to that article, and we called in a few favors. Asked them to send Levi a shirtless photo and then we asked Viola to choose next year’s so no one would get their noses out of joint.”

      I groan. “You asked Viola? She knows about the video?”

      He eyes me and looks irritated for a second. “She said you were a beautiful girl with tremendous breasts. Didn’t see why you were embarrassed about getting them out.”

      A squeaking sound escapes my throat. “Tremendous?”

      His face softens. “Well, they are but that’s not the point. I’m telling you about the calendar. With this many of us in the buff, no one is going to be talking about you. But they will be talking about the Bay again.”

      I choke out a sob. And another. Then don’t seem to be able to stop crying.

      “Are you okay?”

      I scrunch up my face, blubbering so much he’s looking increasingly alarmed.

      “I’m, this, is, I,” I blurt.

      Words have failed me. My body is failing me. I want to speak but I can’t phrase what this means to me.

      He hands me a tissue and leans back as if I’m going to hit him. “I was trying to fix this. And trying to make you happy,” he says.

      I blow my nose loudly, take a shuddering breath and manage to answer him. “This is the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me. Of course, I’m happy!”

      His shoulders relax. “Thought I’d screwed up there. I was ready to blame Levi.”

      Tears are streaming down my face, my nose is running, and I’m so stunned, I’m sure I must have stepped into an alternate reality where grumpy Marines are sweethearts and people are kindhearted, generous, and forgiving.

      “I just can’t believe your family is going to do this just for me,” I splutter.

      An odd look crosses his face, then a tentative smile, before he steps closer as if about to impart something of great importance.

      He cups my chin and gives me the widest smile I’ve ever seen him wear.

      “Why wouldn’t they do it? My family knew I was in love with you before I did,” he says before his mouth claims mine.
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      Three weeks later…

      Felicity

      As we walk toward The Outrigger Nicki looks at me. “Are you sad about losing Riley’s contract?”

      I’m a little distracted as I answer. After three weeks of calm, today seems like a storm has been forecast and I’m not sure I’m ready for it.

      “I was. But I’m happy to keep my business small. I’m not sure I’m ready for the big time anyway. Too much publicity,” I say.

      Zane’s fingers lace with mine as if giving me courage. “Sure, you want to work with Thelma? Not sure if I can compete with all the guys in the books you two read,” he says.

      We both laugh, and I send him a look that reassures him he’s better than anything I could find between the pages of a book.

      Nicki spots a couple of her friends, and it still makes a surge of warmth flow through me as they smile and wave in my direction.

      The crowd is larger than I expected. My hands are shaking and I’m so nervous, only politeness has kept me from refusing to attend the gathering outside Jax’s restaurant.

      A makeshift podium has been erected in the parking lot.

      Everyone I’ve met over the past three weeks who’s offered me a kind word, or a scathing comment about the media, is in attendance.

      Among them are Noah, his mom, his surly father, the owner of the Bed and Breakfast, Maggie from the pet shop, and most importantly to me, Viola is here, seated, and with a cigarette already in her hand.

      Blueskin Bay has no Mayor, but it has a town committee so the chairman, a short balding man with stubby hands, has everyone’s full attention as he speaks about the restoration of the boating club’s roof and the cost of storm damage.

      We’re right on time, but as Zane and I arrive way too many eyes turn my way.

      I let go of Zane’s hand, only to find pressure applied to the small of my back. “Steady,” he says quietly.

      Heart pounding painfully, and palms starting to sweat, I’m regretting showing up at what is my first public event since the disastrous auction night.

      As the chairman winds up, a splattering of applause gives me a warning I can no longer back out of this.

      Garrett Reid thanks the chairman and doesn’t waste any time.  “Thanks for coming out folks, I know we’re all busy so I’ll keep this brief.”

      He clears his throat and looks around at the faces gathered. “First an update on the break-ins. Thanks to a joint operation with the FBI, six people have been arrested in connection with the break-ins not just here but in Carey’s Creek and Turtle Bay,” he says.

      The crowd whoops and cheers as Garrett continues, “I want to thank my team for the countless hours they put in on this case. But I also need to thank Levi, Jaxson, Zane, and Blueskin Bay’s new librarian Felicity Michaels,” he says.

      My cheeks blaze to life as everyone raises a cheer and starts clapping.

