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PROLOGUE
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EONS AGO, DIVINE ERA OF GODS AND MORTALS 

HOME OF THE GODS, MOUNT OLYMPUS

“GAEA, you must wake now. Trouble is on the horizon.” 

The mother goddess stirred. 

“Helios?”

She rubbed at her eyes.

Around her, the greenery blanketing her lush body shifted with her movements, caressing her face and sliding across the curves of her ancestral form. 

Above her, as she drew a deep breath of awareness, the wind it created rustled the leaves of the great Tree of Life that was a part of her. Below her bare feet, the soil smelled rich, waiting for her life-giving touch. With a gentle caress, she pushed her long silver hair from her celestial face. Her sky-blue eyes opened, focused on the purple-robed man before her. 

“What is of such concern to wake me?” 

The all-seeing God of the Sun’s luminous gaze roamed the lush thicket that protected the great Gaea as she slept, surrounded by her native form.  

“I’ve heard of a plan that needs your immediate attention, if we are to protect mankind, who I know you cherish.” 

Regal and graceful in her primordial beauty, Gaea stepped forward from the lumbering tree. With love, branches bent to her will, creating a staircase where her perfect feet tread. When Mother Earth stepped away from her sanctuary within the Tree of Life, the great limbs moaned in protest of the loss, then straightened, branch tips reached towards the darkened sky littered with flashing stars. 

“What is it you speak of, Helios? What did you hear, and by whose tongue?” 

Feminine hands brushed over his broad shoulders. Her blue gaze met his bright white ones. 

Around the pair the air moved, weaving past the forest and through the grass. Always curious, the night breeze played and tickled across their skin as it picked up, billowing her green dress, his rich robe. 

Forever listening, yet never revealing its secrets, the wind came to bear witness to this unexpected visit. 

“It is Cronos. He is in a tempest over mankind and Zeus’ constant desire to watch over them. He no longer tolerates being under his own son’s rule and has vowed to destroy Zeus and all that he loves.” 

Gaea shook her head. This was no old news to anyone living in Olympus, least of all her. Cronos, the youngest of the Twelve Original Titans, who sprang forth from her own union with Uranus, and proved to be the most volatile, jealous, and ego driven of all the heavenly hosts within the realm. 

The Deity of Time was never satisfied, his cruel tempestuous nature always stirring the universe, thriving on eternal chaos and disorder. 

Cronos craved change, yearned for power. While his heroic son, Zeus had earned his rightful place in the eons as King of the Gods of Mount Olympus. Bestowed with lightning and the thunderbolt, controlling sky and air with his shield, the Aegis, he brought rain to Earth to rejuvenate natural harmony. Forever devoting his steadfast force to presiding over law, order, and justice.

Never could life have produced two more opposite men. 

As Gaea absorbed the news, Helios continued, his voice rising above the breeze. 

“Cronos speaks of stealing the Virtues of Life, using them against mankind.” 

Gaea’s eyes widened. “He plans war?” 

Helios nodded. His blond locks bounced atop his head, topped with his golden, shimmering crown of the sun. Gaea noted his handsome, chiseled features now looked forlorn. His bright eyes and celestial glow dimmed at the truth he knew. One he wished he didn’t. 

She knew Helios was dealt many days of difficulty to bear his truthful gift of sight and sense, and tonight was no different. Often, he chose lesser deities or Titans to right the wrongs in the Universe. The Bearer of Light also acted, with faith, as the Eye of Zeus, showing the ruler all truth he needed to know. 

Yet tonight beneath the blanket of stars, his golden chariot and blazing white steeds rested in the West. Until their time came once again to harness Helios’ power to herald in the Dawn in the East. But for now, the golden young Titan came to her for help, a request of which she could never deny. 

Her eyes softened on him, adoring with the pure maternal love that flowed through her soul. Yet her heart beat erratically. 

“What more did you see?” 

“He is hunting for the Gems. And when he acquires them, he plans to destroy mankind to take down Zeus, once and for all. Cronos has left his bedchambers. His hunt has begun.” 

“You have not told Zeus of this threat?” 

Helios bowed his head. 

“Not yet. But I will.” 

Gaea released her grip on Helios’ shoulder, which had tightened with each word he spoke. Her wise mind focused on the Gems, recalling the hiding places she found for each. Like a good mother, she kept safe the sacred treasures from mischievous children. 

Even as she hoped Cronos would never find them, their places hidden for centuries, she feared the chaotic Titan would not stop until he did. 

As she contemplated what to do, even the wind sensed the stir of trouble, brushing Gaea’s long locks away from her face, kissing her skin with reassurance. 

She knelt on the lush grass beneath her, gripped a fistful of fertile earth. With fingers splayed, she let the dark soil slide through. As the dirt fell, her touch gave birth to a cascade of flowers. 

The air was pure. Earth was strong. Deities protecting man were wise and immortal. 

With that realization, she stood. A plan formed in her mind, one she feared she had no other choice but to act upon. 

“I need you to bring two people to me. Make haste, cloak your intentions and every step tonight.” 

“Of course. Who do you wish?” 

She reached for him once more, whispered her fingertips across his soft features. Her plan, if it were to work, lay not only in the others, but in Helios’ ethical nature and willingness to take an oath. 

“Bring me the sleeping Moon and the resting Dawn.” 

“My sisters, Eos and Selene? I do not understand how they can assist you with Cronos.” 

“Together they cannot. But with you at my side, your lovely sisters to cast light and hope into the hearts of men, we will have the army needed to stop Cronos in his tracks.” 
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HELIOS DID NOT question Gaea again, instead he whisked off his royal purple garment fluttered in the wind behind him. The bright light that exuded from his racing body dissipated in a white trail as he vanished into the forest, leaving Gaea in the darkness, in the garden of which she created. 

