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      “You’re kidding me, right?” Aurora Jenkins glanced at the nearly empty budget file the head of the tourist commission handed her. “You want me to spin gold out of straw, too?”

      Shrugging his narrow shoulders at her disparaging words, Terry Talbert retreated to his desk so she didn’t tower over him. “We’re all volunteers here, Rora. We have a million-dollar grant, but no one with your financial expertise.”

      No one else had her big mouth and opened it so frequently, she corrected, mentally kicking herself. She’d just been laid off from her lucrative bank position for opening her mouth one too many times. Only this time, she’d done it for her family.

      She could fix her career easily enough, but she was pinning her family’s future on the state park plan represented by this meager file. Volunteering her time and expertise had seemed the best means of getting on the inside track. Now it looked as if she would have the responsibility of making the park happen.

      No point endangering this golden opportunity by telling Terry he was a lazy bum.

      Shouldering her bag, she slipped the file into it. “I’ll start with land acquisitions. Who’s this Thomas Clayton McCloud? I’ve never heard of him.” This was a small town and she’d grown up here. She thought she knew everyone.

      “Some computer guru the mayor’s mother thinks is cute.” Terry grimaced in distaste. “You know how things get done around here. ”

      Yep, she did. She’d just landed this position because she’d been Terry’s high school lab partner. Networking, that was called in the city.

      “And ‘cute’ will acquire the land how?” she asked. “With charming smiles and asking if we could have the beach, pretty please?”

      Terry snorted. “Not from McCloud. He’s a surly bastard. Check him out. He’s usually sitting on the courthouse roof at this hour.”

      Oh, good, surly bastards were right up her alley. A good fight to get the old adrenaline pumping, and she could put an end to the park right now. Keep the big mouth shut, Rora.

      “Is it too soon to resign my commission?” Rolling her eyes but not giving back the file, Rory headed for the door. She’d accomplished more impossible feats than persuading budgets out of surly computer gurus who sat on courthouse roofs. Maybe not any quite so colorful though. The sophisticated city life she’d been leading paled in comparison.

      “Don’t strangle him until you get the list of landowners out of him!” Terry called after her.

      Once she had the list of heirs to the beach tract, the state could start purchasing land for the park. The sooner the island had a park, the sooner they could bring some tourist money in here to fill her family’s pockets, and she could be on her way again. Maybe she would take a job in Chicago this time. The skyline there was spectacular, and the culture and night life beat Charlotte’s by a country mile. A career move would be good for her.

      Walking out of city hall, she nearly bumped into Jeff Spencer, the town banker, conversing with the elderly mayor. They both knew her but didn’t acknowledge her existence. Recognizing the supercilious attitude, she shrugged and stepped out of their way. She didn’t need to rock boats these days.

      Breathing in the sweet scent of blooming jasmine, she glanced up the oak-lined street to her rural hometown’s only claim to a skyline. The gilding on the clock tower of the courthouse gleamed in the bright May sun.

      Built shortly after the Civil War, the steepled courthouse was too small and dark to be effective for anything except record keeping, but they still used it for all their criminal proceedings. Not that a place this size had much more than a few drunk-and-disorderlies.

      Given her father’s rowdy habits, Rory had been on the inside of the courthouse a few more times than she cared to recall—one of the many reasons the town’s substantial citizens ignored her.

      Walking beneath live oaks trailing gray beards of Spanish moss, she studied the high-pitched roof of the city landmark, easily locating what appeared to be a half-naked Greek god perched at the peak, tampering with the clock’s internal mechanism. It looked to her like it would be easier to tackle the job from inside the tower, but who was she to argue with mechanical genius? Or Greek gods? His shoulders alone were awe-inspiring.

      The clock never had run properly, not since the mayor’s daddy “fixed” it back during World War II, according to town legend. She kind of liked the fact that the clock always ran slow no matter how many times someone set it. It seemed to depict the town’s cautious attitude of living one step behind the times.

      If McCloud looked as good up close as he did from down here, she’d be willing to climb up there and join him.

      Obviously a victim of her sexless life, Rory shook her head at her voyeurism. She had enough complications in her life without adding a man to it. Someday her prince might come, but in the meantime she was perfectly happy building her own castles.

      Emerging from the shade to stand on the courthouse lawn, she called up to him. “Thomas McCloud?” She wondered if her voice would carry that far. Climbing the ladder leaning against the side of the building wasn’t on her agenda for the morning.

      Rory couldn’t tell whether it was her voice that caused him to halt what he was doing or if he’d just decided to take a drink. Either way, he slipped his screwdriver into a tool belt, picked up a bottle of water, and glanced downward through his expensive wraparound sunglasses.

      Calling his name again, she waved at him to catch his attention.

      From her view on the ground, Thomas McCloud could have doubled as a movie star—sun-bleached hair, slim hips, taut, tanned abdomen, and admirable pecs. And all attitude, she’d just about swear, waiting for the movie-star illusion to dispel the instant McCloud opened his mouth.

      Shoving the aviator glasses into his thick, wavy hair, he lifted the water bottle in a salute, took a drink, set the bottle down on a ledge, and pulled his screwdriver out of his tool belt, completely ignoring her. Attitude. She’d known it. The good-looking ones were born with it.

      “Thomas McCloud, I need to talk with you!” she shouted at him.

      He carefully unscrewed one corner of the clock frame and dropped the screws into a pouch on his belt without once looking down.

      She damned well didn’t intend to stand here screaming like a jay, making a spectacle of herself. The townspeople already thought little enough of her family without confirming their trailer trash reputation.