      “Ms. Michaels not only subdued one of the burglars, but she also gave up her home and somehow managed not only to save my brother’s life but to make him a little less unbearable,” he says.

      Everyone but Zane laughs, though there’s a half smile on his face as Garrett beckons me to him.

      My feet refuse to move, I’m rooted into the sand, but Zane’s firm push and Viola’s cry of ‘Come on girl!’ somehow get me moving.

      Even though I knew it was coming, I’m still disbelieving when Garrett looks across at me.

      “On behalf of The Blueskin Bay Police Force, the wider Blueskin Bay area, and its residents, I want to offer our heartfelt thanks to the Bay’s newest permanent resident, Felicity Michaels,” Garrett says.

      The applause is so loud I flinch as Garrett shakes my sweaty hand and slaps me on the back. “Can you say something?” he says in my ear.

      This was the part I was dreading. I’m not good at public speaking at the best of times, but I promised I would, so I accept the framed certificate and look out at the crowd.

      “Um, I’m not really sure what to say, I came here hoping for anonymity but what I got was the opposite,” I squeak out.

      I take a breath and do my best to look at the people who have taken the time out of their day to come.

      “You are the nicest, most genuine, kindest people I have ever met, and I hope to someday be able to show you just how much that has meant to me. If there’s anything I can do for any of you, please let me know,” I say.

      “Marry my brother,” Levi shouts.

      I suck in a breath as everyone laughs and looks at Zane. No one speaks, there’s not a sound except for the waves rolling onto the sand.

      “What’s it to you? You’re not invited,” Zane shouts back at him.

      I’m so stunned they are joking about it, I stumble back to him, hands gripping the frame.

      Garrett has other news to share, so he lets the crowd settle down, warns Levi not to interrupt, and carries on.

      I gape at Zane, but he just winks and smiles as he reads the certificate.

      I didn’t think to ask what would be written on it, but the wording has my eyes blurring with tears as I read it again.

      Commendation presented to Felicity Michaels.

      For her selfless service to the Blueskin Bay community.

      We will forever be in her gratitude.

      Garrett Reid

      Deputy Chief

      Blueskin Bay Police Department

      I have to dig my nails into my palm to not cry but I don’t even care anymore.

      Being accepted into this community was all I ever hoped for, finding people who genuinely cared about me is almost beyond belief.

      While I’m still floating on air, Garrett carries on speaking.  “I’m pleased to report, we now have the budget for a part-time investigator,” he says.

      His eyes briefly shift to Zane who shakes his head. “Don’t look at me, I’m just a reserve,” he says.

      Given how much work he’s already put in, no one really believes that, but Garrett moves on and tells them all about the calendar.

      Now isn’t the time to talk about why Zane’s not really committing, so I just listen and try not to spoil the moment by wondering if I should call my parents and tell them.

      There was a time they would have been proud of me.

      But it’s been seven months since I left Arizona, and they were ghosting me for a month before I left.

      No matter the ache thinking about them causes, one look at the crowd gathered and I have my answer.

      These strangers were the people that embraced me when I needed comfort. They offered me their support instead of turning their backs on me.

      And as far as family goes, I have a feeling Zane and I will be starting our own soon enough.
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      Zane

      The official side of this gathering now over and done with, my eyes scan the last stragglers as they make their way across the lot.

      As surprised as I was to see Ethan with his family, I’m not surprised to see him hand over his keys to his wife and head toward the tavern.

      Noah needs guidance and a good role model. His brothers are fast turning into replicas of their father, either at sea or drunk, his mother works full time, and Noah’s in danger of falling in with some of the shadier characters in the Bay.

      “Something needs to be done,” I mumble.

      I didn’t expect Jax to hear me, but when I glance at him, he’s looking in the same direction. “I’m on it. You don’t need to get involved,” he says quietly.

      I quirk an eyebrow as images of Jax smashing Ethan’s head like a pumpkin flash in my head. “Should I ask?”

      Jax chuckles. “I just need a busboy, that’s all.”

      Should have known he’d already been thinking about it. Jax always was the sensitive one of the four of us.

      “You’ll have your hands full with your new girl and her bunny rabbit,” he adds with a slight smirk.

      With a smirk back at him and a headshake, I decide to watch Felicity as she says goodbye to one of Nicki’s friends.

      The sun is casting her in a golden glow, and her hair is blowing around in the breeze.