She turned in place, her bare toes depressing into the luscious grass beneath her. Vines adorned with soft pink flower petals slithered towards her, seeking to touch. Primordial Creator. Lower branches from the Great Tree swayed, their crisp green leaves moved to touch her bare skin. Each a part of her, her a part of it all. 

She moved from beneath the Tree of Life she spent infinite nights sleeping alongside and stared up into the vast heavens. Bright lights from all the realms in the Universe flickered like tiny beacons in the darkened sky. 

The moonless sky watched, waited. A new moon, beginning of another lunar cycle.  

Needing to be one with the forces of life, she closed her eyes, spread her arms open to receive the energy of all. With natural love, a plethora of flowering vines in every color grew from her feet, twined around her body, linked around her arms, touched her fingertips. 

She became encased in the world's beauty. 

“Give me strength for what I must do, what needs to be done to save not only mankind, but the good of the Gods as well.” 

The night air bore witness to her prayer.

Whispering now, brushing against her face, the wind heard her needs and kissed her face with all the love the world could give. 

“It will be done.” 

The goddess smiled. 

As others approached with haste, drawn to Gaea by the loyalty of Helios, the vines receded from her body to become a carpet of petals at her feet. She stood with patience, a heart filled with hope, knowing this nighttime summons would change destiny. 

Behind her, the sound of hoofs hitting the soft grass lifted her cheeks. 

Her warriors had arrived. 

“Welcome and thank you for coming.” 

She rounded to the sight of Helios’s glistening four-steed chariot, Selene’s stark white mare, and Eos’ glittering white wings as they fluttered to a stop behind her. The horses nickered, grazed on the lush foliage as the trio closed in on the great Mother. 

“Good evening, Great Mother,” a lyrical soft voice greeted. 

The slender blonde woman graced with a shimmery white gown stepped closer. Pale, silvery light radiated an aura of feminine strength and gentle power. 

Selene’s confused gaze, bright white eyes, penetrated her. An unmistakable and recognizable feature she shared with her brother. 

“What is this trouble you worry about, Gaea?” 

She motioned behind her. 

“Helios sent for me.” 

“As well, me.” 

Bright as the new day she personified, Eos stepped forward in her vibrant saffron colored gown, rosy cheeks flushed from hurrying away from her resting place in Oceanus. She stopped beside her sister, Selene, as Helios closed in behind. 

The women stood tall, their flowing garments billowed behind them. Eos adorned with the flowers of Olympus tucked around her waist and in her flame red hair, while Selene’s silvery aura glimmered under the dark sky. Helios, not much taller than his sisters, stood behind, his sparkling eyes penetrated hers. 

“What danger of such great importance has me woken before my time,” the Goddess of Dawn inquired with a yawn. 

Gaea smiled upon her army, bathing them in one as wide as she could conjure at that moment. 

The path ahead would be treacherous, that was for sure. But her trust in the three before her restored her faith in the decision she made. 

“I am unsure what Helios has revealed to you as the reasoning for my request.” 

She nodded in his direction. 

“But I will be brief as our time is dwindling.” 

She pivoted on bare heels and stepped away from the trio, her attention skyward, her mind on the Virtues of Life she’d hidden within the Gems. As she expected, the trio followed. 

“Cronos has gone mad once again, this time, I fear he will do far worse than he already has.” 

“Worse?” Selene gasped. “What could be worse than swallowing your own young? And out of fear, no less?” 

“You are right, Selene. Cronos has shown no bounds and hence why I fear for the fate of mankind.” 

She allowed her words to penetrate the quiet of the night. Her gaze perused their surroundings, her instincts on alert. 

“Cronos wants the Virtues of Life. He plans to destroy all mankind.”  

“He cannot. He has not the power to do so,” Eos interrupted.

Always the quick-thinking woman. 

“Cronos need not access their powers to wreak havoc on mankind. If he releases the pure bounds around them, then anyone can harness the stone’s powers. The Gems, their virtues, and their abilities will be unprotected from those of unpure heart and devious plans.” 

Gaea turned from them once more, moved with ease around several trees, stopped, and knelt to lower herself to the lush foliage beneath. She reached fingertips towards the soil, then through as if of sharp blade until she was wrist deep in the untouched bed. Her fingertips touched hot, uneven stone, and she sighed. The first was still untouched. She clenched her hand around it, pulled it through the ground. 

As quick as it was free of its hidden prison, its natural bright red glow bounced off each tree, every branch, flower, and blade of grass. 

Gaea turned, faced her army, held the Gem out for them to see. 

“This is the Destiny Gem. It is one of three. I hide the Vitality Gem and Prosperity Gem around Olympus. Inside each Gem is a Virtue of Life that I placed inside for protection. The Destiny Gem for love, the Vitality Gem for life, and the Prosperity Gem for happiness.” 

The great Mother looked up to the heavens. 

“These Virtues have been in my family since the beginning of time. They are the cure to all that is diseased.” 

Gaea returned her attention to the trio. 

“However, in the wrong hands they are the deadliest of diseases.” 

Gaea paused, felt the rush of wind that picked up around her. Her time was dwindling. 

“You will gather these gems, bring them to me. Once all three are safe, we must disperse them.” 

She looked to each of her chosen ones, meeting each one’s intent gaze. 

“Then we must take on the biggest quest we’ve known thus far, to thwart Cronos and save not only mankind but the Gods as well. And that means becoming one that he so craves to destroy.” 

“You want us to become mortals.”

Selene gasped, pointed behind Gaea. 

“To live on their planet?” 

The great Mother stepped forward, met the tall, lean warrior. She reached a gentle hand out, cupped the woman’s strong shoulders. 

“You will never truly become mortal, Selene. None of you will.” 

She met the concerned gazes of the siblings. 

“You will protect the Gems wherever they may take you. Shield them, keep them safe until the Gems have chosen a pure mortal to take your place.” 

She shook her head. 