      Rory marched around the courthouse and up the steps. She’d been the one who’d taught her classmates how to climb up the tower.

      She supposed a sensible person would have gone on to the next order of business and hoped to catch one Thomas Clayton McCloud in another time and place. But life had taught her that the timid got walked over and the stubborn got things done.

      Besides, he’d ticked her off by ignoring her.

      “How you doing, Elena?” Leaning on the counter in the DMV office, Rory greeted the file clerk who’d worked there for decades.

      Sliding her purple-rimmed glasses on top of her gray hair, the clerk smiled a greeting. “Aurora, how good to see you!”

      Rory waved her hand at the door partially hidden behind a bank of file cabinets. “I need to climb up there and talk to the clown on the roof. Is the staircase accessible these days?”

      “He’s a sight to behold, isn’t he? If only I were thirty years younger.” Elena reached behind an antique wooden file cabinet and removed a key from a hook.

      “I thought it was only the high school kids who sought attention by climbing up there.” Rory accepted the key and started around the counter.

      “He never talks to anyone, so I guess it’s not attention he’s after.” She tucked a pencil into the bun of hair at her nape and grabbed a shrilly ringing phone, waving Rory on.

      Clasping the key in her fist, Rory wended her way past desks and cabinets and assorted equipment to pry open the squeaking door. She wrinkled her nose at the musty stench emanating from the wooden structure. If the town ever hired a real live fire marshal who actually inspected buildings, he’d probably condemn this stairway. Until then, she needed a broom to clear out the cobwebs.

      Checking a nearby janitor’s closet and finding a worn broom, Rory thanked the good Lord for people who never changed their habits. She could swear this was the same broom she’d used the first time she’d sneaked up the stairs. Wielding the handle, she brushed aside cobwebs and cleared a path.

      The old staircase seemed safe enough. With her sensible heels slapping the wooden treads so he could hear her coming, Rory climbed to the third story landing and located the vent overlooking the roof.

      “McCloud!” she called, rattling the louver until it opened enough for her to see out. “I need to talk with you. You want to do it here or somewhere more appropriate?”

      The clock tower was actually overhead, perched on the peak of the roof, so she had to look up as well as out to see the mechanic. Mostly, she could see his long, jeans-clad legs. Apparently amused by her call, he peered over his sunglasses at the open louvers, but she figured he couldn’t see her.

      “There’s a ladder in here,” she shouted. “I can climb up there if I have to.”

      “I like a woman with perseverance. Give me a minute to screw down this frame. I’ll meet you down at the Monkey.”

      He didn’t possess the honeyed drawl of a local man, but he had a deep, sexy voice that crawled right down inside her and made itself at home. Rory shivered in appreciation, then rolled her eyes.

      He hadn’t even asked why she wanted to talk with him. Men! He probably thought his body was all she was after. Rory watched to be certain he was fastening the frame, then trudged down the way she’d come.

      The Blue Monkey was her father’s favorite hangout, but it also served short-order meals and didn’t mind serving sailors who dragged in from the harbor covered in grease. It would be air-conditioned and not too busy at this hour, so she couldn’t argue with his choice of meeting places.

      Rory didn’t recognize the young bartender, so she was safe in ordering a soft drink without a recitation of where she’d been and what she’d been doing since high school. She sighed at the ever-present contest slogan on the label of the bottle he slid across the bar to her, but she checked under the cap, just in case. Her father’s penchant for playing contests had started rubbing off on her since she’d returned home. Something about placing her hopes in the hands of fate appealed when she had no other options.

      Flinging the SORRY, TRY AGAIN cap to the bar, she turned to study the jukebox. The playlist hadn’t changed since Elvis had checked out. She punched in a Simon and Garfunkel song from the seventies and took her glass and bottle to the first booth.

      “Bridge over Troubled Water” hit its last wailing note as Thomas Clayton McCloud sauntered in. He’d apparently taken time to scrub off in a rest room, wetting his long, sun-streaked hair. He wore the ash brown length tied back with a leather thong against his bronzed nape. He’d donned a plaid cotton shirt to cover his bare chest, but with the sleeves ripped off, it didn’t do much to disguise his sculpted biceps.

      Rory had to bite her tongue to prevent drooling as he slid into the booth across from her, exuding male pheromones. Brains won over brawn any day in her book, but that didn’t stop her from appreciating the view when he crossed his sinewy arms on the table. This was the town’s computer expert?

      He lifted his sunglasses, sliding them into his overlong hair. Up close, Rory could see that it had an unruly curl to the ends. The sunglasses had partially concealed a broad nose with a slight downward slope instead of the classically handsome one she’d expected. He wasn’t Hollywood pretty, but his long-lashed gray eyes could ring her chimes any day.

      “There’d better be a good reason for dragging me down here this early in the day.” With a gesture at the bartender, he ordered a beer. The boy knew his brand of choice without asking and carried the bottle over still sweating from the cooler.

      Sipping the beer, Clay admired the glory of the full-figured redhead across from him—his fantasy Viking princess sprung to life in Technicolor. She’d twisted strands of her strawberry-blond mane into a knot at the back of her head, but it was too heavy to stay in the pins. One escaped lock curved in a delicate line along her throat, just brushing her red silk shirt. The stiff-collared, no-nonsense shirt didn’t bother him, but the gray business suit she wore with it warned he really didn’t want to hear what she had to say. He didn’t listen to suits these days.

      Leaning back against the wooden bench, he took a good chug of beer and waited for her to get past his rudeness. No sense in encouraging whatever maggot had stuck in her craw. Instead, he engaged his mind in admiring the way her luscious lips tightened into a disapproving line.