      I’m staring and I don’t care if anyone catches me. After drifting for months, I finally feel like I can feel the ground beneath me.

      Felicity’s my perfectly designed anchor. Her and her damn rabbit.

      I hide my smile as Garrett takes the stool closest. “You see the weather report?”

      I bob my head and look out past the breakers. “Going to get rough,” I say.

      Jax hands him a beer and leans on the bar. “Since you’re off duty for the first time in years,” he says.

      Garrett frowns and accepts the beer as he looks sidelong at me. “It hasn’t been years,” he says.

      Jax and I answer in unison, “It has.”

      Garrett doesn’t look convinced as he eyes me. “Sure you can tear yourself away from her for a few shifts this week?”

      I glance at Felicity as she rolls her eyes at something Levi said.

      “I need you to be Mr. March,” I say.

      He gives me the stink eye. “Just because the brass thinks it’s okay I get my rod and tackle out doesn’t mean I do.”

      I look at the death grip he has on his beer and laugh. “You’ll do it. You need a break.”

      He takes a long pull of his draft, swipes the foam from his mouth, and curses. “Blackmail is a felony,” he mutters.

      I ignore him and ask him something I never got around to. “What happened with Felicity’s fake alarm?”

      He beckons Jax for another beer and lowers his voice. “That was a bone of contention between us and the Feebs. The guy who sold Felicity the fake alarm was giving them the leads. He was an FBI snitch, they wanted to take credit for that as well.”

      That sounds accurate. The little experience I had with federal agents is they think small-town cops are hacks at best.

      “Are you sure you won’t reconsider? We have the budget now.”

      I shake my head. “It’s not about the money. And I’m here if you need me. You know that. But that’s your turf. I’d rather spend more time working with SAR.”

      I know he’s disappointed, but I also know that after a few weeks, we’d be butting heads, and I’d either undermine his authority or he’d wind up firing me.

      Me working when he isn’t is the wisest option for everyone in the Bay.

      “You were always more at home on the water than anywhere else anyway.”

      His head dips, he stares at the bottle and there’s a waver to his voice I didn’t expect. “You take after Dad in that respect.”

      Neither of us says anything for too long to be unintentional. When too much time passes and I can see we’re in danger of sinking into melancholy Dad’s not here to see another one of Garrett’s successes, I clear my throat.

      “I want to take Felicity out on Dad’s boat. Thought maybe we’d stay away for a few nights. I still owe her a moonlight cruise,” I say.

      Garrett’s eyes snap to mine and he looks about as surprised as I’ve ever seen him. “It’s only been a few weeks, are you going to pop the question?”

      I scowl at him. Why do my brothers know what I’m thinking before I do?

      “None of your damn business,” I say.

      He tries to suppress a smile, but his eyes crinkle as he fails. “Even if you are blackmailing me, it’s good to have you home again.”

      I look at Jax as he helps Viola to a seat he brought out of the restaurant, and at Levi who’s hefting a crate of bugs from his truck, and smile back at my eldest brother.

      “It’s good to be home,” I say.

      And for the first time since burying Mom and Dad, I mean it.
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        Would you like to read the alternative ending to this story?

        Click here to sign up to my mailing list and read for free as a special thank you.
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        Read on for a sneak peek at Hunted by Love.
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        Offering to help her was his first mistake…

        …falling for her—his second.

      

      

      

      
        
        Alessandra

        I’m supposed to be in Atlanta recovering, not chasing after an informant.

        But I have no choice.

        During the most important case of my career, not only did I sustain an injury, but my boss benched me.

        But I know something no one else does.

        I’m sure I know where my informant is hiding.

        I may be crazy, and it may be reckless, but I’m going to follow my hunch.

        Even if it leads me all the way across the country to an idyllic Bay in Maine.

        And even if it means breaking every rule in the book, I will get my man.

      

      

      
        
        Garrett

        I just want some time off, but Alessandra derails all my plans.

        She’s an FBI agent.

        In my jurisdiction tracking a dangerous fugitive…

        And she thinks she doesn’t need my help.

        She’s going to get herself killed, but I’m not about to let that happen.

        Not in my town.

        She can have her stakeout, but I’m not going to let her handle this alone.

        I’m going to stick by her side, whether she likes my company or not.

