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      The sun hadn’t yet risen above the mountains when Lizzi Burnett drove down the dusty track to the secluded bay. She parked at the very end of the track, where the lake—a pale blue in the early-morning light—was framed between stands of tall pine trees.

      She lowered the window of her car and cut the engine. Lulled by the sound of lapping water and the honeyed fragrance of wild lupins and dried grass, she sighed and closed her eyes.

      She loved these rare moments when she was alone with nothing but the pristine ring of mountains that cradled the Mackenzie basin, with the township of Shelter Springs and Shelter Lake at its center. High up in New Zealand’s South Island, the world felt fresh, beautiful and full of hope again, reminding her of how she’d felt when she was young, growing up by the sea. It seemed a long time ago.

      She opened the car door, noting the rust which would have to last another year before she could afford to do anything about it, and closed it quietly, reluctant to disturb the birdsong.

      Slinging her bag over her shoulder, she walked to the grassy bank above the small beach. She was wearing her swimming togs under her clothes and was about to undress when she paused and sat on the springy grass instead.

      Maybe it was because she was tired, but she felt different this morning. She glanced across to the other side of the lake to her cottage beside The Lakehouse Café where she and her daughter lived. But Aimee wasn’t there this morning. She was staying at her grandfather’s house in Akaroa for the week. It meant Lizzi could devote her entire attention to the café. It also meant that she felt a yawning gap in her heart and life which she hadn’t anticipated.

      Life was so busy that she thought she’d enjoy a few days on her own, focusing on what she needed to get done. And she had, but not without missing Aimee every second of every day.

      She wondered how on earth she’d get on when Aimee was old enough to leave home. But even though that was years away—Aimee was only six—she knew. Once you had a child, they never left you, you never stopped worrying about them.

      The sun peeped over the mountain and spread its rich light over the lake and the grassy plains, turning them to fire. The vision was so majestic, so ridiculous, Lizzi laughed and, instead of stripping and running into the water, she lay on the grass. The last wisps of clouds were already evaporating under what would be another scorching hot day.

      She was so lucky. Aimee was safe. She was safe. And she loved her work, running the café. She plucked a piece of grass, popped it into her mouth and began chewing it as her mind wandered over what she had to do that day.

      Suddenly she frowned. The soothing sound of the gentle waves breaking over the pebbles was overtaken by a rhythmic splash. She narrowed her eyes as she tried to place the cause. Not a bird—it was too rhythmic, and not the wind—it was too powerful. A wave of nausea washed over her and she sat up. She hated surprises, hated the unpredictable.

      She didn’t see him to begin with. Then the light from the sun flashed on the white plume of water as an arm struck into the ice blue of the lake’s surface. The angle of the sun made it difficult to see clearly. It was followed by another and then another, as the swimmer came ever closer to the bay. She looked around in panic. It was her bay. She never saw anyone else here. She grabbed her bag, pulled on her cardigan and walked quickly toward the car, hoping to get there before the lone swimmer reached the beach.

      She hurried across the few hundred yards which separated the grassy bank from her car, and opened the car door. She hesitated then. This was ridiculous. Why should her adrenaline surge at the thought of a stranger? Why should she dive straight away into a fight or flight response when she came across something she hadn’t predicted? She knew why. But she was sick of it. Sick of running, sick of being scared. It was these thoughts which made her turn to the swimmer. But it was what she saw next which made her stand stock-still.

      A man rose up from the lake, the bright light of the sun nearly blinding her as it reflected off the water which ran in thick rivulets from his body. He waded toward her, thrusting forward with an energy and power which had her completely fixated. His leg muscles were long and taut, pushing the water out of his way, creating waves that rippled out across the lake as if he were a one-man tsunami.

      He was wearing shorts which clung to his thighs and his hips, revealing every contour. She lifted her eyes to his stomach—which showed the kind of six-pack only seen on models—and to his chest and shoulders which had the breadth and strength of a swimmer. He swept his hair from his face and twisted around, looking up toward the mountains, whose white caps flamed like torches in the morning sun.

