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Chapter One
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The submissive under Garvey writhed against him. Her moans changed in tone, a sign she was approaching orgasm. He waited, listening for the crucial moment when the sounds escaping her shifted to wails. Her breath caught as she inhaled. Seconds later, she unleashed a high-pitched shriek around the ball gag.

Music to his ears.

This is it. This is going to be the one.

He tugged on the silver chain linking two clover clamps he’d attached to her nipples. She arched off the bed, seeking to ease the ache. But Garvey adjusted, pulling harder and maintaining the unrelenting force. Her skin, already marked with various shades of pink and red from his knives, flushed darker.

Fortunately he’d bound her before they’d begun. She was definitely a wiggler. No problem for him. Struggling was good. The chains securing her wrist cuffs to the headboard clanked together as she thrashed. But the clicker she clutched remained silent. The quiet of her safety device was a sign she enjoyed what he was doing.

No reason for him to stop.

Enola needed to receive pain as much as he needed to deliver it.

Perfect.

Wanting his hands free, he repositioned the chain, clipping it to a special latch carved into the ball gag. “Tip your head back, lovely. Show me how much you like the hurt.”

She complied, releasing a gut-deep groan as her inner walls fluttered around his cock.

So good.

He held himself high inside her, watching as she tipped her head back even more and exposed the line of her throat. Hands free to roam, he cupped her breasts, enjoying the way her flesh moved under his fingers. He molded and shaped the abundant globes, appreciating the way her voice sounded when she whimpered. Her wet heat grew hotter, and wetter, around him. She wrapped her legs around his hips, her muscles encouraging him to move. To give her friction.

“You have to earn your orgasm. You know that.”

She whined, tugging harder on the chain. He modified his grip, tightening his hold on her magnificent breasts. When he leaned forward, he nipped at a sliver of exposed skin and traced his tongue up to where the clamp fastened around her nipple.

As he wrapped his mouth around the metal and her flesh, he pulled his hips back and drove deep into her. She screamed, her thighs releasing as she opened wider. Her arousal coiled around the base of his shaft, drawing forth his climax.

But he held back, enjoying the way she felt around him. Nothing wrong with basking in the scorching heat of her pussy. Not when she felt this good. He thrust deep, over and over, as he continued to feast on her chest. The sweet flavor of her skin drew him in.

He rose on to his knees, gripping her hips to hold her in place as he continued his patient thrusts, stroking his cock through her wet heat to excite them both. The power he exerted over her was tangible. A potent mix of sex and sin. He plowed deep, rubbing the root of his cock against her clit each time he thrust.

When Garvey opened his eyes, Enola’s body was overlaid with a network of neon green lines. The grid flickered before vanishing, leaving only her lightly freckled skin. For a second, he thought he’d imagined what he’d seen.

Until it happened again.

Garvey swore.

He felt Enola’s hand against his jaw despite the fact her wrist was still secured to the headboard. “What’s wrong, baby?”

Garvey swore louder.

The bedroom and the furnishings around him shook, flickered, and vanished. A network of green shapes gleamed against a black background. The cluster of lines that had been his partner continued to writhe as though he was still fucking her.

“End program.”

The lines vanished, plunging him into utter darkness.

When he opened his eyes a second later, he was standing in the middle of the war room, fully dressed and glaring down at four members of his staff.

“Sorry, bossman,” Hackett offered. “Glitched again.”

No shit.

Garvey said nothing as he slipped off the U-shaped head unit he’d been wearing and dangled it off one finger. Olivia took the device, popping the side panel out as she walked away. She’d plaited her hair while he’d been in the machine. The woven pattern showcased the various shades of purple she’d used for dye. At least this week. Last month it had been several shades of blue. Pink the month before. She muttered something to herself as she moved behind her workstation and slipped on her glasses.

Garvey smoothed his pressed shirt, waiting for the lingering traces of the computer-simulated images to fade away. Both from his mind and his vision. A transition that jarring was a shock to his system. His brain was having difficulty working out what was real and fantasy. And since he planned on tearing each member of his team new assholes, he needed a clear head.

Breathing slow and deep, he forced the residual impression of the program to fade. Someday he hoped to eliminate this problem from the device, but for now it was the least of his worries.