“It is the only way. For now, it is of utmost importance that we gather the Gems before Cronos finds them.” 

The trio looked at each other, then back to her with a nod. 

Her smile widened. She never doubted them. 

With a wave of her hand, the trio dispersed. Eos on glittering white wings that spread flapped free. Helios on the back of his crisp white four-steed chariot. Selene atop her mare, legs to one side, hands on the reins. The trio separated in the night sky above her, each taking a different direction. 

Two with the bright white light of the sun and moon trailing behind them, the other soaring along the wind, her wings spread. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
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“NOW I’VE SEEN just about everything.”

A laughing male voice pulled Randi Ronin’s attention away from the tire iron she’d been yanking on for some time. She rounded on the voice and rose. One clenched fist jerked to her hip, the other tightened on the hard metal. Her brunette bob swung, brushing her chin as her head lifted. 

With the harsh sun above, she squinted at her unwelcome guest. 

“You find this funny?” 

“Interesting, actually.” 

She huffed. Didn’t this man realize the morning she just suffered through? Couldn’t he tell by the beads of sweat running off her brow or the ruffled nature of her best business suit and dust on her new three-inch pumps? She’d worked at the blown tire under the blistering July heat for well over an hour, only securing the last nut in place seconds before he stopped to leer at her bent over on the side of the deserted highway. 

And how long had he stood back watching her? 

As far as the eye could see, rolling hills splattered with vibrant green hemlock, white pine, and yellow birch trees hugged the highway connecting lower and upper Michigan. The same highway she sped along months ago, tears in her eyes, anger boiling her blood as she raced away from Chicago. 

The six-foot tall man towering over her cocked his head and chuckled, the features of his face shaded from the glare of the bright sun. 

“You need a hand?” 

Randi narrowed green eyes. Did she need a hand? Hell, what she needed was to wrap her hands around the neck of a certain over-muscled, testosterone-driven ape-of-a-mechanic. Tightening lug nuts to the point of molding the pieces into one was not conducive to her important plans for the day. Of course, neither was the deafening pop and panic she fought as she maneuvered her Jeep to the shoulder when it blew. 

But she couldn’t strangle a tire, only the mechanic. She wanted the man to pay for making her late for the most important meeting of her life. One promising to change her future and save her life. 

“Do I look like I need a hand?” 

Lifting the tire iron, her head motioned towards it. 

“I’m fully capable of handling a little car trouble on my own, thank you very much,” she spat her frustration, then pivoted on her high heels. 

She released another huff as she stomped towards the open hatchback. With a heave and grunt, she threw the tire iron inside the emergency repair toolbox before turning furious eyes on him. 

“I wouldn’t doubt seeing a woman comfortable in this element must be foreign to someone like you.”  

She moved to the discarded blown tire, intent on throwing it inside the Jeep. But he met her step, stopping only inches away. 

“Someone like me?” 

He paused as his dark brown gaze roamed from her auburn hair down her sleek navy-blue pantsuit, stopping on her Rockport shoes. 

Taking his time to find her emerald green eyes again, his dark ones squinted as a smile curved his lips, lifting his cheeks.  

“And what kind of person would that be, Miss... Miss?” 

His amusement clear in his deep voice, which fueled her fire even more. Randi reached for the flat tire, holding his bold stare. 

“Miss Independent,” she scoffed, tilting her stubborn chin. “And as I said, I’m doing just fine on my own.” 

“Look.” 

He shook his head, both hands raising in defense as his smile dissipated. 

“I’m not trying anything with you, and I’m not here to step on those pretty toes.” 

His gaze darted toward her petite digits. 

“I’m sure you’re fully capable of taking care of things, as you have so far.” 

His dark eyes met hers. 

“But please, at least allow me to be a gentleman and help a lady with a dirty tire. After all.” 

He lifted one shoulder, motioning toward the deserted country highway around them. 

“I stopped. If I don’t do something, it’ll look like I just stood around and ‘ogled’ at you while you did all the work.” 

“I did do all the work,” she argued. 

“Pish posh.” 

He waved both hands in the air.  

The amused look on his face nearly broke through the defenses she’d built around herself. Nearly. But one thing it did was slow her reflexes. 

Her eyes moved to his hands, his to the tire as he snatched it up off the ground. Three steps later, his long legs closed the distance between the back of her Jeep. With muscles rippling under his t-shirt, he hoisted it inside and closed the hatchback with a thud as he brushed his hands together, quite pleased with himself. 

“Well, Miss Independent,” he teased.

His smile returning, lighting his brown eyes. 

Randi swallowed the instant lump forming in her throat as she stared at the handsome man before her. 

He was beyond ordinarily handsome. He was stunning. His dark hair, styled into a windswept look just above his ears, feathered out in the gust of wind that breezed between them. His long, sculpted nose screamed masculinity while his full lips hitched upward in the corners with amusement, revealed hidden dimples. 

“It seems my help is no longer needed here.” 

He took a step closer, stopped as a grin lifted the corner of his lips higher. 

Her breath caught on the breeze filtering between them, taxiing his manly scent towards her. 

“But just so you know—I don’t find it foreign to see a woman of your caliber comfortable in this element.” 

He leaned closer, lips inches away. 

“What I do find exotic though, is the sight of one independent woman bent over on the highway displaying her polka dot panties.” 

Randi’s mouth dropped open, her earlier biting words forgotten. Her hands whipped behind her back. In seconds, she confirmed her worst nightmare—the waist of her suit pants was stretched down, sitting too low on her hips. Her fingers felt cute satin where polyester should have been. 

Wonderful. She sighed, knowing she’d mooned every passerby since her first heave-ho on the tire iron. 

“Well.” 

She cleared her throat, resuming her tough stance and narrowed brow. 

“I’m glad you enjoyed the show. I can only hope you’re not the kind of man who drives up and down the highway in search of a damsel in distress to save.” 

