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The sea is emotion incarnate. It loves, hates, and weeps. It defies all attempts to capture it with words and rejects all shackles. — Christopher Paolini

 


 

Chapter One

 

 

Maxwell

It was the perfect day. Royce and I were at my new house, outside, enjoying the day. I was floating in my beloved pool, relishing the gentle lapping of water against my skin and the distant call of meadowlarks in the trees. I felt truly content, not something I was prone to.

Royce sat nearby on a lounge chair, and there was a little blond boy on his lap. While I generally had an aversion to children, the presence of the child didn’t bother me. Even Grumpy was there, lying at Royce’s feet, chewing on a stuffed toy squirrel. I was pondering how perfect the moment was when the little boy suddenly looked over at me. He opened his mouth, and a jarring ringing sound came out.

Startled awake, I opened my eyes and realized the ringing was coming from my cell on the nightstand, not the child. I wasn’t outside in the pool. I was in bed, and it was the middle of the night. Beside me, Royce stirred at the sound of the phone but didn’t fully wake. I rolled over and grabbed the cell, clearing my throat.

“Hello?” I said softly, hoping not to wake Royce. He didn’t wake, but Grumpy, who slept at the end of the bed, gave a little groan.

“This is Bright-Eyed Security. We’ve received an alarm signal from your property at 2470 Coral Reef Rd. Can you confirm if everything is all right?”

It took me a moment to recognize the address as my Malibu beach house. “Um… I don’t live at that property. It’s a vacation home.”

“I see. I’m afraid to inform you the alarm has been triggered.” The person spoke to someone off the phone and then returned. “We’re monitoring the cameras at this time, and it does appear there’s someone inside the home.”

I sat up, heart racing, and squawked, “Really? They’re inside the house?” I was no longer concerned with waking Royce. I had many valuable pieces of art and collectibles in my beach home. Purchasing art and especially antique medical devices had been the one thing I’d occasionally splurged on.

“Can I get your security code, sir, just to verify we are indeed speaking with the property owner?”

“Oh, uh…” I glanced down at the caller ID on my cell to be sure I was speaking to the actual alarm company and not being scammed. “Security code?” I frowned. I’d lost so many papers in the fire at my old clinic and had no idea if that information had been one of those things. “I don’t remember the code. But what does it matter about the code? You can see someone is inside my house. Can you please call the police and send someone over there?”

“The police have already been contacted, sir. May I ask your mother’s middle name? Perhaps we can verify your identity that way.”

I gave him my mother’s middle name and answered a few more security questions, all the while wondering what sort of damage the intruders might be causing to my beach home. I felt indignant at the idea some stranger was pawing through my personal belongings.

Royce was awake now and sitting up in bed. He flicked on the light beside the bed. He looked groggy, and his blond hair was sticking up messily. “What’s wrong?” he asked, his voice still thick with sleep.

“Someone broke into my beach house.” I sounded flustered. “They’re inside right now.”

“Really?” Royce ran a hand through his hair and then climbed out of bed. He stood there, looking like he wanted to do something to help. I’m sure that was the policeman in him. But what could he do? We were hundreds of miles away. “Are the police on the way?”

“Supposedly,” I murmured, my anxiety ramping.

The person on the phone came back on the line. “Mr. Thornton, the police have arrived on scene. The person who broke into your home was gone by the time they arrived.”

“Is there any damage?” I squeezed the phone tight, waiting for the response.

“The door was forced, but I’m afraid I have no further information at this time.”

Then what good are you?

I was very proud of myself that I didn’t say that out loud. The old me certainly would have. Instead, I politely asked, “The police are still there?”

“Yes. The police will process the scene and be in touch with you. We, of course, will cooperate fully with their investigation and hand over any security video if requested.”

“Okay,” I mumbled, feeling a bit lost as to what my next step should be. I opened my mouth to ask that very question, but the person on the phone spoke over me.

“Thank you so much for choosing Bright-Eyed Security for your personal home security needs.” A click followed their little speech.

I scowled down at my phone. “That’s it? Seriously?”

Royce moved around the bed to me. “What did they say? Did they catch the perp?”