“Your pulse is still high.”

“Good.” Garvey unclipped the heart-rate monitor Kessler had fastened to his index finger before the simulation had begun. “That means my body thought I was actually fucking a real woman instead of a bunch of pixels we crafted to resemble one.”

He’d worked with Hackett every night for the past week to develop the sim program that had glitched so spectacularly. His sexual preferences were nothing new to the close-knit group. And they’d needed something to put the platform through rigorous testing. Nothing better than heightened sexual pleasure to get the brain waves flowing.

“You know you can duplicate the same elevated heart rate to test the programs with some heavy activity other than sexual intercourse.” Kessler glared over the rim of his glasses.

“Where would the fun be in that?” Kessler glared harder. Sometimes it was just too damn easy to aggravate the stuffy physician. “Am I cleared, Doc?”

“For now.” Kessler Pine jotted notes as he made his way to the corner he’d set up his medical equipment in. Garvey wondered if the industrial-strength starch Kessler used to wash his lab coat had gotten to his brain. Or had been used to reinforce the stick that seemed to be permanently shoved up Kessler’s ass.

Then again, Garvey had hired the man for a reason, and his brusque attitude had nothing to do with his expertise. His brilliance more than made up for his lack of social skills.

“Hackett, I noticed a few glitches in the background fillers. See if you can’t smooth those out. Some edges were a little fuzzy too. Like there’s a gap between the pixels. See if we can get the alignment perfected.” The minor details were the least of their worries, but every nuance of the simulation needed to be spot-on.

“On it.”

Garvey turned away from Hackett, confident his coding man would get the job done without supervision.

Without fail, since day one, the sim had glitched whenever things kicked into overdrive. Didn’t matter which sim program they ran, either. Military exercise. Winning the Indy 500. Bomb tech dismantling an explosive device. Jumping out of an airplane. Sex. The simulator fractured as soon as the participant’s heart rate elevated. Olivia had nearly blown the whole damn unit last week when she’d boarded a rocket and tried to shoot herself to the moon.

The malfunction was a problem they were going to have to resolve. Soon. There didn’t seem to be any one area in the system that failed, so there was no one to lay the blame on. Not that Garvey would. Not unless someone had royally fucked up. Or blatantly screwed up the section they were responsible for.

But the dark circles under the eyes of every single team member told him they worked just as tirelessly as he did to perfect the components. That sort of dedication was why he’d selected each of them for this highly specialized project.

Expanding his company into the world of virtual reality was a new venture he wanted to get right. It was well beyond the realm and scope of GKM Technologies, which normally handled network security for hotels all over Oahu. He’d only recently branched out to take advantage of years of hard training by putting together a few teams of physical security for the same hotels. But he knew he was going to break this highly specialized tech team unless he found a way to give them some well-earned downtime. “How about we all check out for a little bit? Regroup here in three hours.”

Everyone grumbled about the forced time off but shuffled through the door. Except for Barrow Croft, his hardware tech. Garvey walked over to his workstation to find that Barrow had slipped on a large set of Day-Glo pink earphones that blocked out excess noise. Barrow had taken the unit from Olivia once she’d disassembled it. By the look of the mess on the scratch pad he was jotting notes on, Barrow was noting adjustments he wanted to take care of.

Garvey waited, but Barrow continued working without acknowledging him. Sighing, Garvey lifted the headphones off, tossed them carelessly to the side, and forced Barrow to stand.

“I’m not taking a break.”

“Yes. You are. Mandatory three hours. Even Doc is gone.” A miracle considering Kessler never seemed to sleep.

Barrow scowled, shoving his glasses higher on his nose. “Doc has a choice piece waiting for him at home.”

“Go home. Shower. Shave. Shit. Fuck your significant other if you have one. Fuck a stranger if you don’t. Doesn’t matter to me. Just don’t come back here before nine. I’m kicking you out of the building.” He maneuvered Barrow out of the office, locked the door, and set a new pass code. “Your three hours starts as soon as you get on the elevator. Standing there pouting and glaring at me just extends your time. Also means you’ll be late to the fun.”