      “I’m Aurora Jenkins,” she said with only a hint of the soft drawl of the island inhabitants. “Terry Talbert has put me in charge of developing a budget for the park grant. I have an MBA in finance and grew up here, so I volunteered to help him out for a while.”

      Raising an eyebrow, Clay continued sipping his beer, waiting for her to come around to what she really wanted.

      In the dim light of the bar, her eyes appeared almost violet. They narrowed at his nonresponse.

      “I’m developing a budget for the land-planning grant,” she continued without voicing an iota of frustration at his stonewalling. “I understand you’re overseeing the software development of a program capable of identifying and locating the Bingham heirs. If you haven’t pulled your cost figures together yet, I can help you with them.”

      Clay nearly snorted beer out of his nose. Wiping the smirk off his face with the back of his hand, he leaned forward, bringing them face-to-face across the narrow table. “I do software. I don’t do numbers.”

      “The state requires numbers, Mr. McCloud.”

      “The state can go screw itself. I’m working for next to nothing and nothing is what they’ll get if they don’t leave me alone.”

      “With that attitude, maybe nothing is all you have and all you ever will have, Mr. McCloud. Perhaps I should suggest that the state find a different person to locate the heirs?”

      “In my experience, you may suggest to them that the moon is blue, and they’ll appoint a committee to study the matter and make a decision sometime in the next century. Don’t let me stop you.” Flinging a bill on the table, Clay slid out of the booth.

      It was a damned shame that great body was wasted on a narrow-minded number cruncher, but he was sticking to simple minds and simple tastes these days—even if Aurora Jenkins’ curves could tempt Satan.

      “The park is imperative to our future, Mr. McCloud. We need a budget to get the state grant. I’ll present you with a suggested budget for your division next week,” she called after him.

      He almost laughed out loud at that. He should have known any woman willing to tackle that spider-infested tower wouldn’t give up easily. Turning, he winked at her in his best obnoxious manner. “You’d be better off hunting for the late mayor’s missing fortune than to trust the state.”

      He walked out, letting the door slam behind him.

      [image: ]

      Missing fortune, her foot and eye. If she could find a fortune, she’d be out of here so fast, Thomas Clayton McCloud’s head would spin.

      Cursing, Rory fumbled in her purse for some change so she could pay up and leave.

      Where the hell did he get that my-way-or-the-highway attitude? Was he born with it? Did someone teach it to him?

      Could she hit him over the head with a two-by-four and bash it out of him? There was a reason she preferred the pinstripe-suit crowd these days. She could control her temper better in the secure environment of intelligent people who shared rational goals.

      “Clay took care of it,” the bartender said, sweeping the bill off the table before she found her change purse.

      “Put the money against his tab.” Refusing to take anything from the bastard, Rory threw a couple of bills on the table.

      She’d have to investigate Mr. McCloud more thoroughly before she approached him next time. Did he have any business background at all? Did he even have an education? How much did he actually know about programming? It was a real stretch to believe he could find the on switch of a PC.

      She bet he found the on switch of every woman who crossed his path. Fanning herself with a file folder as she left the bar, Rory tried to ignore all the hormones exploding like little bombshells in less noble parts of her.

      McCloud exuded sex appeal like bees secreted honey. She didn’t have the time or the patience to play little boy games. He could go exude on some other hapless female.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “What will we do without Daddy’s pickup?” Cissy fretted for the ninety-nine millionth time.

      Rory had returned home to help after the accident that had temporarily crippled her sister and their father, but her family’s dependency went far beyond health issues.

      “I can’t get to the grocery store,” Cissy complained, “much less take Mandy to after-school classes. No one’s going to loan me any money to buy one while I’m not working. And Daddy can’t produce any papers proving he has an income, so no bank will loan him any either.”

      “Pops was down at the bar Friday, so someone’s helping him get around. Just be grateful he can’t ride the Harley with his leg in a cast.” Rory steered her small BMW convertible into the interstate traffic leaving Charleston after Cissy’s medical appointment. Until her family was—literally—on their feet again, she wasn’t going anywhere. They needed her time as much as her money right now. Which meant she had no excuse to go job-hunting and wiggle out of an unpleasant task.

      Twenty-four hours had passed since her meeting with Thomas Clayton McCloud, and she was no closer to figuring out how to deal with him than before. She was generally good with people, but McCloud. . .

      She had better things to do than fret over living testimonies to the dangers of testosterone poisoning.

      Her sister stirred in discomfort, and Rory cast her an anxious glance. Cissy had inherited their bear of a father’s sandy-brown hair and their mother’s slight stature. Rory had inherited their mother’s strawberry-blond mane and her father’s sturdy size. She had spent many an adolescent evening envying her sister’s delicate figure. But right now Cissy simply looked worn thin.

      “One of Daddy’s bar buddies probably picked him up.” With a grimace of discomfort, Cissy pushed the seat back as far as it would go so she could straighten her leg. “Did he tell you about the California freak he’s taken up with now? He has Daddy convinced the island is sinking, the fish are poisoned, and the wells will dry up.”

      Rory shrugged. “He’s probably right, not that we can do anything about it except move to the city, where the exhaust fumes give people asthma, the reservoirs are drying up, and the ground is poisoned with lawn chemicals.”

      Cissy chuckled, winced, and leaned her head back against the high seat. “Sounds like you and Daddy’s buddy have a lot in common.  Maybe we should all learn to get around on bikes.”