      

      

      

      
        
        This small-town family romance sits right smack bang on the line between steamy and sweet, features a small-town deputy hero falling for a sassy FBI agent heroine, is dipped in intrigue, laced with action, all blended with a large scoop of humor, and a dash of faith.

      

        

      
        Hunted by Love contains Pg-13 level language, toe-curling kisses, euphemisms, innuendo, and M-rated violence. If you are sensitive to any of these things this book may not be to your taste.

      

        

      
        The unfiltered version was previously published as "Close Quarters".
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      Alessandra

      I take a swig of stale coffee I got from a gas station in Carey’s Creek and squint out my dusty windshield.

      Objectively, it’s a pleasant view even to my blurry eyes.

      Dew is covering the road ahead in a fine layer of mist and the early morning light is casting everything in a warm yellow washing out the beach in golden hues.

      Out past the breakers miles of blue reach toward the horizon, contrasted by the green of the mountains running parallel to the highway.

      Dozens of traditional New England-style houses with steeply pitched roofs dot the hills.

      But the beauty of the Bay is lost on me, I’m too preoccupied with the mess I left in Boston and what the consequences will be when I return.

      I glance in my rearview and grimace at the gaunt-looking brunette staring back at me.

      Dark circles rim my eyes, my skin has taken on an unhealthy pallor, and I look about as terrible as a person can do.

      Having one of the most coveted jobs in law enforcement in the largest division of the FBI sounds great on paper.

      But as I consider what’s happened in the past week I’m beginning to wonder if I’m out of my depth.

      My Section Chief has zero confidence in me, my colleagues seem to resent my promotion, and I’ve lost more friends than gained since accepting my post in Boston a year ago.

      Being on call twenty-four-seven and always working ten-hour days means my life is consumed by work.

      Aside from watching my friends from college get married and start families, I haven’t seen my mom in over six months.

      I was ecstatic when I was accepted into Quantico, even more so when I was hand-picked out of the graduates to work with the Criminal Investigations Division.

      But when push came to shove, no one had my back in the Bureau and I’m beginning to think I’ve been given this job, not on merit, but because they had a quota to fill.

      Caught in my thoughts, I round the bend too fast and have to take evasive action to avoid an object in the middle of the road.

      I come to a halt a millisecond before I wind up in a ditch running the ocean side of the highway.

      I take a few seconds to catch my breath, cursing and muttering as discomfort burns through my tender abdomen.

      I can’t tell if I’m bleeding again, so I ease out of the car, my eyes on the massive oily creature smack bang in the middle of the road.

      When I’m sure there’s no traffic in sight, I tug up my shirt and take a look.

      Thankfully, blood hasn’t seeped through the bandage, but when I look up, stars prick at my eyes, and a wave of dizziness washes over me.

      I groan and clutch the doorframe and wait for the spinning to subside.

      I’m so distracted I don’t recognize someone is there until I see the shadow fall over me.

      I snap my neck up, hand going for my weapon as I shield my eyes.

      “No need to shoot me. Just thought you looked like you could use some assistance,” a masculine voice says.

      His face comes into view, and I drop my hand as I’m met with nearly six feet of dripping wet manhood encased only in swimming shorts.

      I squint at his face. A very handsome face. The kind of face that makes women forget why they don’t date.

      “You’re hardly dressed to give any.”

      He smiles and I hate how my stomach does a small back flip. “My gear is on the beach but I’m happy to change your tire for you.”

      I follow his gaze and mutter under my breath that I’ve got a puncture. “I don’t need help. I can change my own tires.”

      His eyebrow cocks. “I’m sure you can, Mrs.?”

      “Ms. Eason. Alessandra Eason, Department of Agriculture Conservation and Forestry,” I say.

      He chuckles. “Not likely.”

      I pause. Sure I misheard him. “I beg your pardon?”

      “If DACF were sending out a new field worker, I’d have heard about it,” he says.

      My spine stiffens. Just my luck. “You’re with the local police?”

      He nods. “Deputy Chief Garrett Reid. Since you know who I am, I’d appreciate you telling me why the FBI is sending someone out here with a lousy cover?”

      Inwardly I cringe he’s already picked me as a federal agent. So much for incognito. “Covering is a habit. I’m on vacation,” I grumble.

      He leans against my car, dripping water on the paintwork. “Does anyone in your office know you’re vacationing here?”

      I stay silent. The less I say the easier it’ll be for him to deny later.

      “It was a last-minute thing.”