      Lizzi licked her lips and drew in a deep breath. Who was this man with the looks of a god, or at least of Daniel Craig, and what was he doing out here, in the middle of nowhere—her nowhere to be precise?

      He turned suddenly and saw her. She felt her cheeks flame as ruddy as the mountain tops as she realized how she appeared—standing, openly eyeing him up. A grin spread across his face, revealing even white teeth and dimples in his cheeks. Seemed he didn’t mind being eyed up.

      He waved one tanned, strong arm. “Morning!”

      “Morning!” she said, too huskily. She cleared her throat. “Good morning!” This time it sounded too loud in the stillness of the bay.

      He continued toward her, his feet apparently unaware of the stones on which he was walking. She focused fixedly on his eyes. Damn! They were of a blue to compete with the sky. But she daren’t look anywhere else for fear she’d focus on that physique and not raise her eyes again.

      “It’s a beauty,” he said.

      “Certainly is.” She couldn’t disagree with that.

      “Do you think it’ll last?”

      What? Her face must have conveyed her confusion because he laughed and the sheer happiness she heard there brought a smile to her own lips.

      “They’ve forecast rain later,” he explained.

      “Oh,” she said as she suddenly realized what they were talking about. “They’re always forecasting rain to make the farmers more optimistic. But it usually doesn’t. Rain, I mean. Or,” she added as an afterthought as she tried to get her brain into gear, “make the farmers optimistic.”

      Another heart-stopping grin. She had to ask.

      “Where did you come from?” They were miles from Shelter Springs, and there were no other cars around. If he’d answered that he’d dropped from the sky in a parachute or emerged from the water itself, like some kind of lake spirit—the kind women dreamed of at night—she didn’t think she’d be surprised.

      “I ran here.”

      “Oh!” Turned out a rational explanation was more surprising.

      He narrowed his eyes against the increasing brightness of the sun and indicated the motel a couple of miles away, low against the horizon, on the edge of Shelter Springs township. “I’m staying over at the motel with my mates. Thought I’d fit in an early morning run. And”—he glanced at the lake—“when I saw this inlet, I had to go for a swim. What an amazing place.” He turned to her suddenly. “Are you about to go for a swim?”

      She flexed her hand on the door handle, as her mind raced over how to answer. “Yes. Well, I was. But, I don’t know. Probably not now.”

      “It’s pretty cold, but good when you get in.”

      She smiled. “After the first gasp you look up to the mountains, and you forget to be cold.”

      He followed her gaze. “Takes you out of yourself. Makes you forget your problems.”

      She stared at him. She couldn’t believe that someone that gorgeous could have any problems. Stupid thing to think. Good looks didn’t stop the world from dumping on you.

      “So do you come here often?” He grinned and rolled his eyes. “The oldest chat-up line in the book.”

      She narrowed her eyes and looked away. Was he flirting with her? She couldn’t remember the last time anyone had tried that. Maybe a few clichéd lines in the café, but nothing for real. She decided the best thing to do was ignore it.

      “Yes, I like to come here when I can.” She nearly said when Aimee wasn’t with her. But that would be revealing too much. She’d learned over the years that you didn’t do that. That way lay trouble. “It’s close to town, but you feel like you’re away from it all. How about you? Visiting?”

      “I’m here for a week, catching up with friends and hoping to do some business. I’m in the winery industry and looking around for new investments.”

      “Well, there are a few wineries west of here which might interest you.”

      “Yes, I’m looking at one today.”

      “Which one?”

      “Tussock Hills.”

      “Ah, yes, I heard they were interested in selling up. Pretty remote though.”

      He shrugged. “Remote doesn’t bother me. I live on Waiheke Island. My family has been there for generations.”

      “Waiheke? I’ve never been there, but I hear it’s beautiful. Warm climate, beautiful place. And yet you want to move?”

      “There’s more to a place than weather and scenery. There’s only me now. I’ve been looking for a new place to start things over. And this place appeals.” He glanced at her. “In a number of ways.”

      She nodded. She, of all people, understood the urge to begin again. But she didn’t have the luxury of picking up her life, her child, and her job, and moving on. She had no money for one thing. And, for another, this was Aimee’s home.