Barrow continued to scowl at him for a full minute before flipping both middle fingers and turning away. Barrow was just conniving enough to double back, so Garvey waited a few beats before he followed. The elevator doors were sliding closed as Garvey turned the corner. The numbers on the floor indicator glowed orange, steadily decreasing until they stopped on the second-level parking garage.

Satisfied Barrow would find somewhere else to spend his time, Garvey checked the rest of the floor, found it empty and boarded the elevator. He set a pass code so no one could enter before the three-hour allotment.

If he had to strong-arm them, he’d guarantee they took a break one way or another. Forcing them to take the time was nothing new. Sometimes getting invested in an important project ate at everything. Better to step back and get a fresh perspective.

He knew he was a ball-buster, demanding their best effort one hundred percent of the time. But he drove himself even harder.

Instead of the three hours he given them, he’d take one. Time enough for a run and a quick shower. The break would give him an opportunity to shake off the fog clouding his mind. And pray they could either master the problem by five o’clock, or hope to hell his big-shot client wouldn’t demand to see the program put through its full paces right on the spot.

Somehow Garvey didn’t think he was going to be that lucky.
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Chapter Two
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The sun was barely over the horizon, and the temperature was already hot enough to melt the balls off a brass monkey. But even the heat wasn’t enough to keep Arden from her coffee. Not when it was one hundred percent Kona gold. Turquoise waters lapping at her ankles, white sand under her toes, and all she wanted was heaven in a cup.

That daily boost of liquid energy had been her greatest friend for the past week. Vacations meant early hours should be banned. But tell that to Lily. As a perpetual night owl, Arden could barely keep her eyes open before eleven in the morning without a caffeine high.

Luckily for her, the strip at Waikiki Beach was jammed with high-end, expensive chain brewing houses and mom-and-pop holes in the wall. Unluckily for her, most of them offered swill that should have been illegal to slap the coffee label on.

She’d tried them all in a whirlwind search for something to keep her on pace with Lily’s schedule. All that searching had resulted in the discovery of the best offering. Just steps away from her hotel. A blessing that made it easy to grab a cup while Lily showered each morning.

Brewhaha catered to local and tourist alike with a simple menu of coffee, coffee, and more coffee. No pastries. No fluffy, overpriced concoctions to muddy the decision waters. Straight-up coffee so fabulous, Arden had seriously considered inquiring about an IV drip.

“Bring on the gold.” Kali, the cart’s owner, laughed as Arden wiggled her fingers in anticipation. They’d gotten to know each other very well over the past week. Arden was certain she’d made a friend out of the most important person on the island. “That restaurant you suggested yesterday was top-notch. We managed to snag a late reservation last night. Closed the place down.”

“Seafood medley with jasmine rice?” As a London transplant, Kali’s accent colored the words with a touch of elegance. Everything she said sounded regal and important.

Or it could have been Arden’s sleep deprivation talking.

“Unwrapping that palm leaf was nirvana.” Arden sipped her coffee as she handed over enough cash for her order, plus a hefty tip. “Lily said the rare tuna was to die for.”

“You guys should give Chuck’s a try. Especially if it’s your last night. Lots of regular visitors say they’ve made it their tradition. Few blocks over on the other side of the street. Right across from the International Marketplace. Ask for a table out on the deck. If you get there right around five, shouldn’t be a problem. Gorgeous view of Diamond Head while you eat one of the best steaks on the island.”

“I feel like I’ve eaten my way across the island. Tuna on Waikiki Beach. That pad thai you recommended over in Haleiwa. The fish tacos over there too. Now you’re talking steak. When I go home, all I’m going to babble about is the food.”

“Just the food?” Kali gestured behind Arden with her chin. “Purple-shorts chap is making his circuit.”

Oh.

Besides her affair with the Kona, what occurred during the next three minutes had been a bonus to her early mornings. Arden spun and caught sight of the man wearing the purple shorts in question.

“Best part of my day.” Kali sounded wistful as they watched thigh and calf muscles bunch and release with each stride. Perspiration gleamed across his broad shoulders, arms, and pecs. And his shirtless state exposed colorful artwork on his forearms and torso. Even from a distance, Arden could see he was tall, with closely cropped hair so dark brown it was nearly black.