“No. They weren’t very helpful at all.” I set my cell back on the nightstand and got out of the bed, grumbling, “Apparently the crook was gone by the time the police arrived.”

“Damn. Did they do any damage?”

“Apparently they forced the lock on the door. Other than that, I don’t know. The alarm company didn’t tell me much. They said the police will process the scene and get back to me. Is that normal? Do they usually just call you with horrible news and then you’re on your own?” I groused.

“Pretty much.” Royce nodded. “The average security company is really just monitoring the situation as it happens. The police will conduct an initial investigation, looking for signs of forced entry. They’ll check surveillance footage if possible, and they might search for any suspects in the area.”

“Okay. God. I need to call the insurance company.” I rubbed the back of my neck, anxiety eating at me. “But I don’t know if anything has been taken yet, or if there’s any real damage. Should I even call my insurance lady until I know that stuff? I’m so far away. Should I fly there tonight?”

Giving me a patient smile, Royce moved to me, slipping his arms around me. “Take a deep breath, Max. It’s going to be okay. You don’t have to fly there tonight, okay?”

I hugged him back, grateful for his quiet strength. “I have a lot of treasured stuff in that house,” I muttered.

“Do you?” He pulled back, brows lifted in surprise. “Treasured as in sentimentally?”

I wasn’t insulted by his obvious disbelief I might have had a sentimental bone in my body when I’d lived in LA. I barely had one now. “No. I, uh… I meant treasured as in monetarily valuable. I have some select art pieces and old antique medical equipment there.”

“Antique medical equipment?” He grimaced. “Is that a thing people collect?”

“Of course,” I said enthusiastically. “My prized possession is an antique, circa-1800s brass binocular microscope.”

He drawled, “You don’t say?”

“I do say.” I moved away from him, feeling antsy. “I bought it off eBay. That microscope is very valuable. I paid almost six thousand dollars for it.”

He gave a low whistle. “That’s a pretty penny to spend on something that just gathers dust.”

“I know.” I sighed. “But I made very good money back then as a surgeon. Most of it I invested, but I enjoyed buying little gifts for myself too.”

“Well, hopefully you have an inventory list of what was in the beach house. The police should create a report detailing the incident. You’ll need that for your insurance and any further legal actions. I think you should call an emergency restoration company to secure the scene. Wouldn’t want anyone running off with your beloved brass microscope.”

“Good heavens, no. That would be a disaster.”

His lips twitched. “Your insurance company might have a contract with someone. They could point you in the right direction.”

“Good idea. I’ll ask them. Will the police have a real detective investigate the break-in?” I grimaced. “Or is something like this not important enough?”

“It’s possible a detective may be assigned to follow up on the case. If so, they’d most likely want to interview witnesses, maybe talk to known burglary suspects in the area.” Royce gave me an apologetic smile. “Of course, I’m just guessing. I don’t know anything about how the Malibu Police Department operates.”

“I suppose that’s true.”

He rubbed his jaw. “I can call them tomorrow morning, if you’d like—follow up with them. They might talk to me as a professional courtesy.”

“Oh, that might be helpful.” I perked up. “You could get the scoop from your cop buddies.”

He smiled and moved to sit on the edge of the bed. “Not sure they’ll share everything with me. But they might be receptive to a fellow officer of the law. Can’t hurt to try.”

“That would be great.” I joined him on the bed, clasping my hands in my lap. “What should I do next? I feel helpless being so far away.”

“Calling your insurance company is the priority. I don’t think you need to fly out there tonight, but it might be useful to go in the next couple of days. You could maybe meet with the police, see what they can tell you. You might want to upgrade your security system too.”

“Upgrade?” I laughed humorlessly. “Why? All the alarm company really did was tell me I’d been broken into. It didn’t keep those ruffians out. I’d have done better to hire a college student to live there while I’m away.”

He gave me a tolerant smile. “I understand your frustration, but if the alarm company hadn’t alerted the police, it’s possible the perps might have stuck around longer and done more damage. It’s good you had a security company monitoring the property, Max.”

“I guess.” I exhaled tiredly. “God, I’ve been so busy lately. I really don’t want to fly out to LA.”