She crossed both arms over her chest. 

“Heck, my tire blew for no reason. Maybe you even placed booby traps out here, hoping to snare one.” 

The man tilted his head back and roared in laughter, before turning those deep dark oil pools onto her, one brow hitching.

“Booby traps, really? That’s the kinda man you think I am, Miss Independent? A highway creeper? And gee, I didn’t even jump your bones after the show I got.” 

The fun wink he threw caught her breath, disorienting Randi from the anger she fought to keep front and center. 

Handsome, charming men were dangerous. After all, a man just like him was the reason she was on the side of the road, alone, with only her limited tire-changing skills and a streak of bad luck. 

“Well, you wouldn’t be the first good-looking, crazy guy I’ve ever tangled with.”

As the words fell from her mouth, she wished she could pull them back. 

She just admitted to thinking he was handsome. Damn. 

Clearly, her gawker was amused as his grin widened. 

“Who was inspecting who?” 

He teased before taking a step towards his sleek, black SUV that glistened as the sun kissed it. He stopped, peered over one broad shoulder. 

“You stay away from those booby traps, Miss Independent.” 

Before she could react, the man rounded his black Chevy Tahoe and jumped back in behind the wheel. With a wave, he shifted the four-wheel drive into gear and drove away from the side of the road, kicking up puffs of dust in his wake. 

Watching the back end of the dark four-wheel drive disappear over a hill, Randi doubted her initial hostile reaction to him. Maybe he hadn’t been ready to throw her unconscious body into the back of his SUV, or sizing her up for additional notches on his bedpost. 

Just one remark from him sent her into a flurry. She’d snapped at him, taking her frustrations out on a stranger. And all the while, he may have been sincere with wanting to help her. 

Help her? She snorted before kicking the toe of one heel into the dirt, sending plumes of dust up into her face. She coughed and sneezed, waving both hands in the air as it dispersed. 

“Damn it,” she moaned.

She took in the sight of her now dirtied suit. Her earlier frustrations peaked. 

“And damn him, too.” 

No man ever helped a woman without his own immoral intentions. She knew that first hand. And what did this one want with her? The same Elliot had? Forget it. She wouldn’t be falling down that little rabbit hole again. 

Randi gave the tire she secured on the Jeep a good kick, as her daddy used to. The metal monster did not move, nor did the tire. 

A smile crept over her lips. Who needed a man, anyway? She sure didn’t. Not anymore. 

Soon she was back on the road, but her mind was not focused on the twists and turns coming into view through the windshield. Instead, they were on the man. The rich sound of his laughter. The seductive gleam in his chocolate colored eyes. 

He was tall, dark, and handsome—the epitome of the perfect male specimen. 

But Randi was no novice to the allure and the deception behind innocent looking eyes, behind the warm masculine smell that was uniquely his own, yet sent her heart into a flurry. 

No, Randi. Not again. Once was enough. 

She’d let that ship sail away many moons ago, never to return. With an unladylike curse at men and their tempting evils, she forced the stranger from her mind and focused on the road ahead. 

She straightened her back, looked to the rear-view mirror. “I’m a damn mess,” she mumbled as she ran one hand through her dust covered hair. 

But her thoughts were cut short when she caught sight of a roadside sign warning of a tight curve up ahead. Several others followed, dotting the side of the rolling, winding highway, making her regret her earlier decision to hit the pavement for a drive. 

Of course she was on edge. Who wouldn’t be when their future was up in the air? And getting behind the wheel, the fresh country air whipping through the Jeep windows had helped her many times over the last few months. Today she should have just stayed home. 

Randi moved her foot from the gas, hovered it over the brake and coasted around the bend, her hands playing the steering wheel as if she’d been behind one for years. 

Truth be told, this was her first vehicle. Randi reclaimed her freedom with the purchase of the odd-colored purple Jeep in a small one-horse town on her way out of Chicago. The same city where Elliot tore her whole life apart. 

She hated the helpless feeling she felt when she was hitchhiking out of the city with only the clothes on her back and whatever she could shove in her purse and large flowered bag. Then she spotted the purple Jeep parked up against the metal fence of a used car lot, long grass circling it. Shoved off to the side, forgotten, just as she had been. Maybe even traded in for a newer model, like she was. 

Luckily, the sales manager just wanted the eyesore out of his way for sleeker, shinier pieces that were arriving later that day. She’d driven off the lot less than an hour later, three hundred dollars lighter, but a proud car owner with her heart soaring. 

She and the purple Jeep were a pair. Both a whimsical fad to one person who junked them instead of seeing their true value. 

Randi sighed, tightened her grip on the steering wheel as she drove north toward Pale Bay. The small town was her new home, a far cry from the big city. She rented a cute house near the lakeshore and wasted no time in rebuilding her life from the ruins Elliot left behind. 

Elliot made his choice. She needed nothing from him. Not his money, nor his pity, and certainly not his pretend love. 

But what she did need was a break. Hopefully the man she was to meet at the bank would still be willing to see her, even if she was two hours late. 

[image: image]

RANDI KEPT HER eyes focused on the road as her heart pounded in her chest. The anxiety over this meeting was a killer. Her fingers drummed the steering wheel as if the movement alone could somehow slow down time, making her less late, and speed up her travels. 

She was still twenty minutes from the outer rim of Pale Bay, another five minutes from the town’s center and the bank. 

Her hand reached out to turn the dial on the older model radio, hoping for something besides static, news, or Christian gospel. To her delight, the chorus of ‘7 Years’ by Lukas Graham came through the scratchy speakers. 

Randi turned up the volume, spinning the knob. The music belted out, surrounding the interior of the Jeep with welcome happiness. She took a deep breath, willing a calm throughout her body she didn’t quite feel. 

She bobbed her head to the tune. 

Up ahead, the five-mile marker for the Main Drive exit into Pale Bay appeared. 