      “Oh, yeah, I can see that happening.” Rory gave her sister’s injured leg a look of disbelief. “Rollerblades, too. Then we can put you in the hospital and keep you there.” Without a hint of hesitation, she changed the subject. “I’m thinking of selling the BMW.”

      She already knew her sister’s answer to that, but she had to put forth the suggestion. Rory loved her baby-blue convertible, but it was highly impractical out here on the sandy roads of the island. If she sold it for just half its worth, she could buy two used pickups with the proceeds. She’d spent her savings and severance allowance on their medical bills. The car was about all she had left.

      Cissy turned her head to glare at her through narrowed eyes. “No charity,” she said firmly. “I have no way of paying you back, and I’m not gonna owe you into eternity. We’ll manage. We always do.”

      Cissy managed because their father called Rory when unexpected expenses cropped up. Her education and her career had kept the family afloat for years. But she couldn’t tell her sister that their father’s “good sales weeks” came from her. He might sell more concrete birdbaths and lawn ornaments during the summer, but those sales barely held him through the winter. And now the accident that had totaled the truck had also slowed her father’s production.

      The pink slip in her last paycheck had ended the family’s income cushion. Ostensibly, Rory had been part of a larger layoff, but she knew the true score. She really needed to quit rocking the boat. Proposing that the bank give as much to literacy as they were giving to the new basketball arena had not been one of her better-thought-out tirades.

      “Cissy, let’s be real here,” Rory argued. “I need this fifty-grand showpiece like I need a hole in my head. Public transportation is more environmentally sound. I’m thinking of taking a job in Chicago. I can find a place on the train line and buy one of those electric cars.”

      “Fifty grand? Damn, Rora, spending so much on a car is stupid. You could buy a house with fifty grand.”

      “Well, I won’t get that much if I sell or trade it. And you won’t find a house as nice as Mom’s with fifty grand, I promise you. We should put flowers on her grave every day for having credit life insurance on the mortgage.”

      It was just a double-wide, but it was the only home her sister and niece had ever known. Situated on thirty acres of swamp and sandy soil that had been handed down through generations of their mother’s family, the trailer had been their salvation after their mother’s death when Rory was only twelve.

      It wasn’t as if their father had ever owned anything of his own— until their mother died, and he’d built the concrete factory behind the house. Rory had to give Jake credit for ending his footloose life the instant his daughters had needed him.

      “You must have got your smarts from Mom,” Cissy said. “She sure knew how to pinch a penny and make Abe squeal.”

      That their father didn’t went unspoken. Rory loved her free-spirited father, but she sometimes wondered how he and their mother had ever stayed together long enough to make two babies. It seemed they’d had nothing in common on any other level but bed.

      She’d learned her lesson at an early age. Opposites might attract, but they were damned bad for each other. Her father had spent his life hoping to make his fortune by winning a million dollars. Rory had followed her mother’s example, preferring the certainty of education and hard work.

      Not that work had paid off in the way she had hoped. Working within the establishment paid off far better than fighting it.

      “You have smarts, too,” Rory assured her sister. “You just didn’t have the opportunities you gave me. And kids cost a lot. Since I’ll probably never have any, I want to help with Mandy. She’s already wanting a car so she can work.”

      “Over my dead body.” Arms crossed, Cissy glared at the road.

      “Well, that’s my thought, too,” Rory admitted. “But the time will come. We’d better present a united front, or she’ll be weaseling it out of Pops.” Once she had her career back on track, she would personally see that Cissy’s fifteen-year-old daughter had the education she deserved. Cissy had provided the home and security Rory had needed while growing up. Rory could do no less for Mandy.

      “Or he’ll teach her to ride the Harley,” Cissy agreed glumly, leaning her head back and closing her eyes. “I don’t want to think about it. You need to start looking for a job. Now that the weather’s warmer, the tourists will be back, and Daddy can look after us.”

      If she hadn’t known just how badly her family was in debt, Rory would jump on this invitation to escape. But the minute she left, Cissy would attempt to return to work and ruin her health, and her father. . . Rory would rather not even consider what her Harley-riding father would do with a broken leg and no truck.

      “What if I decide I like it here and don’t want to leave?” she teased.

      Cissy didn’t bother opening her eyes to answer that one. “You never belonged here, kid. You’ll be gone before the summer is over.”

      Rory smiled happily. Oh, yes, she would. She wanted a condo with great big windows overlooking the skyline this time—once she’d molded the proposed park into a certainty.

      Turning their swampy land into a profitable tourist attraction would solve all their financial problems. She intended to make it happen with or without the help of Greek gods.

      [image: ]

      “What we need is your video game’s Viking heroine and Karate Turtle to rise out of the swamp and drive off the barbarian park builders.” Jared McCloud stroked the laptop keyboard, testing Clay’s latest program.

      Sitting on the porch of his brother’s beach cottage overlooking the park in question, Clay crumpled his empty beer can and pitched it at a seagull trying to steal his fries. He checked over the top of his Oakley sunglasses to see if his cartoonist brother had baked his brain. “Slipped a little deeper into fantasyland, have we? Does married life do that?”

      Actually, Clay envied the contentment his restless brother had found in marriage, but he’d embarrass the hell out of both of them if he said that.

      The sun setting behind the cottage caught water droplets in the surf, illuminating them like tumbling silver coins as a wave lifted and crashed against the shore beyond the porch. Jared gestured at the wooded marsh past the beach and rocky promontory on the horizon. “If the state intends to build a park over there, it’s only a matter of time before someone buys the swamp and condos shoot up like mushrooms. Cleo wants to plant a minefield between here and there to hold back the tourists.”