“You could probably handle a lot of this remotely. But personally, if it were me, I’d go there in person. It’s harder for the police to ignore you if you’re there in their face. Not that I think they want to ignore you, but you know how it is—the squeaky wheel and all that.”

I groaned. “I have so many patients to see this week. Why couldn’t this have happened when I had more free time?”

Royce shrugged. “Ain’t that just how life goes?”

I glanced at the clock on Royce’s side of the bed. “It’s 4:00 a.m. here, and we’re two hours ahead of California. Probably too early to call my insurance.”

“They should have an emergency number. Not all accidents happen during working hours.”

“True.” I scowled. “God, I’m so frustrated. I really, really don’t want to fly to LA right now.”

Royce narrowed his eyes. “You’ve been wanting to run back there since you arrived in Rainy Dale. I’d think you’d be thrilled to go back for a visit.”

I sniffed. “Well, you’d be wrong. I have no real desire to go back there. Especially alone.”

He pursed his lips, studying me. “What if I came with you?” he asked softly. “Would that make it better?”

I glanced at him in surprise. “Really? You’d be willing to go with me?”

He lifted one shoulder. “Sure. Why not? It’d be great to get away together, just the two of us. The only trip you and I ever took together was to Giggly Elves Farm. I think we can both agree that wasn’t much of a vacation.”

I shuddered. “No. I’d even go so far as to say we’re lucky we survived that excursion.”

He grimaced. “Yeah.”

“Would you be able to take the time off?” I asked hopefully.

“I’ve been known to take a week or so off this time of year on occasion. You know, just to reset the old batteries. A man can’t work all the time.”

“That’s what people say.”

His smile was cajoling as he took my hand in his. His firm, calloused skin was warm and comforting against mine. “It might be fun to go on a little adventure with you, Max. We could turn a bad thing into a good thing.”

I smirked. “You’re always so optimistic. Are you going to tell me we should make lemonade out of lemons, Royce?”

His grin was sheepish. “What if I am?”

“I’d expect nothing less of you.” I smiled. “You know, if you’re coming with me, we could make it a real vacation.”

“Meaning what?”

“Well… could you maybe manage to take ten days off?” I held my breath. I knew it was a lot to ask.

He hesitated. “Hmmm, ten days?”

“We can do less if you’d rather.” I tried not to show my disappointment. “It’s just that two of the days will be eaten up with travel, so they don’t really count as vacation days.”

“That’s true.” He pursed his lips. “Should we do it, Max?”

“I think it would be amazing.” While I was frustrated my beach house had been broken into, the idea of going to LA with Royce was exciting. That truly would make a crappy situation better. “I’d love to take you back to LA with me.”

“Yeah?” He looked pleased.

“It’ll be fun to wine and dine you at some of my favorite restaurants. Plus, my beach house has a private beach. Well, mostly private. There are three other houses in the colony, but it’s way more private than a public beach. We could skinny-dip in the Pacific Ocean at night. Doesn’t that sound fun?”

He gave a nervous laugh. “Not sure about skinny-dipping in the ocean at night. Aren’t there a bunch of sea creatures lurking?”

I laughed at his obvious reticence. “I suppose in the deeper water that might be a concern. But we wouldn’t venture far from shore. It’s a wonderful experience. Very freeing. I’ve done it lots of times.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Is that right? I’m assuming you weren’t alone?”

My face warmed. “All I’ll say is it would be more fun with you.”

He hesitated and then seemed to shrug off his concerns. “I guess that might be fun. Probably wouldn’t kill me to broaden my horizons a bit. Unless of course a shark eats me.”

“I’ll protect you.”

“Is that right?” He smiled.

“Honestly, the sharks and jellyfish are probably more pleasant than half the humans you’ll meet. While I’ve missed the Pacific Ocean and the restaurants, I can’t say I’ve missed the people.”

“Were they snobby? Shallow?”

“It’s almost like you’ve already met them.”

He gave a sheepish smile. “You were a snob when you first got to Rainy Dale, Max. I’m assuming your friends would be cut from the same cloth.”

“They were and are. Frankly, I’m a pussycat compared to them.”

“You’re not exactly selling the idea of joining you on this trip, Max.” He chuckled.