They admired the way his running shorts shifted with each stride. Unlike most runners she’d seen jogging around in the morning, he didn’t sport a complement of armbands. No music player, headphones, or cell phone in sight. A runner who found his zone just by pure hard work.

Good for him.

Though his exertion reminded her of all the food she’d indulged in this week.

“Guy runs past here every day at this time like clockwork. Way better than Big Ben back home.”

As the runner drew closer, they admired him openly. He was too caught up in his zone to notice them ogling, anyway. And what the hell? This was her last day in paradise. Kali would get to see him again tomorrow.

Lucky girl.

The first morning Arden had caught sight of him, she’d willed him to look her way. Not to notice her—she wanted to see his eyes to find out what color they were. But each and every morning, he kept his gaze down, his focus entirely on his running. A man on a mission.

She savored the image his body made as he continued down the path. The way his muscles moved under the shiny fabric of his shorts. She and Kali made identical noises of approval and dissolved into a fit of giggles.

She was glad someone understood. Lily had no interest in getting the slightest glimpse of the jogging hunk despite Arden’s vivid descriptions each and every morning as Arden returned to their room with her coffee.

Half the time, Arden swore Lily was a nun.

Minutes later, clutching her second cup of Kona and wondering when was the last time Lily had gone out on a date, Arden made her way down the curving path carving through the pristine Waikiki sand. While she’d started to grow homesick for the panoramic vistas just a few islands over, she hated to leave Oahu.

They’d planned on a filler day to sit around on the beach and drink in the tropical air one last time. If Lily ever decided to crawl out of bed.

The traitor who’d forced Arden out of bed so early every morning for the past week had grunted and pulled the sheets over her head when Arden had tried to wake her. To be fair, Arden had kept Lily out most of the night. She hadn’t wanted to waste a single minute of their dwindling time since they saw so little of each other. But she also hadn’t wanted to waste the opportunity to see Mr. Purple Shorts one last time, even if Lily was only interested in staring at the backs of her eyelids.

Right now, the only thing on Arden’s agenda was to lose herself in the Kona as she admired the beauty all around her. And the gorgeous sunrise peeking over the mountains at her back was throwing golden light on the low swells.

As she walked, she spotted a structure jutting out into the water with a covered portico at the end. Earlier in the week, on their way to the aquarium, they’d stopped to watch beachgoers—mostly children—jump off the end and into the water.

Now the pier was deserted. Arden decided it was as good a place as any to pay homage to the coffee gods. Small waves lapped at the sides of the concrete walls. During one of their tours, they’d learned the waves on this side of the island were far more active than on the historically turbulent North Shore this time of year. Shame. She would have loved to see some of the surfers in action on the massive waves.

Another reason to come back. Especially because she tended to lock herself away at home and get lost in whatever she was working on at the time. Spending a day at the beach wasn’t a priority when she could blast music while crafting whatever her brain concocted from spare parts.

With the rising sun at her back, she leaned against one of the posts. Leaving all this free time was going to be tough. But there were contracts to be fulfilled. Customers to keep happy so she could continue living in relative peace in the middle of nowhere on an island in the South Pacific.

She frowned at the sound of footsteps behind her even as she told herself it wasn’t as though she owned the pier. The quiet had been nice as long as it had lasted. Sighing heavily about the stolen moment, she turned to locate a trash can to deposit her empty coffee cup in.

And came face-to-face with Mr. Purple Running Shorts.

Time slapped Arden in the face, the impact so forceful it nearly stole her breath. The man came to an abrupt stop, disbelief shadowing his handsome face. “Arden?”

His voice slid through her, rousing fires that had been banked for years. Only one man had ever caused that reaction, and he was supposed to be in Langley diligently working to keep the world safe. Not beating a path down the shore in Waikiki.

“Arden Everhart?” He stepped toward her. The overwhelming aroma of hard work filled the space between their bodies. This was no hallucination. He was real and very much in front of her.

“Yes,” she found herself saying. “Been a while, Garvey. A long while.”

He flinched at the sound of his name, his face darkening a split second before a wide smile appeared. “It certainly has.”

The years had been kind to him. Very kind. Garvey McShea had grown up. And there was no doubt he’d filled out in all the right places. And this close, she saw he filled out the purple shorts nicely. “You’ve certainly grown into your skin.”