      “Cleo has the right idea.” Sitting back in his canvas deck chair, Clay tried not to care. Life was much simpler if he didn’t waste energy standing in the way of progress—that was what he’d told himself when the state had offered him a tidy sum to develop the genealogy software they needed to track the descendants and pinpoint the property owners.

      He’d figured the easy cash would tide him over while he decided what to do next with himself. He was counting on the state giving up on buying the swamp once he’d unraveled the names of the innumerable descendants of slaves who’d inherited it. Persuading that many strangers to agree on selling would be impractical, at the very least.

      Or so he’d thought until Aurora Jenkins had arrived on the scene.

      He fought a surge of discontent with nonchalance. “I think I like being a beach bum.”

      “Yeah, right.” Jared snorted in disbelief and tapped the keyboard. “You’ve changed the edit mode,” he exclaimed. “I can point and drag and the sketch goes just where I want. Freaking fantastic! I can finish a drawing in the morning and spend the afternoon kicking back if this works out. You’re a pure wizard, bro.”

      Clay shifted to a more comfortable position in the deck chair and popped open another beer can. “Sure. Now all I need is a good fairy to wave her wand and fill my pockets with gold, and we’re set.”

      In the absence of any good fairy, Clay leaned over to poke his large finger into the cross-eyed view of his infant niece. “Hey, Midge, how ya doin’, drooler?”

      Jared chuckled and with a few strokes of the keyboard and trackball, created a plump baby fairy struggling to stay upright on tiny wings. “There she is, your good fairy. Pin her up over your bed at night.”

      Clay glanced at the screen, grunted, and returned to munching the fries that constituted his evening meal. “Cute, real cute. You’ve got it right. Midge is the only magic fairy I’m letting near me.”

      “Her name is Megan,” Jared corrected. “Meg for short. Why don’t you update ‘Mysterious’? Use magic fairies instead of Viking princesses this time. Gaming is a huge deal. You don’t have to create and sell business programs anymore.”

      Now that your dot-com failed remained politely unsaid. Clay snorted at this second mention of the sophomoric script that had generated the popular computer game over ten years ago. “I prefer writing about dripping dungeons and slime pits. Maybe I could drop a Viking princess or two into them.”

      “One woman who returns your ring doesn’t justify writing off the rest of the gender. Besides, you’re good at gaming. I’ll help you write a new script. We could use Cleo’s menagerie as a starting point.”

      His sister-in-law’s human menagerie would be far more entertaining than her animal one, Clay reflected, but his brother wouldn’t appreciate his cynicism. Jared’s wife befriended everyone from homeless derelicts to rich cartoonists like Jared. Or beach bums like himself—jilted beach bums whose ex-fiancées didn’t return the ring. Diane had liked that expensive hunk of rock too well.

      “You write it, I’ll program it,” Clay offered laconically, “and we can be the only two people in the world who ever play it.” Peddling backward to adolescence wasn’t on his agenda. He’d meet the world on his terms or none at all. The anonymity of this island hideaway suited his new choice of lifestyle: ex-millionaire hermit. He’d never played well with others anyway.

      “You don’t have to keep the rights to every damned thing you create,” Jared protested. “There are trustworthy distribution companies out there.”

      “Yeah, like the one that’s ripping off ‘Mysterious’ as we speak. Or the MBAs who let my company go down the hole.” Or the redheaded one determined to turn paradise into parking lots.

      He suspected he would have some difficulty keeping that holy terror from hunting down property owners even if he found a million Binghams. He knew the type. Aurora Jenkins was on a mission from Mammon.

      “No, thanks. I’m keeping my fantasies to myself these days.” Brushing off his brother’s suggestion, Clay hunkered down and chugged his beer.

      He might be skeptical about the benefits of corporate life, but he occasionally fantasized about having a real life like the ones his brothers had found in marriage. He was dead tired of living inside his head. He’d even gone so far as to find a woman and make a commitment, until the engagement had fallen apart with his company.

      He should have known better than to think he could lead a normal life. He didn’t possess a normal mind, as he’d been reminded once too often. He offered diamonds and companionship, and women wanted companies. Who knew?

      Clay eyed the infant in the cradle just to be certain Midge hadn’t gone anywhere. Cleo had dressed her daughter in a tie-dyed nightshirt, and curled-up pink toes stuck out from beneath the hem. He thought Midge was pretty incredible and probably the most real thing he knew, but he kept his opinion to himself.

      “I don’t know why you’re so down on women.” Jared added a few touches to the drawing, stuck a wand in the baby fairy’s hand, and saved the finished product to the hard drive. “They’re one of life’s joys and wonders. Abstinence makes you cranky as well as cynical.”

      “Yup, that’s me, disbeliever in life’s little mysteries. Women have only one purpose, to mess with a man’s mind.” Clay withdrew his finger from Midge’s determined grip.

      Jared hooted. “Maybe that’s your problem—you think your brains are in your jeans.” He handed the laptop back to Clay, then bent over to adjust the blanket shading his daughter from the sun. “When are you going to release that 3-D program?”

      “I haven’t found the right backing yet.” Hadn’t looked for it, actually. Rather than turn years of hard work over to another thief, he’d let the program rot.

      Like him. Over the past few years he’d owned Jags and Malibu property. Women wearing diamond rings and designer bodies had adorned his life and bed. Where did a man go after that?

      Finishing off his bottle of water, Jared stood up and stretched. “I know the program works. So what’s wrong?”

      “I’m keeping risks to myself these days.” Clay sipped his beer and glared at the laptop screen Jared had returned to him.

      “Cleo’s designed a tin devil with a scowl just like yours. If you’re not careful, she’ll have it popping up in the driveway as a warning sign.”