“I just want you prepared for what they’re like. There not all bad. My immediate neighbor C.J. is nice. But most of them aren’t warm and welcoming to new people. They’ll smile to your face and stab you in the back without a thought.” I sighed. “At least with me, I’ll stab you in the front.”

His laugh was uncertain. “I like how you say that as if it’s a positive.”

“Isn’t it?”

He turned to me, looking curious. “What do you suppose they’ll think of you dating a hick sheriff like me?”

“I think they’ll like you because you’re so exceedingly likable,” I said firmly. “However, I don’t actually give a rat’s ass what they think. I’m positive you won’t like them though.”

“No?”

“Nope. You’ll see right through them.”

He sighed. “The more you talk, the more I hate the idea of you going alone. Seems like I should be there to have your back.”

“Yeah? You think you want to do it?”

He nodded, looking thoughtful. “Sure. Why not?”

“Excellent.” I smiled, feeling uncharacteristically cheerful, especially considering the circumstances. “I’ll buy our tickets first thing in the morning.”

“Great. Just let me know how much it is, and I’ll Zelle you my half.”

I waved him off. “No, you won’t. It’s my treat.”

A line appeared between his light brows. “I’m perfectly capable of buying my own ticket.”

“Of course you are. But I’d rather sit with you on the plane.”

He looked confused. “Well, obviously.”

I leaned toward him and said softly, “I’m flying first class, cowboy. That’s the only way I fly.”

“Oh.” His eyes flickered. “Well, how much more is that than coach?”

“A lot.”

His jaw had a stubborn jut. “How much more? I’m not in the poorhouse, Max.”

“I know that. But you’re exceedingly practical.”

“Meaning what?” He frowned.

“You’re not the sort of man who’d spring for anything so extravagant as first class.” I shrugged. “But I am.”

“How extravagant are we talking?”

I winced, not sure if telling him the truth would be better or worse. But he could always just look it up online. “My best guess is coach would be about a thousand less than first class.”

His cheek twitched. “For such a short flight?”

“Last time I checked, that’s what it was.”

He didn’t look pleased at that comment as he rumbled, “When was the last time you checked, Max?”

I put my hand on his arm. “Ages ago. I glanced at tickets when we were, you know, having issues. Not since. I swear. But odds are the prices have gone up, if anything, not down.”

“Hmmm.” He scowled at the floor.

I sighed at how disgruntled he looked. “Come on, Royce, don’t be like that.” I gave him what I hoped was a cajoling smile. “Let me treat you. You’ve given me a place to stay so many times. And you’ve done so many nice things for me. Plus, you’re doing me a favor by coming with me.”

“I’m not doing you a favor,” he grumbled. “I’m coming with you because I want to.”

“Okay.” I wracked my brain for how to get that surly expression off his face. “Even so, you have to take time off, and traveling is a hassle. Let me spoil you a little. I want to do this.”

Some of his irritation seemed to fade. “I don’t love the idea of you spending that much money on me.”

“Oh, really?”

“Yeah, really.”

I scowled. “You bought me a car for Christmas. I got you a bottle of cologne. How come that’s okay, but I can’t do this for you?”

He gave a sheepish grimace. “I don’t know. It was a used car. I didn’t buy you a brand new BMW or anything.”

“Even so, I should be allowed to do things for you too.”

He sighed. “I get what you’re saying, Max, but a first-class ticket probably costs as much, if not more, than the car I bought you. I got a good deal on that car.”

“I still say it’s not fair that you can spend money on me, but I can’t do the same for you. Coming with me to LA is a big hassle. I want you to know I appreciate that you’d even do that for me.”

“I don’t have to be rewarded for doing the bare minimum.”

I frowned. “It’s not the bare minimum. It’s above and beyond. Most importantly, I want you with me. I’d pay ten times that amount to have you come with me to LA. Please, let me do this. I have the money, Royce—you know I do.”

His stubborn expression slipped slightly. “Am I being too prideful?”

“I think you are,” I said softly.

He let out a shaky breath, a line creasing his brow. “I don’t mean to add more stress to you by being stubborn.”

“Then forget about the money, please? Let’s go to LA and… you know… squeeze some lemons.”