Did I really just say that?

She’d met Garvey at Camp Peary on a private training facility the CIA denied the existence of in Williamsburg, Virginia. Attraction had been hot and instant. A force so powerful they hadn’t been able to keep their hands off each other. Their days had been filled with hard work and training—and nights saturated with intense sexual encounters.

They’d graduated as operatives so sleep deprived it was a wonder they’d been able to keep their eyes open during commencement. But they had. And she’d been left with the memory of one hell of a train ride to Washington, DC, to begin a new chapter of her life. He’d obviously started one of his own too.

“I was about to start my cooldown. Can I walk you back to your hotel?”

Luckily Garvey was gentleman enough to ignore her comment. That charming piece of him was still intact. He always had been a hell of an enchanter.

She fell in step beside him, a position that reminded her how tall he was. And how tiny he’d always made her feel. Especially when she’d been hanging on to his broad shoulders.

“Here on vacation with your family?”

“Vacationing with a girlfriend. Sort of a mental checkout holiday.”

“Making the government pay for it, I hope.”

“I left the CIA a few years ago.” She swallowed, an odd sensation taking up residence in her stomach. Talking freely about her former job felt weird. Even after she’d separated from the Agency, she hadn’t told anyone what she’d done or who she’d worked for. “When my parents passed, they left me a farm in Maui that has been in the family for years. Seemed like the best place to escape. What about you? Still living it up as an operative?”

“I left a few years ago too.”

Surprising given his commitment to the department back in training. He’d gone balls to the wall, giving everything when he dedicated himself to a cause. Never satisfied with finishing in second place, he always needed to be number one. And it wasn’t because of ego. He simply demanded that much of himself.

She’d always assumed there were only two ways Garvey was going to leave the CIA. Old age or because he’d been killed in action. Though old age and Garvey weren’t two terms that meshed well together. Given the fact he’d been recruited into the Special Activities Division before graduation, Arden had always assumed he’d end up a nameless star on the wall at headquarters.

She pointed to the soaring hotel tower they were walking next to. “This is me.”

“Oh.” A shadow crossed his face.

Funny how playing catch up caused the minutes to race. Under different circumstances, she would have liked to spend more time with him. “It was good to see you again.”

“You too. Listen, if you’re free tomorrow night, maybe we could have dinner?”

She offered him a weak smile. “I’m leaving tomorrow morning.”

“I have a meeting this evening. Maybe a late dinner tonight?”

Still charming. Still persistent. “I’d love to, but I can’t. Last day with my friend. We don’t get to see each other as much as we’d like since I moved out here. I would hate to skip out on her at the last minute.”

“Hang on a second.” He jogged over to Brewhaha and leaned in to speak with Kali. A minute later, he returned with a cup full of Kona that he handed to Arden. His number had been scrawled up the side. “Give me a call if you change your mind or some time in your schedule frees up.” He waved as he turned, then jogged around the corner, out of sight.

Damn.

Fate was one fickle bitch.
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“Shower temp 101.” Water streamed down Garvey’s face as he angled his body toward one of the powerful showerheads.

Arden Everhart.

Not someone he’d expected to run into at seven in the morning on a sidewalk in Waikiki. The last time he’d seen her was graduation night. They’d skipped the celebratory bash at a nearby amusement park—no. Wait. That wasn’t their last night together.

They’d ridden the train the next morning from Williamsburg to Washington, DC,  The trip had been pretty uneventful, as he recalled. Until they’d slipped into a bathroom, locked the door, and indulged in one last desperate fuck.

He hadn’t understood the force of their need then. He’d been too young. Too caught up in getting as much sex as quickly as possible. It wasn’t until later that he was able to grasp what they’d been heading for. What they’d so desperately been seeking. Looking back years later, he’d realized that point had been the defining part of his journey to what he’d become.

Arden had grown up. And filled out in all the right places. In all the best ways. The low-cut, single-strap top she’d been wearing had cupped her breasts and exposed shoulders he’d once loved sinking his teeth into. Her brown hair was longer than he remembered, falling to her waist in a tumble of curls he wanted to sink his fingers in. He wondered if she still had the cascade of flowers ribboning down her back.