      “It looks like some of the land’s already been sold for development.” He gestured toward a long, low house that had been recently built on the lake front.

      “Oh that. I’m hoping no one will buy it. I’ve never seen anyone there and it’s too far from Queenstown and Wanaka to be of interest to many.”

      The man grunted as he took in the scene. “It’s got a great view.”

      “It’s even better from the house.”

      He glanced at her. “Is it?”

      “Yeah. It’s built on a rise, and you can see across the lake, over toward the town and beyond.”

      He grunted and ran up to the side of the house. “You’re right. You can even see Lonely Peak from here.”

      “And Kairua Peak.”

      “Kairua Peak? Which one’s that? Come and show me.”

      Lizzi relaxed her grip on the door handle and pushed the door closed. Despite her wariness, she couldn’t resist the invitation; couldn’t resist the man, it would seem. She walked up to him, her only thoughts were of his tanned body, strong and masculine. She imagined how those muscles would feel under her fingertips, flexing in response to her touch. She looked away quickly and pointed to the mountain.

      “It’s the peak directly behind that long ridge.”

      “Oh, yes.”

      But when she glanced at him, it was her he was looking at. He smiled again, and she felt something melt inside. Those warm blue eyes, that smile… So engaging, so good-humored and, so seductive… She looked away quickly. She should leave. Now.

      When she looked back, he’d sat on the grass, his arms behind, supporting him, as he surveyed the view. She knew she should leave. This man was trouble. She knew what she had to do, but, instead, she sat a little distance from him and folded her legs beneath her. She plucked a long piece of grass and twisted it around her finger, refusing to listen to that warning voice in her head.

      “If I had the money I’d buy this like a shot,” she said.

      “A bit isolated. That wouldn’t worry you?”

      “I like being on my own. But—” She stopped suddenly.

      “But?”

      She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

      He frowned. “Aren’t you hot with that cardigan on?”

      She plucked at the sleeve. It was ridiculous, but she’d got into the habit of covering up, after years of her ex-husband demanding it. She shrugged. “No. I’m fine.” But even as she said the words, the heat of the sun—or was it simply his proximity—caused a flush to her cheeks.

      “Really?” he said wryly. “I’d hate to see what you wore in winter.”

      “More of the same.” She looked at him and grinned. “Three layers deep. And some.”

      He grunted a laugh. “Shame.”

      “Why?”

      “It’s always a shame to cover up something—or someone—beautiful.”

      “Oh.” She turned away.

      “Sorry,” he said, looking anywhere but at her. “I didn’t mean to be personal, to make you feel uncomfortable. It’s just a fact.”

      Was it? It had been years since she’d felt beautiful, since she’d believed anyone who’d told her that. Years in which she’d ignored her physical self. She rose and folded her arms. “I’d best be off.”

      He also stood. “What time is it?”

      Without thinking she pulled up her sleeve to check her watch. “Nearly seven-thirty.” She caught his gaze, looking at her forearm, white from the lack of sun.

      “You really do like to cover up, don’t you?” He smiled, but there was a curiosity in his eyes. “Is that why you come to a remote spot to swim?”

      For a few moments, she couldn’t take her eyes off his—his blue eyes seemed more violet now, warmer, full of interest.

      She tried to shake her head, but there was something in his gaze which stopped her, something which demanded the truth. Or at least a semblance of it. “Habit. It’s silly really.” She gnawed her lip and then made a decision. Let him see. She was sick of hiding. Still holding his gaze, she pushed up both sleeves and held them out. “I’ve a few burns I’m self-conscious of.”

      Her cheeks flushed as she focused on her arms, not wanting to see his reaction. The burns weren’t extensive, but what they did was make people ask questions, questions she didn’t want to answer.

      “How did they happen?”

      She still focused on her arms. “Accidents. Accidents happen sometimes.”

      He nodded and then, to her surprise, he reached out and gently, so gently, it was like the touch of a feather against her skin, he swept up her arm, moving over the shiny scar tissue, gently over the ridges of puckered skin. She felt an echo of the sensation—sometimes acute, sometimes numbed by the nerve damage—deep inside her body, in places which had no right to respond to his touch.