      “Tell Cleo I’ll pose for her devil if she thinks it will keep intruders out.”

      “If they build that park next door, we’ll not know privacy again,” Jared said gloomily. “I’m thinking we’ll have to sell.”

      Clay clenched his teeth and didn’t immediately reply. Despite his doubts about halting progress, he had been doing what little he could to discourage the state from buying the beach adjoining Cleo’s property. For a while he’d almost convinced the state that the genealogy of ownership was too complex to be unraveled—until the lawyers had stepped in and insisted he continue the search. He didn’t trust lawyers any more than MBAs.

      He was a big boy now. If the park forced Cleo and Jared to sell, it shouldn’t matter to him. There was a whole wide world out there. Except that without family or career or home, he had no anchor and no destination.

      Men weren’t allowed to admit weakness, so he maintained his insouciance. “You’re set back from the road. I don’t think park traffic will be a problem.” Clay opened the document listing the owners that he’d located so far. There had to be some weakness he could use to derail the state’s plans. “You’ve got years to think about moving.”

      Shrugging, Jared lifted the infant carrier. “I hope so. Cleo will freak if she has to leave that house she’s worked on so hard.”

      Whistling, swinging Midge, he walked off down the sandy path and boardwalk to the island farmhouse where his wife and kids waited. Clay grimaced and studied the waves rather than watch him go. It was all well and fine for his older brother to live in a nest of childish laughter and uproar. His older brother was a cartoonist and had never needed to grow up.

      Despite the difference in their ages, Clay had been older than Jared since birth.

      There for a while, maybe he’d forgotten himself and indulged in adolescent fantasies of fortune, fame, and everlasting love. After all, he’d achieved two out of three before he was thirty. But he’d learned the fallacy of thinking he could have all three.

      Sipping his beer with his feet propped on the porch rail, Clay figured this was as good as it got. It didn’t take half a wit to earn enough to keep him in beer and fries for the rest of his life. He had a roof over his head and a Harley in the drive. Maybe he’d find a new career in fixing old clocks like the one on the courthouse. He liked tinkering.

      Maybe a little later he’d wander down to the Monkey and see what kind of hell he could raise.

      For now, he switched his computer program to “Mysterious” and began battling villains for the life of the Viking princess.

      On a whim, he changed her hair color from blond to red.
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      “Yes, I know it’s five years old, but it has only sixty thousand miles on it. BMWs are good for three hundred.” Rory rolled her eyes at the inquisition of the car buyer on the other end of the telephone line.

      Sitting on the dinette table, Mandy swung her long legs, giggled, and unscrewed the top on the last of the soft drinks her grandfather had purchased because the label said they could be winners. She automatically checked under the cap, then flung it into the trash with a shrug. Like her Aunt Rory, she had fiery sunset hair. Unlike her aunt, she wore it cropped short, tousled, and bleached. Three studs adorned one ear, and her navel-revealing T-shirt rode high over a slim, tanned belly.

      “Look, it’s not as if I need the money,” Rory lied arrogantly into the telephone. “If you want to steal a car, go steal someone else’s.”

      Even if she wasn’t impressing the guy on the phone with her negotiating skills, she was impressing the hell out of Mandy, who watched her through eyes widened in fascination.

      “Well, call me back if you change your mind.” She hung up and put a kettle on to boil for iced tea.

      “Guess you’re stuck keeping the Beamer a little longer. Pity.” Mandy leaned over to reach the peanut butter jar on the kitchen counter.

      “Smart-ass.” Rory handed her the jar before she fell off the table.

      The screen door slammed open and Jake limped in, using his crutch more to manipulate objects in his way than as a means of locomotion. Her father was a big man with a full head of sandy hair that had faded over time. He maneuvered his bulk through the crowded laundry room, hooked a chair leg, and pulled the chair out so he could lower his weight without bending his injured leg. “I’m hungry.”

      “Want some of that lasagna I made last night?” Rory opened the refrigerator without waiting for an answer. “Have you thought about that bookkeeping program I told you about? If you open a checking account, you could control your money better.” Probably not enough to buy the insurance he needed, though. One more accident like the last, and bankruptcy, here they came.

      “Now, Rora, don’t get off on that kick again. I ain’t makin’ enough for the IRS to mess with, and the people ’round here like cash. No fancy books are gonna make us any richer.”

      She could argue with that. Writing checks would force her father to see where his money went. If he realized how much he handed out to his drinking buddies and sometime workers, he might be a little more careful. He wasn’t twenty anymore. He needed to think about his health and retirement.

      Right, that was like telling Peter Pan he had to grow up.

      Giving up on the topic, she asked, “How’s the leg, Pops?”

      “I’ll be fishing in no time, providin’ there’s anywheres left to fish. How you doin’ with the town council? Found any way of keeping the state out yet?”

      “I’m learning,” she answered noncommittally, cutting a slice of lasagna to heat. The state park could generate enough tourism to keep her father’s company in cash for years. A service station and minimart would be even better, if she could find funds to build one. She had no intention of keeping out the state just because her father thought fishing should be free. He thought she was sabotaging the park with her volunteer work. What Pops didn’t know couldn’t hurt him.

      “Well, you’d better learn faster,” he grumbled. “McCloud told me the state’s talking of docks and cabins and parking lots down there. We’ll have to pay for the privilege of boating in our own damned waters.”

      McCloud told him that? Whose side was McCloud on? The state was paying him to work for them, wasn’t it? “McCloud needs to stick to locating Binghams,” she muttered.