The faint wisp of her taste danced over his tongue. The phantom flavor of her unfurled through him, spiraling down to wrap around his cock and remind him how much they’d explored together as young adults.

Jesus.

The abrupt end of the sim had gotten to him more than he’d expected. Usually he shed any residual arousal with no problem. Filtered the tension into other physical activities. Such as running. But today his run had been interrupted by his past. He normally felt relaxed and centered after a run. Now he was itchy. Agitated.

As tension coiled through his lower half, he debated beating off just to be able to think. The big meeting he had later with the client would go a lot smoother if he bled off some of this energy. Hard to pitch the latest in virtual reality when all he could think about were the memories filling his head.

He gripped the base of his cock and squeezed tightly. The first stroke from root to tip sent him tumbling through time, reliving those stolen moments on the train. The opposite of what he wanted.

Thinking about Arden—both now and then—made him agitated and on edge. That damn meeting in several hours wasn’t helping matters. Sporting a big hard-on wasn’t going to win him a new client.

He needed to get back to the office. Run a few test scenarios in case the team couldn’t solve the issues. The last thing he needed was to start off on the wrong foot with this client. Not with the contract they kept dangling before his eyes.

But he couldn’t stop remembering what Arden felt like against him. Around him. Under him. The angles he’d liked so much years ago had softened. Become a sensuous woman he longed to get his hands on.

“Fuck it.”

A dollop of liquid soap on his palm, and he conjured an image of the inviting look she’d given him when he’d joined her in the bathroom on the train. Except now, when he had his hand around his cock slowly stroking from root to tip, she was lavish curves and feminine wiles.

A harsh drag of his hand hauled him back through time.

They’d danced around a lot of things back then. Touched on desires he’d spent time exploring as an adult. During his younger days, he’d had no idea what sadist meant. No idea how much he got off on causing pain to someone else. Or that other people would enjoy receiving that pain.

The past and present blurred, merging as he continued to stroke himself.

“Come here.” He tapped the steel sink, his cock twitching as she slowly walked forward. As she stepped into him, pink flushed her cheeks. But not from embarrassment. Arousal. She wanted this as much as he did. He positioned her pelvis against the bowl and gathered her hands in his before placing them on the wall to frame the mirror.

Their gazes met in the reflection.

Years ago, there had been latex between them because he’d had the sense to slip a condom on. But now, in the images living in his mind that he was jacking off to, the barrier didn’t exist. She was hot around him, her inner muscles gripping him as he slipped through her slick heat.

He tugged, pulling her ass against him so his abdomen hit against her each time he drove deep. She pushed back, rolling against him. He sped his pace, and she took it because she enjoyed fucking as much as he did.

Before long, the sound of their flesh slapping together filled the small area. He bowed over her and sank his teeth into her shoulder until she was whimpering.

Not out of pain but enjoyment.

She drove back, her cunt rippling through the climax along his hard length. She moved with wild abandon, seeking more relief. There was an impulsiveness about her he’d come to crave whenever they were together. He held her in place, fucking into her with driving, purposeful strokes.

She howled, pushing hard as she climaxed around him again.

Orgasm punched him solidly, yanking him off the train, out of his fantasy and back into his shower. Alone. And, despite his climax, still just as hard and aroused as he’d been before he’d started.

Just fucking wonderful.

* * * *
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Arden adjusted the shawl she’d wrapped around her shoulders. The walk over to the restaurant had been filled with doubts about why she’d allowed Lily to convince her this was a good idea. Lily had refused all of Arden’s efforts to go to dinner with her tonight, insisting she would regret not meeting Garvey until the end of days.

No one said Liliana Varghoss wasn’t willing to pull the drama-llama card.

“Can I help you, miss?” The hostess behind the podium smiled warmly at her.

“I’m supposed to meet someone here, but I’m a little early.” In her search for a clock, she spotted Garvey sitting at the bar. “I see him, thanks.”

She pushed through the heavy louvered doors separating the bar from the waiting area. Garvey sat on the far side, his back to the wall. She’d picked up the same habit during training. The mark of someone who felt the need to be constantly on guard. Someone who needed to know where all the exits were.