Yes. Five miles away from changing her future.  

She wasn’t one to be late for anything—a doctor’s appointment, teeth cleaning or even paying her businesses’ tax bill. Yet if she could not keep this appointment, another thing could be ripped out from under her feet. 

What more was she supposed to endure? What else must she do to prove her worth, to prove she could manage a business and take care of herself? 

Randi passed the two-mile marker and peered up in the rear-view mirror at her reflection. 

Long days learning the ropes of the restaurant life and sleepless nights dwelling on past failures had taken their toll on her. Bloodshot eyes with deep bags beneath marred her once fresh and youthful appearance. 

Yes, she’d had a rough go, starting with Elliot and ending with Cathy. But damn everything. 

Her fists pounded the steering wheel. She deserved a change of luck. 

The one-mile marker loomed ahead. She turned on her right blinker. The knot of anxiety tightened inside her. She was so close now. 

Moving her foot from the gas, Randi eased onto the brake, intending to bring her Jeep to a steady crawl towards the exit, only to find the pedal soft, depressing all the way to the floor. 

Her heart skipped a beat. Eyes widened as she yanked her foot back and stomped to apply pressure, pumping the brake. 

When it hit the floor again, her heart followed suit. Luck had obviously given up all hope on her. Randi flicked off the radio. The silence was ominous. 

With both hands now white knuckled on the steering wheel, her gaze whipped toward the road ahead, seeing the sharp bend to the right for the exit into Pale Bay. 

Randi swallowed the lump in her throat. 

She couldn’t take the exit, she was going too fast. She had to stay on the highway. 

Without releasing the blinker, she forged ahead rather than attempting to maneuver the turn that would almost certainly end in disaster. 

A shaking hand reached for the emergency brake. She squeezed her eyes shut and pulled. Nothing. Of course not. Why would luck smile on her now? Luck was probably laughing, having a great time at her expense. 

Her chest ached, each breath labored. 

Were today’s terrible events even possible? Was she dreaming, caught in a never-ending nightmare? Never could she remember praying to survive a traumatizing nightmare, as she did at that moment, but it wasn’t that easy. Nothing was ever easy for her. 

With a deep breath, she pushed back feelings of dread over her bad-luck-day and fought to steady rattled nerves. After all, she never heard of a person flying into an uncontrollable panic and yet somehow controlling the situation, sailing to a stop before their own fiery death. 

Fiery death? She squirmed at the thought. 

With both feet on the useless pedal, she pumped the brakes, hoping to rebuild some pressure. 

Still nothing. Gut-wrenching fear lit her core, even as she fought to stay calm.  

“Damn it, Randi, think if you plan to live through this day.” 

With her Jeep sailing down the road out of control, she took the next bend in the road too fast, hugging the curve on two wheels. She jerked the wheel, pulled it back onto all four tires, too afraid to even scream. 

She remembered days of sitting cross-legged on the living room floor, watching old reruns of The Dukes of Hazzard. They’d dealt with failed brakes many times, usually by jumping from the moving vehicle. Scanning the rushing pines scattered along the surrounding mountainside, she shook her head. Nope, she was staying inside. 

Perspiration beaded on her forehead as she bit the corner of her lip, her wide eyes never leaving the road. Directly ahead, a straight-away that seemed to stretch out for miles opened up in front of her. 

“Okay, here’s your break, kid.” 

She wrapped her hand around the gearshift and thrust it into third. The motor whined its discontent. 

Ahead ‘Road Work’ signs littered the side of the highway and Randi’s heart skipped.

“Oh God.” 

Her heart raced and her breath came in quick bursts as she fought the runaway Jeep. Panic built into momentum, blurring her vision. Fear and the ever-encompassing hysteria had her pumping brakes that held no value. 

She needed to save herself. To get control, or else she would die. 

Swallowing the lump in her throat, she pulled the shifter into a lower gear only to have her Jeep fight back with a roar from the engine. The sudden jerks stilled her heart as the vehicle bucked on the road, nearly pulling the wheel from her grasp.

Behind her, a blaring car horn yanked her attention to the rear-view mirror. A sun-kissed dark SUV with tinted windows followed close behind. The driver wove from side to side, his dark hair flying about in wild abandon, his lights flashing at her. An arm hung out the window as he waved at her. 

The horn blared again. Her eyes darted between the road and her mirror. Her chest heaved, terrified. 

The man continued to bellow. His voice blasted the air, but she could not make out a word. Her horror of the situation she was in deafened her. Only the forceful pump of her heart in her chest pulled through the fog. 

A loud squeal of tires rent the air. Randi glanced to the rear-view mirror in time to see the driver dart out from behind her, his shiny Chevy catching up until it was level with her runaway vehicle.

“Miss Independent?” he hollered through open windows. 

Their eyes met, hers glistening in fear, his wide with worry. 

She focused on the diminishing road ahead. 

“What are you doing? Is everything alright?” 

“No!” she cried out. 

Her eyes welled with tears. She fought to hold them back. Now was not the time to lose complete control. 

She no doubt looked as terrified as she felt with her rounded eyes and pale skin. Her body turned to ice, frozen, with white-knuckled fists wrapped around the steering wheel in a death grip. 

Randi continued to pump her brakes, receiving no response. She stifled a cry. She was literally sitting in the driver’s seat of a four thousand-pound metal monster as it barreled down a highway. 

“What’s wrong?” 

His gaze moved between the road and her. 

“Is it your brakes?” 

All she could afford was a nod. Too terrified to utter a word for fear her resolve would diminish the second her mouth opened. Instead, she focused on keeping control of the runaway Jeep. Even in second gear, the engine still roared, pushing her down the road at close to twice the speed limit. 

“Okay, stay with me. Don’t panic. Emergency brakes?” 

Don’t panic? It was a bit late for that suggestion. She shook her head just the same.  

“No.” 