      His eyes followed the movement of his finger, which hovered briefly over her wrist, before pulling away. “Accidents do happen. But not like that.”

      She looked at him sharply. How on earth did he know? Not that she was prepared to ask. Not that she was prepared to continue the conversation. She wanted it out in the open and it was. Trouble was, his response had been more unsettling than hiding her scars from him.

      “I’m in the hospitality industry. Accidents happen there,” she said, deliberately vague.

      “Sure.” He shook his head again, contradicting his response.

      Her phone went and she took it from her bag and shaded the glare with her hand to see the message. She smiled at Aimee’s message. “It’s my daughter. She wants me to call her.” When she saw the reaction on his face, part of her wished she hadn’t spoken.

      “You have a daughter? How old is she?”

      “Six.”

      “You’re lucky. Must be great.”

      “It… has its moments.”

      “Anyway, you call her. I need to get back.” He extended his hand. She took it and tried to suppress the charge of lust which shot through her at the warmth and pressure of his hand around hers. “It was great meeting you.” He moved away too soon and pulled on his running shoes.

      “And you.” She smiled briefly, trying to adjust to this sudden withdrawal of interest. “Enjoy the rest of your stay. When—” She managed to stop herself from asking when he’d be leaving.

      “Sorry?” He turned.

      She shook her head. “Nothing. Anyhow, I’d best be off.”

      He shrugged on his t-shirt. His shorts had dried off a little but still clung teasingly to his shape.

      “I don’t know your name,” she called out as he picked up pace.

      He turned and ran backward for a few paces. “I guess not!” He grinned and continued on his way.

      She’d taken a risk, showing her scars. She’d thought from his response that he hadn’t been sickened by what he’d seen. But it seemed she was wrong. Seemed he couldn’t get away from her fast enough and that he had no interest in knowing her name or any intention of seeing her again.

      She looked away from the sight of him running along the track to the highway, and strode to the water’s edge, pulling her cardigan and dress off as she went. She tossed them to one side, kicked her shoes off and ran into the water and dived, her body brushing the stony bed before emerging into the sunlight. Her body was numb from the sudden blast of cool water. If only she could numb her heart with equal ease.

      

      Pete ran along the path, unable to wipe a grin from his face. He’d recognized her straight away from the photo her brother had shown him. But the photo had nothing on the real woman. When he’d first seen her, he’d thought he’d drowned and gone to heaven. That chestnut hair that fell in waves around her face, that bright smile, those brown eyes that melted and caressed you. They had the same effect as chocolate—irresistible and, he feared, addictive.

      And then her scars. If she was trying to put him off, she’d failed. His experience in the army had shown him many things: self-inflicted harm, harm inflicted by others, and accidental harm. And her scars were definitely not accidental. They’d done nothing more than intrigue him, and move him. Somehow their contrast to her beauty had simply made her appear more beautiful.

      And then there was the expression on her face as he’d left. No, he hadn’t done the predictable thing and asked her out, even though he could see she was expecting it. He hadn’t asked to see her again because there was no need. He’d be seeing her in a few hours, even if she didn’t know it.
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      The brass doorbell jangled, and Lizzi looked up from the counter as the door swung open and Gemma Mackenzie entered the café.

      She grinned at the redhead who’d quickly become her best friend since Gemma had first arrived in New Zealand several years earlier.

      “Coffee?” asked Lizzi as she wiped her hands on a towel and moved toward the espresso machine. She didn’t have to wait for an answer. Gemma always wanted a coffee.

      “Sure,” sighed Gemma. “I’m exhausted. Why didn’t you tell me having kids was so exhausting?”

      Lizzi banged the coffee basket on the counter, pressed the coffee firmly in, and twisted it into the machine. “Because if anyone told the truth, there wouldn’t be any more children. Besides, not much use telling you when you were already pregnant.”

      Gemma pulled a face. “Very funny.”