      His eyes shift to my untucked shirt and then back to my face. “Anything I need to know about why you’re driving erratically?”

      “I wasn’t. So, no.”

      His chin drops a fraction. “You were. So, yes, you do.”

      If I could manage it, I’d throw my hands in the air. “Don’t you have anything better to do with your time than harass tourists?”

      His eyes travel to my side, and back to my face. “Where are you staying?”

      “Fisherman’s Cottage,” I answer swiftly.

      His lips twitch into a barely concealed smirk. “Interesting choice.”

      I don’t even want to think about what that’s supposed to mean. “Is that all? I’m tired and I need to get settled.”

      When he scratches his nose, I’m sure he’s doing it to conceal a smile. “My truck is right down there. Why don’t I drive you?”

      My side has started to throb, but I’m not about to accept his help. “I have the directions.”

      It’s slightly disconcerting standing on the side of the road having a conversation with a semi-naked man, even more so that he’s rattling me.

      He lingers for a few seconds before he nods. “Keep both eyes on the road and drive slowly, Agent Eason. The FBI isn’t the one cleaning up after careless drivers. I am.”

      With that, he turns and ambles across the road, giving the animal lounging inconveniently in the morning sun a wide berth.

      I slump against my rental, energy draining as I will myself to hold it together until I’m sure he’s gone.

      It’s only when I’m sure he’s slipped back down the bank to the beachfront, I notice the two white crosses marking road fatalities at the side of the road.
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      Garrett

      I sling a towel over my shoulder and watch as Alessandra struggles with a tire iron.

      I really should call MFS, the Marine Fisheries Services, but by the time they get here, Slouchy Sid the sealion currently blocking the road will be long gone.

      Unfortunately, Alessandra won’t be.

      Since I’m supposed to be taking this week off, I pull out my cell and call Zane, my second youngest brother, and the reason I’m not at the office right now. “Thought you should know, there’s an FBI agent in town,” I say.

      “Why?” Zane grunts.

      I scratch my chin as I watch her kick at the tire in frustration. “She declined to share that information,” I say.

      He’s quiet for a moment. “You think it’s about the burglaries last winter?”

      Of course, he’s thinking about that. He and his fiancé, Felicity wouldn’t have met unless she’d been living in our family home and had been targeted.

      “Whatever she’s doing, it’s not with the Bureau’s knowledge.”

      He curses. “What do you want me to do about it? Track her movements? Follow her?”

      I cover a laugh. I doubt Felicity would approve of any of that.

      “I’ll find a way to keep tabs on her. Long as you can keep up your end of our deal and cover my shifts this week,” I say.

      “I will. Don’t forget the photo shoot is on Friday,” he says.

      I groan. “Thanks for reminding me.”

      He chuckles. And as good as it is to hear my brother laugh again, it comes at my expense.

      Agreeing to appear in a charity calendar wasn’t the best call I ever made.

      “Let me know if you need me to track…what you say her name was?”

      “I didn’t. It’s Eason. Agent Alessandra Eason.”

      “Right. Let me know if you want my help, and I’ll dig up a drone I have. I need to go. Felicity dropped by with cookies.”

      When I hear a breathy giggle in the background, my mouth tugs to one side.

      “If you’re in my office, I don’t want to hear the details.”

      Thankfully, Zane’s not the type to share them. If it had been my younger brother Levi who’d snagged Felicity, he would have given me a blow-by-blow account of how many times and where by now.

      “We share the office.  And I’m not giving you any,” he says.

      The line goes dead, so I toss my phone on my clothes and double-check Alessandra hasn’t passed out on the side of the road.

      She’s a deathly shade of pale, obviously in a great deal of pain, but too stubborn to accept my help.

      I dry off, tie my towel around my waist, slip my trunks off, and get dressed for the day.

      When Alessandra manages to change the tire and is on the road again, I’m already waiting behind the wheel.

      I follow at a distance, close enough to be of assistance if she runs off the road again, but far enough back for her to not see me in her rearview.

      Alessandra Eason may not want or think she needs my help.

      But she’s going to get it.
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        Want to read more of Garrett and Alessandra’s story? You can find Hunted by Love at your favorite retailer or you can buy direct from my store.

        If you have a few moments to spare I’m sure other readers would like to know your thoughts on Sheltered by Love.

        Wishing you love and laughter.

        Sariah XX
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