“Pump the brakes, don’t stop,” he ordered. 

“I have, it’s not working.” 

Her voice cracked. At that moment, Randi wasn’t sure how she would step away from this in one piece. Was this how it would all to end? Was all her worrying about saving her portion of the Chatty Cathy’s café for nothing in the grand scheme of it all? 

“Shift down,” he instructed.

His strong, authoritative voice pulled Randi away from her dire thoughts. 

“I have. I’m stuck in third. It was going too fast. Moving to second now.” 

She pushed the clutch and thrust the gearshift, forcing it into the lower gear. The Jeep shuddered, snarled, and lurched as steel ground against steel. 

“I don’t have much time.” 

“Don’t focus on anything but what you’re doing right now. I’m here with you. You’re not alone,” he offered.

His voice took on a calm that she felt across the distance between their vehicles. 

The Jeep complained as the racing motor was forced to decelerate. 

“Okay, now,” he advised, keeping up alongside her. “You’re at a safe speed to steer from side to side.” 

He showed with his Chevy, but with slight movements that kept them from slamming into one another. 

“It will force you to slow down faster. I’ll drop back to give you room. Go ahead, try it.” 

Swerve? Was he crazy? 

When his vehicle slowed and she passed him, she realized he was crazy. Ahead of her, the road was no longer endless as it once was. 

Once the black SUV was behind her bumper, she took a deep breath and did as he instructed, keeping him in her peripheral. She reminded herself over and over at that moment that she wasn’t alone. She held white knuckled to the steering wheel as she pulled her Jeep to the left and then right. 

And crazy won over. Randi shouted with joy as the vehicle slowed enough for her to move into first. She shifted and seconds later, the vehicle slowed to a crawl several feet from another ‘Construction Ahead’ sign. 

Randi released her hands and her breath as she flopped back against the seat. With closed eyes, she focused on each breath, her chest rising and falling in quick succession. Her mind spun at how close she’d come to death. 

“Now I know I’ve witnessed everything.” 

He approached her door. 

“Wow, Miss Independent, you sure take independence to a whole new level, don’t you?” 

“Randi,” she corrected, without lifting her head. 

“Pardon?” 

“My name’s Randi,” she offered. 

She turned to him. 

“After what you just did for me, I guess you earned at least that.” 

“Hey, you did all the stunt driving. I was only your backup, just in case,” his voice echoed a wide smile. 

The same smile that squished his eyes into cute curves and exposed his hidden weapon, that adorable dimple. 

“You did great.” 

“Thanks to you.” 

She sighed, her shoulders slumped. 

“So far, I’m having a splendid day.” 

Her gaze perused the landscape beyond her window. Wide trunks lined both sides of the highway, clearing just enough on one side for the steep drop off towards lush green tree tops and jagged rocks. She shuddered. Disaster had only been a heartbeat away. 

The man let out a laugh that had her turn back to him, a quizzical look plastered on her face. 

“Well, honey, it looks like you stumbled upon another one of those booby traps after all, huh?” 

Randi sighed. 

“It seems so.”  
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CHAPTER TWO 
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HAWK MCBRIDE WOKE up early that morning knowing he would have one hell of a miserable day after the trilling phone brought a deep, raspy voice to his answering machine. A voice he knew all too well, and hoped to never hear again. The panicked voice reverberated off the walls of his lakeside home. His private retreat. One Hawk purchased after his brother destroyed his life and career while taking from him the one thing he believed was solid in his life—love. 

“Hawk, Hawk, pick up the damn phone. I know you’re there.” 

Hawk rolled his eyes. What was with Brodie and his constant need for upheaval? But it didn’t matter. This time, he couldn't care less what he’d gotten himself into. Hawk was done backing Brodie up. He was over the whole ‘blood is thicker than water’ adage their parents instilled in them. 

The two men didn’t even share a single blood platelet. And not for the first time in his life, Hawk was happy about that. After all, if his brother didn’t believe in family bonds, why should he? 

Hawk unrolled himself from the sheet he slept under and sat on the edge of the bed, his feet flat on the cold floor. He ran his fingers through dark hair, then stood and made his way to the bathroom. 

He was restless, lost even. But shame was volatile, and knowing those he loved most had played him was destroying him. But damn it all, he refused to be beaten down. No, he would find a way through this, even if it meant living far away from his brother and ex-fiancé in a little town called Pale Bay. 

After Hawk showered and dressed, he decided on a drive to clear his mind. He needed to refocus himself on the life he built for himself, away from Brodie. His brother’s phone call this morning, the first in months, only meant one thing. He was in trouble again. Expected Hawk to jump, as he always did. But today was a new day. 

He drove northeast down the main highway. He took long breaths of the ripe pines, their green leaves in full brilliance. 

He inhaled the essence of wild roses along the roadside, mingled with fresh tulips and bushels of lavender caught on the warmth of the hot July day. He was ready for the hot concrete that stretched on for miles ahead of him. He was ready for the twists and turns, and burning rubber in his wake. He was ready for a fresh start. 

Minutes later, he hit a bend in the narrow country road, one arm slung out the window catching the warm breeze in his hand, the other dangled over the wheel. 

Then something caught his eye. 

“My God in heaven, what the hell is that?” 

He leaned over the steering wheel. His foot released pressure on the gas, applying the brake as his eyes riveted on the sight. His heart stilled and breath caught. It wasn’t the backside of the small, shapely woman on the side of the highway causing his reactions. 

No, it was the ghastly purple color of the Jeep. 

That color sheesh. What type of recreational drugs was the owner on? His gaze moved from the god-awful purple Jeep, narrowed on the woman. 

The corner of his lip lifted as his gaze caught on bright pink and baby blue polka dots peeking above the waist of her fancy dress pants. Once, the tailored pants probably fit nicely, but they had stretched, dropping low on slim hips as she bent over, exposing her chosen undergarments of the day. 