      “That’s just it!” Jake shouted, waving his fork at her. “Talk to your friends on that connivin’ tourist commission. I heard them and the bankers. Soon as they’ve got some Binghams in their pocket, the frigging vampires got it fixed so all they have to do is talk one Bingham into selling, and the whole swamp goes on the block, not just the beach.”

      “All of it?” Mandy stared at her grandfather in horror. “Even Grandma Iris’s?”

      “All of it,” Jake agreed in a voice of doom, “Even Luke’s dock and the Watkinses’ shack.”

      A pinprick of uncertainty perforated the fabric of Rory’s confidence. She knew enough about development to hear a kernel of truth in her father’s wild accusation. The back of their property ran up against the Bingham swamp. She didn’t know if Iris and the others living back there had any claim on the land, but they’d lived there undisturbed all their lives.

      “The state doesn’t have any use for the swamp,” Rory said with more assurance than she felt. “They’re just buying the waterfront areas to protect the sea turtles and improve the beach. There isn’t any reason for them to even know Grandma Iris is out there.”

      Thomas Clayton McCloud and his anarchic propaganda were a bigger danger to their future. McCloud’s outrageous theories would have the whole island in an uproar, endangering the chances of the park being built. State legislators didn’t pay for anything that didn’t buy them votes.

      She wouldn’t let an outsider destroy the first opportunity her family had of digging their way out of poverty.

      First, though, she’d call Terry to sort rumor from reality. The state park plan she’d seen had called for only much-needed beach improvement.

      She didn’t mind developing the nearly inaccessible beach down the road, but Disney World in her backyard really would sink the island.

      [image: ]

      Rubbing his eyes, Clay shoved back from the desk he’d rigged up in the cottage’s front room. Finding misplaced Binghams was akin to searching the Internet for passwords. They were everywhere. And they took forever to uncover.

      Locating the appropriate stack of data, he added another pile of printouts to it, looked around at the scattered piles of notes, file folders, and program changes he’d made, and decided he ought to invest in a good filing cabinet.

      But that would require admitting he was staying here, and he wasn’t ready for commitment yet. Commitment required some sort of goal, and he had none. More accurately, he wanted none. Been there, done that.

      Who knew it was such hard work to be a hermit?

      He kicked aside an empty beer bottle, scooped up a sweaty T-shirt, and cleared a space for the next stack of papers. If he really wanted to commit, he’d buy a laundry hamper and a trash can.

      Among the attic rejects and litter of the room, his flat screen monitor and high-powered laptop were the only indication of the high-tech life he’d once lived. Childish sketches drawn by Cleo’s eight-year-old son, Matty, adorned one wall. Shells and sea oat bouquets left over from previous occupants replaced the expensive artwork he’d once collected. He couldn’t say that one lifestyle was any less empty than the other. This one was just cheaper.

      Returning to his seat, he switched the computer to his test version of “Mysterious II”, took out a couple of rocket ships with a barrage of blue mushrooms, found the missing princess and her lost laser arrows, and jotted notes on two dozen ways he could improve the script.

      His stomach rumbled, and he rubbed his bare belly. Cleo had extended an open invitation to dinner, but the kids ate early, and he’d worked through their meal. He glanced around, looking for a clean shirt amid the debris.

      The Monkey offered good company and decent food. He could go into town and let his brain cool off.

      Of course, thinking about the bar brought back thoughts of Aurora Jenkins, and other parts of him heated up in response to his mental image of sunset hair and a stunning figure that might take a lifetime to explore.

      All right, now he needed a good run on the beach. Forgetting the shirt, Clay picked his way across the piles of paper to the doorway. It would stay light for another hour or so. The Monkey didn’t get lively until nine anyway.

      Stepping onto the porch and checking the lights at Jared’s place, he noted a tall figure striding down the wooden walkway over the dune. Had he sunk so low that he conjured up his fantasies now?

      With the sun sliding behind the trees in the west, he couldn’t make out the face, but he recognized the shape.

      Aurora.

      Her parents sure knew how to pick a name. Her hair caught and mirrored the reddish glow of the sunset in the same way the aurora borealis lit the winter sky.

      He mentally stripped her of her tailored jacket and knee-length skirt, and redressed her in a flowered sarong and bikini top with her hair flowing around her shoulders.

      “Mr. McCloud.” Arriving on his doorstep, she managed to sound both curt and agitated at the same time.

      “Clay,” he corrected. “What can I do for you, Miss Jenkins?”

      “Call me Rory,” she answered with an impatient wave, before reaching into her shoulder bag.

      She wore no rings, he duly noted. He had a ring fixation these days.

      “I’ve brought some proposed budget figures for software development for your approval.” She pulled a file folder from the bag. “They should adequately cover R & D and any equipment. I need to talk with you.”

      He propped his shoulder against the porch post and crossed his arms over his bare chest, blocking her progress. He didn’t do business these days. And he definitely didn’t do MBAs. “So talk.”

      Already disturbed by what she’d learned from Terry, Rory didn’t have time for McCloud’s schoolboy tactics, even if all that bronzed, muscled torso belonged on a wall poster. He wasn’t built like a fireplug, like so many men who worked out. Instead he possessed the lean, sleek lines and powerful sinews of a thoroughbred.

      She’d learned to curb her desires years ago. To make herself heard in a male world, she’d learned how to handle ego.

      With mockery, she looked McCloud over as if he were a side of beef. Instead of backing off, he countered her tactic by flexing his muscles, and watched her with amusement.