Though she’d spent her years in a tech lab at Langley, working for a covert government agency meant taking certain precautions. It didn’t matter that she’d never seen action as a field agent. Or that she was no longer employed by the Agency.

Old habits never died.

Her friends and family still had no idea she’d spent most of her twenties working for the CIA. She hadn’t wanted to jeopardize their safety by disclosing the truth. As far as they were concerned, she’d taken her love of science and jockeyed for a position at one of the top firms in the DC technology corridor.

Garvey met her gaze as she approached. Approval flicked through his blue eyes. Once she’d agreed to accompany Garvey to dinner, she’d initially decided to wear a simple red dress with a turned-down collar. Pretty. Elegant.

Lily had scorned her decision, insisting Arden had to wear the strapless, light blue dress she hadn’t found a reason to put on during the trip. Given Garvey’s reaction, Arden was glad she’d let Lily talk her into it.

Garvey stood as she approached, and she gave a quiet rumble of approval. He’d exchanged his purple running shorts for dark gray pants, a matching vest, and a light blue, long-sleeve shirt. He’d managed to pull off casual and sophisticated at the same time, a trick she’d never been able to master. Then again, even in his twenties, Garvey had worn some variation of a suit while everyone else was in jeans.

“Glad you decided to come after all.”

“To be perfectly honest, I didn’t think I was going to.”

“What changed your mind?”

The bartender appeared, refreshed Garvey’s drink, and took Arden’s order. She waited until he returned with the glass of white wine before answering. “Lily, the friend I’m here with, talked me into it. I didn’t want her to think I was abandoning her on our last night. But she insisted she was perfectly capable of entertaining herself this evening.”

Garvey raised his glass. “Please give her my thanks.”

The hostess called for them, gliding through the maze of tables to lead them out to the deck. A breeze blew in off the Pacific, ruffling the artfully arranged napkins on the table as they sat. A waiter appeared, set down glasses of water, and took their order.

“Are you enjoying your vacation?”

“Yes. It’s been wonderful. Sad that it’s over so soon, but it’s a yearly thing for us. We’re already making plans for next year.”

“Anywhere exciting?”

The list was easily a mile long. So vast Arden had to take some time to think about it. “Lily has her heart set on France. But if I take her there, I will never get her out of the Louvre.”

“She’s an art lover, I take it?”

“That’s an understatement.” They talked more about travel until another waiter appeared with their food. The inviting scent of the thick slab of sirloin caused Arden to sigh. “I really should have given Kali a bigger tip. She owns the coffee cart in front of my hotel.”

“The one with the lovely accent. I asked her for a napkin to write my number on for you. Told me you’d appreciate the coffee more.”

“I certainly did. She’s the one who told me about this place.”

“Excellent taste. I would have suggested it if you hadn’t.”

The smell of the food was too good to resist for long. After she’d finished about half of her steak, her curiosity got the better of her. “So what have you been up to? Besides running every morning on the beach.” She blushed when she realized she’d just implicated herself.

Garvey was a gentleman and didn’t mention it, though the knowing smile he flashed her way indicated he’d caught the slip. “I moved back to Hawaii when I decided to settle down. Well, when the choice was made for me. My parents elected to spend their time, money, and lives dedicating themselves to helping those less fortunate down in South America. So they sold everything, gave me full custody of my little sister, and I haven’t heard from them since.”

“Seriously?” She remembered hearing him speak briefly about his sister. He’d been out of the house already when she’d been born. One of those happy little accidents for people who thought they were done raising children. “I can’t imagine having that kind of responsibility thrust onto me so abruptly.”

“I couldn’t, either. I tried to make things work, but I needed to be gone too much. And Keira needed a steady home life. Deserved one, really. Especially after being cast aside so easily. I wanted to guarantee she had every opportunity available to her. So she became my priority.”

He’d given up his life, his career, to raise a young girl who had no place else to go. Valiant. And sexy. “How old is she now?”

“Eighteen. Just graduated high school in May. She was accepted to the Croft Institute for International Studies in Mississippi, which is where she’ll start in the fall. She’s already there now for an eight-week foreign language immersion academy.”