“What kinda woman would be caught dead behind the wheel of that? And dressed like that?” 

He had to admit the nicely shaped rump those dark dress pants hugged was a bonus. But the Jeep? Geez. 

Hawk slowed his SUV to a crawl, parked behind the crippled Jeep. 

With a wry grin on his face, he uncurled himself from his vehicle, circled the front, and stopped behind her. He crossed his arms over his chest, his eyes still pinned to her polka dot panties, and smiled, his retort burning the tip of his tongue. 

“Now I’ve seen just about everything,” he blurted. 

The smile on his lips died when the tiny brunette whipped around, gripping the tire iron. He caught a slight flicker of fear in her emerald green eyes that shifted when she narrowed them. 

He instantly regretted his knee-jerk reaction to the polka dots and shapely derriere. 

“You need a hand?” 

“Do I look like I need a hand?” She snapped. 

He grinned. 

He had to admit he liked the enigma of the woman before him, with the look of Cleopatra, yet bite of her prized tiger. He barely caught her next words, his eyes riveted to her slender, tiny figure as she pivoted, huffed, and stomped in her high heels towards the open trunk. 

He followed her movements like a puppy would chase a shoestring. He wasn’t sure what captured his attention more. The fueled fire behind those bright green eyes? The bite in her bark, or her odd choice of vehicle color? But whatever it was made him want to know what could make her stance soften, bring a smile to her full lips. 

He knew nothing about the woman. 

Didn’t know the circumstances that left her Jeep paralyzed, or why she was dressed so smart on the highway. What he knew was that he felt drawn to her. 

Hawk shook his head. No. He’d fallen for beauty before, only to learn a beast lurked behind that woman’s long lashes and innocent eyes. 

Once upon a time, he placed his heart in another’s hand, only to have it slashed apart as his entire being was fed to the devil himself, with the help of his own brother. The same man whose needy voice kick started Hawk’s day. Watching the feisty woman heave the tire iron into the hatch back, he saw a fire in her Alissa was missing. 

This woman was one who showed her inner strength, one that could not be deterred. She had a need to prove herself, to defy the odds, to prove to others the strength in her spirit. 

“Don’t be fooled twice, Hawk,” he mumbled.

The furious brunette rounded on him.  

Her head tilted skyward, daggers aiming for his heart in her gaze. 

He should have been insulted at the words she spewed from her soft lips, but he wasn’t. Instead his grin grew, amusement tickled. Her defiance was a breath of fresh air. Nothing like the women he knew, their lashes batting, their skirts too short. His gaze wandered over the woman. Nope, she was no rich miniskirt, bright red lipstick, type of girl. She was a classy woman in a tailored navy pantsuit. And polka-dot panties. 

She moved to the discarded blown tire, but he reacted quicker, stopping inches away. He took a deep breath, inhaled crisp citrus and soft rose petals. 

He paused, taken by her fresh scent, all the while telling himself to distance himself. But of course, he didn’t listen and how could he as he shadowed the spitfire with open-toe, sexy black pumps. 

She was a force to be reckoned with, even with dirt on her nose and perspiration glistening on her forehead. And the bite behind her bark did little to fend him off. It intrigued him more, yet sent a flurry of questions through his mind. 

He loaded her blown tire in the back of her God-awful purple colored Jeep as her courageous gleaming green eyes played in his mind. His heart beat faster, childhood insecurities full-blown. 

Whatever power this woman had over him in their brief but turbulent encounter made him want to know her story. He wanted to learn everything about her. Especially why just looking into her emerald eyes made him want to forget every vow of solitude he’d made since Alissa? 

Later, behind the wheel of his Chevy as it barreled away from Pale Bay, he cursed himself and his luck. He couldn’t shake his feelings, couldn’t dismiss the pull.

The woman was a force to be reckoned with. She had bite. She was determined and like an idiot, he’d just left her alone on the side of the highway. 

He whipped the four-wheel drive around in the middle of the road, spitting up pavement in his wake. 

Although she’d told him to ‘get lost’ in so many words, he couldn’t just leave her to fend for herself. That wasn’t the man he was. Yes, he’d been duped, damaged, and left with little to no trust in humanity, but the Private Eye in him couldn’t leave anyone helpless. 

Even a woman who could handle herself. After all, what if she fell prey to another one of those ‘booby-traps’. 

A smile eased on his lips, which he pulled back. 

“Ah, hell,” he muttered.

He pushed the pedal to the floor. 

If he didn’t know any better, he just met his match, and it was bundled in a barely five-foot tall package with excellent taste in clothes and the ability to bring him to his knees with polka dot panties. 
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HOURS PASSED SINCE Hawk woke to a voice that sent waves of fury through him. And since then, his life took a path he never expected when his feet hit the cold floor earlier that morning. 

The brazen beauty had disrupted his plans for the day with her polka dot panties, tire iron wielding skills, and ability to handle a runaway vehicle. 

The mystery behind her initial knee-jerk reaction to him and the circumstances behind her bad luck drew him in. The investigator in him wanted answers, but the weary look in her defeated emerald eyes tore at him. 

“Thanks for everything back there.” 

Randi’s voice wavered as shock settled in. 

He bent down, leaned in her driver’s side window. Her hands shook in her lap, yet she fought to hold her head high, pretend she was in control. 

It made him wonder just who she was trying to prove something to. Him or herself? Didn’t she understand how warranted her fear was, considering her narrow escape from disaster? 

Hawk reached a hand inside and massaged her arm, his fingers trailing over fresh goosebumps on soft skin. 

“I went away, as you so politely advised me,” he teased, a wry smile working on his lips. 

“But something told me to turn back. That you may have snagged yourself on another booby trap.” 

His intention of lightening the mood backfired as she turned suspicious eyes on him. 

“You were following me?” 