      Heat rose to her cheeks, and she spoke sharply to cover her blush. “There isn’t enough light out here to go over these figures, Mr. McCloud. And I really don’t think what I have to say should be broadcast to the neighbors.” Maybe she ought to rethink her reason for being here. She was used to handling men in business suits, not half-naked statues of male virility.

      Proving he wasn’t made of stone, he lifted an eyebrow in a provocative leer. “Why, by all means, Miss Aurora. Let’s you and me make ourselves comfortable in my office.”

      He gestured toward the screen door so she could enter first. Not one to back away from a challenge, she brushed past him to step up on the porch. Her skin reacted as if he’d stroked it when her shoulder grazed his chest, and she was pleasantly aware that he topped her by almost a head. Not many men could match her height, especially when she wore heels.

      The trash heap he called an office distracted her from her physical response. Books filled the rattan sofa and chair. Papers covered the worn wooden floor. Only the slatted rocker remained empty, largely because everything he’d stacked on it had slid off and lay between its rockers.

      “Shall I get you a beer?”

      In classic bad-boy attitude, he invaded her space by leaning a little too close. She could feel his breath blowing the loose tendrils on her nape, smell the beer he’d been drinking, and wanted to turn around and shove him away for the principle of it. But touching this man would mean physical confrontation, and she didn’t think she could handle that. Not when all her hormones begged for it.

      She swung around, nearly clipping his nose with the folder. “No, thank you. Is that the Mac with the new processor?” Crossing the room, she hit the space bar, and a warrior leaped out of blood-red shrubbery to scream pun-laden epithets at the player.

      “I trust you’re paid well to play games, McCloud.” Glancing down, she discovered the printouts beside the monitor and lifted a stack. “This is programming language. Are you developing the park program yourself?”

      Grabbing the papers from her, Clay crossed his arms and stashed the stack in his armpit. “What can I do for you?” He changed his sexy leer to an irritated male glare and adopted an intimidating stance.

      Which Rory ignored. She had more immediate problems than this Macho Man, and she clung to the hope that those printouts proved he actually had brains behind the attitude.

      Much as she hated to admit it, she needed his expertise. “Would you stop acting like a jackass and listen? How close are you to finding the Bingham heirs?”

      Clay studied her stonily. “I’m generating names first. Then I’ll have to hunt down and verify addresses. Why?”

      Without asking permission, his uninvited guest removed books from the sofa and took a seat. “Would you put a shirt on, please? We need to talk.”

      “You keep telling me that.” Clay resisted the impulse to strut for her benefit and grabbed a Rams T-shirt. It had ketchup on one ram horn, but it didn’t stink. Of course, he’d shrunk the shirt trying to do his own laundry, so he might as well have just painted his chest black for all the good wearing it did.

      Her pained expression showed she’d noticed. Feeling decidedly better about that, Clay located his nearly empty beer bottle, finished it off, then took a seat in the rocker, dangling the empty in his fingers. “If you’re not after my body, what exactly are you after?”

      “Your head, probably, if you don’t quit telling tales in the bar.” She didn’t look ticked, just disturbed as she opened her file and laid it out for him. He suspected her insults might be her first line of defense against jerks like him.

      Clay propped his sandals on an assortment of computer magazines on the driftwood coffee table rather than read the file. “Tales?”

      “About the state’s intention for the Bingham property. We need that park, McCloud,” she said with an intensity that illuminated the violet of her eyes. “Our unemployment rate is among the highest in the country. The park will preserve the fragile ecology while providing jobs. Small-business development along the roadway is essential. Free fishing doesn’t factor into the process.”

      “Never does, does it?” he asked noncommittally.

      “I don’t want the locals up in arms and stopping progress,” she said with firmness.

      Clay figured she was wound up enough to kick him if he asked how this concerned him. She wore sturdy pumps and probably packed a wallop in those lovely long legs. He waited silently, since she seemed intent on doing all the talking anyway. He enjoyed watching the animated way the Viking princess gestured with her hands as she built up steam. Could he add that to the gaming script?

      “What concerns me is how the state will use those names you’re providing them,” she finally admitted, as if unwilling to impart dangerous information until she’d gauged her degree of control over it.

      Clay waited her out.

      Apparently winning some internal battle, she continued: “I just verified that once the state locates a few Binghams willing to sell, their attorneys can force an auction of the entire swamp rather than buying just the land along the beach.”

      Shit. Clay maintained his careless pose, idly swinging his bottle back and forth. Mentally he calculated means of checking out that bombshell for himself. He’d hoped to divert the beach sale and hadn’t seriously considered his brother’s concern that the whole parcel would go on the market. Cleo and Jared might live with a park, but if the entire swamp went up for sale. . .

      Appalling images of high-rise hotels adorned with plastic lawn chairs and beach towels dripping from balconies rose in his mind’s eye. Good-bye herons gleaming in the morning sun and owls hooting in the dark. Hello blaring rap music and raucous pool parties. For the first time in a long time, the nausea of anger gripped his gut—proof that he hadn’t entirely succeeded in separating himself from the real world.

      Lacking any reaction from him, Aurora clarified: “The Bingham property is a huge acreage. The state needs only a small portion of it.”

      “I don’t believe it’s possible to tell the state which part of the property belongs to which Bingham,” he finally answered, hoping to pry her out of here so he could make a few calls. “If you’re so concerned, then you’re better off telling the state to take a hike.” That was his preference, anyway. Leave the island the way it was, the way it belonged.

      His careless words finally lit her wick. If she were a firecracker, Clay figured she’d explode all over him right now. Amazingly, he enjoyed the way ire flared behind her uptight facade. He hadn’t been so entertained since he’d written “
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