Pride wove through Garvey’s words the more he talked of his sister. She might have been thrust upon him, but he’d accepted the situation. And it sounded as though he’d done everything in his power to ensure she had the best education possible. “And how has it been for you? Adjusting to the empty house and having more time on your hands?”

“Strange at first. She’s been with me since she was a kid. I’m sure she remembers our parents, but she’s never asked about them. Never been curious about their whereabouts. Or why they gave her to me. Most kids could have turned it around and gotten angry. Spent their lives hung up on that whole I was abandoned and they didn’t love me deal.”

Shame that someone had to go through that in the first place.

“For whatever reason, it seemed to fuel her in another direction. She accepted their decision. Made the most of it. Not to say there weren’t some tough days in the beginning. Still are now and again. Especially when combined with the moody teenager streak. But now she seems to be out to prove that what they did isn’t going to define her.”

“Sounds like she has plenty of McShea determination running through her blood. What do you do now? Earlier today you mentioned leaving the Agency a few years ago. And with Keira off to college, you must have a lot of free time on your hands to fill.”

“Not as much as I would like.” He gave her a lopsided smile. “But I still keep the bad guys away.”

She laughed at the way his voice dropped when he answered. It had changed to a rumbling baritone that made her thighs heat and certain parts of her tingle. Guh. He needed to stop being so attractive. She was supposed to be catching up with an old friend. Not being charmed into revisiting their past. Or wondering how easy it would be to pick up where they’d left off.

“I own a company here on the island. Network security for most of the hotels. We just started branching out in the past few months to provide guard teams for hotels during private events. Or if they feel the need to enhance their surveillance for some reason. Celebrities. Diplomats. That sort of thing.”

Which sounded right up Garvey’s alley. “Was that what your meeting today was about?”

“No.” He grimaced. “That didn’t go as well as I would have liked. A new area I’m hoping to expand into and failing miserably. What about you? What are you up to these days?”

She went along with the topic change because it was clear from his body language he wasn’t happy discussing the meeting. An uneasy tension hardened shoulders that had been relaxed seconds ago. “Dabbling in biotech now. Mostly looking for ways to strip down current devices and make them wearable. Or at least more lightweight.”

“Is that what you did at Langley?”

“Similar. We were working on emerging technologies for the field agents when an opportunity presented itself. I got to be part of the first team to look into biotechnology when the CIA decided it was worth their time to learn more. Their department and knowledge has expanded greatly, but some of my ideas were a little two wild for the conservatives. I thought their heads were going to explode when I presented my research on ocular implants with display capability. No need for a computer when it is all right there in your field of vision.”

“You spooked the spooks.” He winked. “That takes skill.”

A skill she wasn’t looking to possess. “To be honest, I was also bothered by the idea that some of the items I was developing were being used right here on home soil. I wanted to help protect our country, not turn against it. So I took my ideas and left. I work out of my house now, adapting existing technologies into smaller packages for a few companies who are looking to stay ahead of their competitors.”

“Glad to hear you’ve done so well for yourself.” He shifted in his chair, leaning his elbows on the table. Devilish delight glinted in his eyes. “And knowing what you do now, I wonder if you would listen to a proposal I have.”
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Chapter Four
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Her heart sank.

Damn.

She’d looked forward to meeting him for dinner, sharing a nice meal, and catching up on the years. Clearly he’d asked her to join him tonight to work out a business deal. It was crazy for her to have expected this would be some kind of date even though he couldn’t have possibly known her area of expertise now. But there was no reason she couldn’t give him her undivided attention for a few minutes and then let him down gently.

“Sure. Let’s hear it.”

After the waiter cleared away their dinner plates, Garvey leaned forward again and lowered his voice. “Physically creating the mechanics of tech stuff has never been my strong suit. I always thought it was better left to those who understood it. Someone like you, for instance. Ideas, though, I have plenty of. One of the reasons my company has been successful is because I know where to go to get the resources I need. Last year I was at a trade show at the convention center a few blocks over and saw some of the virtual reality simulations being worked on.”

Despite her disappointment, her interest perked. She’d seen some recent work in that field, and though it wasn’t her area of expertise, she found it fascinating. “And you’ve made one of your own.”

“Nine months ago my team developed a simulation that is going to blow the lid off the industry and
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