The smile wiped clean off his face as he pulled away from her, straightened his back, both arms raised in the air. 

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. Let’s take a little step back here, Miss Independent.” 

He lowered his hands. After all, his choice to turn around was innocent, not anything like what she was indicating. 

“I only followed you because I thought you may need some help. Clearly, you didn’t. But shoot me, I’m a gentleman and I saw a lady—a quite feisty and strong- willed lady—but still a lady, who looked like she was in trouble.” 

Randi sighed. That green gaze softened, but her body remained tense, guarded. 

“I’m sorry. It’s just been one hell of a day so far and doesn’t hold much hope for getting any better.” 

Turning her back to him, both hands reached to the front passenger’s side floor, into a large bag overrun with flower prints. Thrusting one hand inside, she rummaged around. 

Hawk noticed another small pink purse on the seat. She was a woman of bright colors, despite the subdued navy-blue suit. 

“I’m so late. I just need a break.” 

The hint of emotion in her voice was a proverbial punch in the gut for Hawk. 

Randi produced her cell phone, punched several buttons, cocked her head, then shook the device. 

“Damn, damn, double damn.” 

She cursed threw both hands into the air. 

“This day just keeps getting better and better.” 

With that, she dropped her head to the steering wheel. 

“First my tire and then my brakes. And now this. I could have been killed.” 

“But you weren’t,” he interjected. 

He caught the slight rise and fall of her shoulders. Her muffled moan stilled his heart. 

“Thankfully. If it hadn’t been for you, I would have been trapped out here.” 

She lifted her head, her eyes damp. 

“With no way to call for help.” 

She thrust the cell phone at him, then cupped her face with her hands to cry. 

He inspected the small flip phone, pushed the ‘on’ button several times. Nothing. It was dead. 

Hawk’s eyes roamed over her hunched shoulders and lowered head. The quiver confirmed what he knew. His heart lurched for this mystery woman. Their meeting was a series of near-collisions into each other’s world. He couldn’t help but feel it was about more than just bringing some amusement to his otherwise dull existence as of late. 

And Hawk couldn’t leave her. Not now. 

Not without answers. Something wasn’t right, he could feel it. His main practice in Wawan County may have been ripped out from under him, but the familiar niggle at the base of his neck was still there. First the tire, then her brakes, and now her cell phone. It all seemed too conveniently ‘unlucky’. 

Too perfect to be coincidence. Whatever was going on around Randi smelled pretty damn rotten to him. 

Without worrying over the repercussions of his actions, acting on pure heart, he opened her door, reached in to unbuckle her seat belt, and pulled the crying woman into his arms. He moved away from the Jeep, half expecting her to argue and fight him. 

But she didn’t, confirming his earlier concerns for her well-being. 

Once he sat her down on the passenger’s seat of his SUV, he reached over, fastening her seatbelt. Her head stayed lowered. He wanted to lift her chin to meet his eyes, but opted to rub her shoulder instead. 

“I’ll be right back. I’m just going to get your bags. Do you have anything in the trunk?” 

She shook her head and sniffled. 

“No.” 

Hawk made quick work of retrieving both bags and the keys from the ignition. He paused, catching the smell of the air freshener dangling from the rear-view mirror. 

It was all Randi. Lemon, orange, and other citrus scents invaded his olfactory senses, bringing a vision of bouncing fruit and polka dots. 

After placing her bags at her feet, he hurried around and jumped in behind the wheel. He turned to face her as he buckled himself in. Her earlier bravado while changing her tire and wrestling with a four thousand pound, out-of-control metal beast had evaporated, leaving the shell of that brave woman beside him. With shoulders hunched over and head still lowered, his heart hitched for her. 

He reached a hand out, but her words stopped him. 

“Thank you,” she mumbled.

She turned red rimmed eyes on him. 

“You saved my life today and all I’ve done is give you sass.”

She straightened her shoulders and pushed a stray strand of brown hair behind her ear. The back of her hand swiped at the tears still running down her face. It was almost his undoing. 

“I’ve thought the worst of you. Maybe you were a stalker, even a killer.” 

He snickered, wanting to bring a smile to those lips. 

“Well, I don’t blame you for that, Randi.”

He reached his hand out to rub her arm. Her skin was so soft. A zap filtered through his fingertips. 

“The world is vicious. You can never be too careful. But, in all honesty.” 

His grin widened. 

“If I had binoculars and knew where your house was, I wouldn’t be against...” 

She punched him in the arm as a smile broke across her face. 

Ah, there it was. It brightened those emerald eyes, brought color to her cheeks. 

He returned the smile. “I’m just saying.” 

Her emeralds rolled before resting back on him. 

“So, humor me.” 

He motioned to her dusty, rumpled two-piece. 

“Where were you going today? I know it wasn’t for a Walmart shopping spree.” 

She looked down, brushed slim fingers down her shirt, fighting the material to obey, which it didn’t. When she met his eyes again, his chest tightened. He could see her fight, her courage in the depths of those green oceans. But he also saw the wave of defeat threatening to break her apart. 

“I was on my way to meet with someone to help save my business.” 

Her gaze swept over his as she shrugged, belittling its importance. 

She sighed, averting her attention to her fingers. 

“It’s a long story.” 

“Then your luck just turned, because I am an amazing listener,” he replied. 

When she looked up and their gaze met, he caught a momentary flash of doubt before the smile stretched across soft lips. He watched it light up her pale skin, highlighting her bob cut over her delicate face. Even the sharp line of her cut bangs could not sharpen the contrast of her feminine features. 

“If you’re going to listen to all my troubles, there’s one thing I need to ask,” she replied. 

Hawk fought to keep his amusement contained. 

“What’s that?” 

“Well, you ended up with an eyeful of my intimates while I slaved over a blown tire. The least you could offer is to give me your name.” 

Hawk threw his head back and let out a guttural laugh. Those green eyes lit with life. His hand
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