His smile was affectionate as he relented. “Okay, Max. Let’s go make some lemonade.”


Chapter Two

 

 

Royce

The next day, Max and I flew to LA. Girdy was kind enough to take Grumpy for me while I accompanied Max. It still stuck in my craw a bit that Max was paying for a first-class ticket for me, but I decided to let it go. No use fixating on the money when money didn’t mean that much to Max. I didn’t want my pride to ruin what could potentially be a wonderful bonding experience.

Despite me balking at the idea of Max springing for my first-class ticket, I had to admit, flying first-class was a much nicer way to take to the skies. The stewardesses were definitely more attentive than in coach. I guess for a grand more they ought to be. Because ours was a late-afternoon flight, we were served dinner. I had steak and veggies, with a baked potato and a glass of really nice red wine. Max had their vegetarian option of wild mushroom risotto, garnished with microgreens and edible flowers for an elegant touch. He also had a glass of wine, and we both had lemon sorbet for dessert. All in all, I felt very pampered.

It was enlightening traveling with Maxwell. He was relaxed and self-assured while dealing with airport staff and hiring a car to take us to the beach house. I was used to watching him painfully flounder with the quirky people of Rainy Dale. But in this bustling, urban environment, Maxwell moved with confidence. He was poised, and I stood back and let him handle most everything. While it was strange to see that different side of Max, it was also a bit of a turn-on. Who didn’t like being taken care of by the man they loved?

Once we landed at LAX, we grabbed our luggage and headed out front, where there was a black town car waiting. Our flight had landed way past rush hour, so I’d expected we’d have missed the worst of the infamous LA traffic. I was dead wrong. It was stop-and-go all the way to Max’s beach house. What should have been an hour-long drive ended up taking two.

When we finally pulled up to the gate that kept the small beach colony of Ocean Whisper Estates private, I was more than ready to get out and stretch my legs. Max punched in the entrance code, and the big gates swung wide. Ocean Whisper Estates was a private community with only four homes. What the colony lacked in numbers, it made up for in opulence. All four of the homes appeared to be two-story, elegant, architecturally magnificent structures.

The alabaster disk of a moon dominated the night sky, hovering over the ocean. As I climbed from the town car, I inhaled the cool, briny air, taking in Maxwell’s beach home for the first time. Even though it was night, the size of his home made it clear this was no humble beach shack.

“Home sweet home.” Maxwell’s tone was self-deprecating. The driver helped drag the suitcases out of the trunk, and Max tipped him.

I let out a low whistle, taking in the contemporary elegance of Maxwell’s beach home. The full moon made it possible to see the structure, and I was able to see that Maxwell’s home was a harmonious blend of natural stone and floor-to-ceiling glass panels. The lines of the home were sleek, and when I walked around the side of the building to take a peek, I could make out an infinity pool and a fire pit area.

“Damn, Max,” I said. “This isn’t just a beach house. This is a work of art.”

“I had nothing to do with the design of the structure. I only bought it for investment purposes.” He seemed uncomfortable at my reaction to his beach home.

“Still, it’s nice. When was it built?”

“In the 1950s, but the home was fully renovated and modernized in the sixties by the previous owner before me. He’s the one who made the place what it is.” Again, there was a self-conscious note in his voice.

“It’s an amazing home no matter who built it.” I glanced around at the other three beach houses. Thanks to the full moon and the plentiful supply of landscape and exterior lighting, I was able to see they were different in style but equally nice.

While Max’s beach house had a modern vibe, the other homes had more of a Mediterranean charm, with terracotta roof tiles and whitewashed walls showcasing thick bougainvillea. All of them were unique, and all of them probably cost an obscene amount of money.

“Shall we go inside?” Max moved toward the front of the home as he spoke. His luggage rolled over the uneven ground effortlessly, while my economy suitcase’s cheap wheels seemed to get hung up on every small rock.

I dragged my suitcase behind me, admiring the full moon hovering just above the horizon of the ocean. The moon cast a pewter glow across the surface of the dark water. The homes sat slightly above the beach, so I couldn’t see the sand below, but I could hear the waves crashing on the shore. I’d actually never seen the Pacific Ocean up close and looked forward to seeing it in the daylight.