      Lizzi grinned as she switched on the noisy steamer. She deftly added the steamed milk to the coffee, putting her trademark swirl on top, and slid the mug along the counter. “So what is it you’ve been doing that’s so exhausting?”

      “Dallas and Cassandra are visiting. So we’ve their kids and Morgan’s and Rebecca’s, because I somehow found myself suggesting the parents leave the kids with Callum and me for the weekend, giving them some alone time.”

      Lizzi laughed. “I bet Callum would have preferred it to be the other way around.”

      “He says so, but you should see him with the kids. He has a blast doing all the things he never allows himself time for. He took the older kids off horse trekking, leaving me getting messy in the sandpit with the littlies.” She took a sip of coffee. “Strange how boys go straight for the diggers and end up crashing them together while Daniella and Violet Rose made a nice seating arrangements for their Barbies.”

      “They’ll learn.”

      “Yeah. But hopefully not the hard way.”

      “Is there any other way?”

      Gemma and Lizzi exchanged knowing glances. They both knew all about hard. Gemma’s life had been anything but simple, even after she’d married Callum, but now their marriage was as strong as the mountains which surrounded Glencoe, the Mackenzie’s South Island estate. But Gemma wasn’t dwelling on her past as she took another sip of coffee and turned her perceptive gaze to Lizzi. “Still no progress with the café?”

      Lizzi wiped the bench. This was an issue on which Gemma and Lizzi didn’t see eye to eye. “No,” she said quickly.

      “Care to elaborate?”

      “No.”

      “If you need investors in the café, you know Callum and I will jump at the chance.”

      “And why would you jump at investing in a small café?”

      “Because we have implicit faith in the owner?” ventured Gemma.

      “And because you’re too generous. You know as well as I do that it’s not a good investment if it’s split too many ways. No, there’s only one way forward, and that’s for me to own it outright.”

      “If Charles pulls out. He hasn’t yet, has he?”

      Lizzi grimaced. She’d been trying to forget her ex-husband’s threat to sell the café from under her. There was some naïve part of her which hoped that if she ignored the threat, it wouldn’t happen. “No. He probably won’t. He’s always saying stuff like that just to rile me.”

      “I don’t get him.” Gemma glanced at the photograph of Lizzi, Charles and Aimee on the wall—Charles, tall and broad wearing his full army uniform. “He’s Aimee’s father, a war hero, and his family home is in the Mackenzie Country. Why would he sell the café?”

      “He’s a bully, he’s never forgiven me for leaving him, and he no longer has to appear supportive now his mother has died.”

      Gemma grunted with annoyance. “But he has a new wife, a new life in Indonesia.”

      “Doesn’t stop him from wanting to inflict hurt.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he can. Because that’s what makes him tick.” Lizzi dried up the few remaining glasses and stacked them on the shelf. “Anyway, I’d best get the function room finished. Max has hired it for the evening. He and some of his mates spent the week in Queenstown and stopped off here for a few days on their way to Christchurch.” Lizzi indicated the function room. “He’s in there now, Skyping some real estate agent about yet more property in Queenstown.”

      “I don’t know why you don’t tell him about the café.”

      “Because I’m a big girl and want to stand on my own two feet.”

      Gemma rose from her stool and stood on tiptoe to get a look. She whistled softly under her breath. “Your brother just gets better and better.”

      “Like cheese?”

      “No way! Only a sister could say that. More like a rich, smoky pinot noir. More intoxicating, more depth…” Gemma flashed her eyes in mock flirtation.

      Lizzi shook her head and grinned as the bell jangled again. Lizzi looked over. “Don’t let your husband hear you saying that.”

      “Saying what?” Callum Mackenzie dropped a kiss on the blushing Gemma.

      “Saying how much she likes red wine when you’re starting to grow white,” said Lizzi with a grin.

      Gemma shot her a grateful look.

      Callum put his arm around Gemma and pulled her to him and kissed her on the lips. Gemma moaned lightly as Callum’s kiss grew from a peck to something far more sensuous.

      Lizzi balled up a wet tea towel and threw it at them. “Go get a room.” It didn’t have any effect. “Or twenty, in the case of Glencoe.”