The emergency restoration company had replaced the lock on the front door, where the intruder had forced it. They’d then overnighted a set of four keys to Maxwell for the new lock. He fumbled a little with the lock but finally was able to open the door. The alarm started beeping, and Max stepped inside and quickly punched in his security code on the keypad by the door.

I followed him inside, and when Max flicked on the lights, I was met with an airy space that screamed minimalist elegance. The color palette seemed inspired by the sand and sea. There were soft, neutral tones of beige, gray, and white dominating the space, accented by the rich, warm hues of natural wood. Floor-to-ceiling windows offered what would be an unobstructed view of the ocean in the daylight.

The living room décor was sophisticated—probably a little too sophisticated for my tastes. I preferred dark woods and comfortable, homey suede furniture. Max’s aesthetic was very different, with low-profile, modular sofas upholstered in a soft, dove-gray fabric, and a large abstract painting in shades of blue and green. The only vaguely rustic touch was a sleek, built-in fireplace set into a feature wall of natural stone.

“This looks like a magazine.” I rubbed the back of my neck, giving a gruff laugh. “I’m almost afraid to walk all the way inside in case I mess up a photo shoot.”

“It is a bit much, isn’t it?” Max grimaced, arms crossed as he also studied the space. “I never really liked the décor. It cost me an arm and a leg, but it never felt like home. I hired a decorator who was the friend of a work colleague. I had no real sense of what I wanted, so I let her just do her thing. The result was I ended up with a home that looks like the lobby of the Marriott.”

“No. It’s very… stylish.”

He sighed. “How very tactful of you. The truth is, while it might look stylish, the couches are exceedingly uncomfortable. Maybe we should go furniture shopping while we’re here.”

“I think you have enough on your plate as it is.”

“True. Not to mention, what’s the point of refurnishing a beach home I rarely visit?” He flicked his gaze to mine. “Unless you want to make this trip to LA for the summer a tradition?”

I smiled weakly. “Maybe we should wait to see if this old country boy can even survive this trip. I’m not a city boy like you, Max.”

He wrinkled his brow. “I doubt I’d qualify as a city boy these days.”

“You’re certainly not a country boy yet.”

“No,” he murmured. “I’m certainly not that.”

I moved to a bookshelf, tugging out a leather-bound mystery novel. “Have you noticed anything missing or out of place yet?”

“Nothing that jumps out at me.” He glanced around and headed toward a built-in shelving area to the side of the room.

There were several items on the shelves I didn’t immediately recognize. Those were probably the medical equipment pieces he’d talked about. He pulled his handkerchief out of his suit pocket and picked up a polished brass instrument. The metal glowed with a warm, golden sheen as he turned it over in his hands.

I put the book I held back on the shelf and joined him. “What’s that?”

He tenderly fingered the focusing knobs and murmured, “This is the binocular microscope I was telling you about.”

“The six-thousand-dollar microscope?” I lifted my brows.

“That’s the one.” He inspected it with an almost reverent expression. “Instruments used to be so beautiful and useful. Now, everything is merely about functionality.”

I leaned closer to study the microscope. “Do you know how to use it? It looks complicated.”

He smiled at me, and his blue eyes glittered with excitement. “Oh, I’ve used it many times before. It’s an amazingly accurate instrument, especially considering how little they knew compared to what we know now.”

I couldn’t help smiling at his eager response. It was so rare that Max showed childlike enthusiasm for things. I always felt touched when he let down his guard around me. “You look like a kid on Christmas morning.”

He laughed. “I’d hope I look happier than that.” He set the microscope down and picked up another item. “Don’t forget, most of my Christmas mornings were spent hiding in my room while my parents got sloshed and argued downstairs.”

I winced. “Right. I always forget that holidays weren’t fun for you.”

He glanced up. “Oh, that’s okay. Don’t let it bother you. It was just a joke. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Of course it bothers me. I love you.”

His eyes gentled. “The past is the past. Thanks to you, Christmas means something to me now. I can see why people like celebrating it so much.”