      She sighed. She loved them both, but the sight of so much lust was hard to take when her own love life was about as lush as a desert.

      “See you guys.” She left them to it, grabbed the tray of glasses, and walked into the function room.

      Max looked up from his laptop. “Hey, sis!”

      “Hey, you.” She began setting the table. “Bought up all of Queenstown yet?”

      “Not yet. Just finessing the finances on some property. We should sign next month.” He looked over her shoulder and narrowed his eyes. “Is that Gemma?” He made an appreciative noise in his throat. “Pity she’s taken.”

      “Ha! Even if she wasn’t, there’s no way you’d last more than six months—a year tops. You’re a confirmed bachelor.”

      “You have such a low opinion of me.”

      “Might be low, but it’s accurate.”

      “Maybe I haven’t met the right woman yet.”

      “What’s this? My big brother thinking of settling down?”

      He looked at her as if she’d gone mad. “No way. I just meant if I meet the right woman, I might…” He shrugged. “Hell, you’re right. I love women too much to settle for one.”

      “What is it with you and commitment?”

      She plumped up the cushions on the settees which faced the windows overlooking the lake and picked up a half-drunk beer bottle. Max’s. She turned to him and wondered, not for the first time, why he was so different to the rest of their siblings. At the first sign of neediness, he was off.

      He closed his laptop and jumped up and gave her a peck on the cheek, plucking his beer from her hand as he did so. “We don’t go together. Me and commitment, we’re at opposite ends of the spectrum. Polar opposites. Chalk and cheese. Yin and yang.”

      “Ha! Those two fit together.”

      “Scratch that, then. But you get my drift.” He grabbed some nuts from the bowl and tossed them into his mouth, munching as he looked at her with a frown. “I hear your ex-mother-in-law passed away.”

      Lizzi looked away. “Yeah.”

      “You okay?”

      “Sure. I’ll miss her though. Margaret was a wonderful woman.”

      “Totally different to her son, then.”

      “Totally. She was full of love—”

      “And he wasn’t,” said Max, bitterly, shaking his head. “If I’d have known what I know now, he wouldn’t have been able to walk away so easily.”

      She reached out and placed her hand on his, trying to calm him. “Hey! It’s over. Done with.”

      But he didn’t look comforted. Instead, he held her gaze. “I wish it was, Lizzi. But you haven’t been able to move on yet. I’d love to see you happy again.”

      She laughed, surprised. “That’s strange. Margaret said something like that just before she died.” Lizzi frowned, trying to remember. Then she shrugged. “Something about everyone needing love—that life’s better like that. I can’t remember the exact words.”

      “She was a wise woman.” He sighed and looked around at the table which she’d already laid out with snacks, ready for him and his friends. “So, are you joining us?”

      “No. I’ve work to do.” She gestured toward her small cottage which lay adjacent to the café. “I’m off home. Katie’s going to serve dinner. It’s all prepared. I’ll come along later.”

      “Make sure you do, Lizzi. I won’t be seeing so much of you after this deal goes through. I’ll be staying put in Queenstown for a while.”

      “There are a lot worse places to be stuck.” The bell went in the café. “I’ll see you later then.” She turned around to find herself staring at the man she’d met by the lake—the man with no name, the man whose body she couldn’t stop thinking about. The memory of those thoughts made her flush with embarrassment.

      “Pete!” said Max. “Good, you came early; it gives me a chance to introduce my gorgeous sister. Lizzi, this is Pete Marshall. Pete, Lizzi Burnett.” He looked from one to the other, expectantly, his gaze lingering on Lizzi. “Lizzi! You’re blushing. I can’t remember you ever blushing before.”

      She shot him a filthy look.

      Pete grinned and stuck out a hand toward her. “We’ve met already. Although I had fewer clothes on then, of course.”

      “What?” spluttered Max from behind her.

      The blushing deepened if anything, but she found herself shaking his hand anyway. And the strong, enveloping touch of his hand did nothing to straighten her thoughts. She pulled away. “Pete! That’s your
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