“I’m glad. Means a lot to hear you say that.” I rubbed his back, feeling compelled to comfort him. Or was I comforting myself? “We’ll have many more happy Christmases together.”

“Absolutely.” He turned back to examine the item he held.

“Now, tell me what that odd-looking thing is.” I gestured to the circular device he held. It was made of silver and black leather, with a spike at one end. In the center of the device was a gauge. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“This”—he held it up with a sheepish grin—“is a ‘Révélateur-Électro-Radio-Magnétique.’ I don’t exactly know what it is or what it does, but I liked how it looked, so I bought it.”

I laughed. “You don’t know what it does?”

“Not really. The listing mentioned something about radio technology. Electricity, magnetism, and radio technology were areas of intense scientific exploration in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it,” I said. “It kind of looks like a meat thermometer.”

He laughed. “It does, now that you mention it. Maybe I was completely bamboozled by the seller. Shall we use it to cook our next Christmas dinner?”

I widened my eyes. “I don’t think I want that thing anywhere near my turkey.”

His lips twitched. “Good point. Who knows where it’s been?” He set the instrument down and glanced around. “So far, nothing seems to be missing. I find it odd that someone would go to all the trouble of breaking in but then not take anything.”

“The perp triggered the burglar alarm, so my guess is they decided to get the heck out of here before the cops arrived.”

“Perhaps,” he said softly, turning to me. “That makes more sense than breaking in but leaving everything untouched.”

“My money is on some kids out for a little fun. They probably got drunk and decided it might be fun to ransack the vacant beach house.”

Max nodded. “Okay. I can accept that, I guess.” He smiled. “Shall I show you the rest of the house?”

“Sure.”

We slowly made our way through the downstairs area. Even though the house wasn’t my style, it was hard not to be impressed with the place. The dining space featured a long, reclaimed-wood table surrounded by white leather chairs. A sculptural chandelier, reminiscent of floating bubbles, hung above the table. The kitchen had white glossy cabinets, black granite counters, and state-of-the-art stainless-steel appliances.

Upstairs, we made our way down a short hallway toward the master bedroom. On the way, we discovered the trapdoor in the ceiling that led to the attic was open, and the fold-down ladder was extended to the floor.

“What in the world?” Maxwell stopped in his tracks. “Why is the ladder down?”

I instinctively moved in front of him. “Maybe the recovery company lowered the ladder when they were checking the place over and forgot to put it back up?”

“It’s possible.” Maxwell peered up into the dark attic, and he gave a little shiver. “I’ve always avoided going up in there. It gives me the creeps.”

“It’s just an attic.” I wasn’t a fan of small, dark spaces myself, but I felt like we should be sure no one was hiding up there. “Do you have a flashlight?”

He frowned at me. “Even if I could hunt one down, the batteries would probably be dead. Are you actually going up there?”

“Of course. I need to be sure we’re the only ones here.” I tugged my phone out of my back pocket.

“Excuse me?” Max blinked at me. “You seriously think someone is up there?”

“No. Probably not.” I flicked on the flashlight from my cellphone and shone it up the ladder. “I’ll just sleep better if I’m sure.”

Max grimaced when I put my foot on the bottom rung of the ladder. “Do you want me to come with you?” He didn’t sound thrilled about the idea.

“Nah. I’m good. You stay down here.”

“Well, if you’re sure,” he murmured. “Just yell if you need anything. I’ll be right here, praying a rat doesn’t fall on my head.”

I chuckled and turned back to the ladder, slowly climbing up to the open doorway. I poked my head up into the attic, noticing the musty smell of fiberglass insulation and dust. There were a few cobwebs, but as far as attics went, it wasn’t too bad. Often there were dead rodents in attics, but I didn’t get a whiff of anything decaying. I flashed my phone around the cramped space, noticing about two dozen boxes stacked neatly at the far end.

“Are you alone up there?” Max called to me.

“As far as I know.” I was leery of climbing all the way into the attic. I had no idea how sturdy the floor was. The attic was neat, so there weren’t really places for anyone to hide. I searched the nooks and crannies with my phone flashlight from a distance, but the room seemed empty, not counting the boxes.

“Any dead bodies or space aliens?” Max asked in a teasing voice.

“Nope. Not a one.” I lowered myself back down the ladder and brushed off my hair, just in case any dust or cobwebs had fallen. “Looks clear. I suspect the recovery company or maybe the cops just forgot to put the ladder back up.”

Max sniffed his disapproval. “That’s not very reassuring. Makes me wonder what else they forgot to do.”

“Nobody’s perfect, Max.” I lifted the ladder, pleased that the mechanism worked smoothly. It only took a minute to have everything neatly buttoned up.

“I suppose it’s a better option that the recovery company forgot to put the ladder up rather than a murderer living in my attic.”

“Exactly.” I smiled at him. “How about we continue our tour? I’d especially love to see the master bedroom.” I gave an exaggerated wink.

“Ooh la la.” He smirked. “Right this way, Sheriff.”

There were two other bedrooms besides the master, and while they were nice rooms, the master blew them out of the water. The décor of the master was more sophisticated than my style, but I could appreciate how luxurious it was. There were wood floors and floor-to-ceiling windows covered with white, sheer curtains. A sliding glass door led out onto a private balcony, and I had no doubt the view of the ocean would be stunning in the daytime. The king-sized bed was smothered in blue-and-white bedding with matching pillows. A small fireplace was across from the bed, with a dramatic oil painting of a stormy sea over the marble mantel.

The marble from the mantel extended into the bathroom. The floors and counters, as well as the walk-in shower, were all marble. The shower was so big, you could have fit a small sofa in there. There was a steam room at the end, a huge jacuzzi tub, and the counters all matched the marble of the shower.

The space was stunning but impersonal. I couldn’t help remembering that was exactly how I’d first summed up Maxwell. When I’d first met him, he’d seemed beautiful to look at but cold. Disengaged. Now I knew that the real Max was a man who felt things very deeply. He struggled with showing those emotions, but they were there—buried deep down and only shown to those he truly trusted. I felt lucky to be one of those few people.

Max slipped his arms around my waist from behind. “We had a long day. Maybe a nice hot shower is what we need before bed.”

I smirked, leaning back against him. “I don’t know. Do you think the shower is big enough for both of us?”

He chuckled. “We could fit a Shetland pony in there with us, so yeah, I think it’s big enough.” He kissed the nape of my neck.

I shivered at his warm breath against my skin. “Feels good to touch the real you, Max. All of this doesn’t feel like you. It’s so sterile.”

He sighed. “Yeah. It is. There’s not a hint of coziness. I never noticed that until now. I suppose I truly have changed.”

“You have.” I turned in his arms. “You’ve worked hard on yourself. I’m proud of you—proud of how far you’ve come.”

He grimaced. “Unfortunately, I’ve still got a long way to go before I’m a real boy.”

I smiled. “You’ll get there, Pinocchio. You just have to believe.”

His lips twitched. “I think you’re getting Pinocchio and Peter Pan all twisted up.”

I kissed him softly. “How about we get all twisted up?”

“Sounds like a great idea, Tinker Bell.” He opened his mouth to my tongue, and the kiss deepened.

After a few seconds, I whispered against his lips, “We should get naked.”

“I like the way you think.” He reached for my belt buckle, and when the doorbell rang downstairs, we both groaned.

“You expecting someone?” I wanted to be a good sport, but I was frustrated as hell that someone was interrupting us. I was feeling uncharacteristically insecure having Maxwell’s wealth shoved in my face. I really wanted to feel connected to the Max I knew and loved.

But apparently, that’s going to have to wait.

“I have no idea who it could be,” he grumbled. “I didn’t tell anyone I was coming back to LA.”

The doorbell rang again several times. Whoever it was, they weren’t going away.

“They definitely don’t like being ignored,” I murmured, redoing my belt.

“I’ve been back in LA five minutes, and I’m already sick of people.” He scowled, running a hand through his hair.

“We should probably answer it. Maybe it’s the security company checking up on things?”

“They let some hooligan break into my house, but when it comes to cockblocking me they’re here instantly. Unbelievable.” He turned and strode out of the room and down the stairs.

I followed more slowly, willing my dick to go down.

When we reached the front door, Max called out, “Who is it?”

There was a short silence, and then a deep male voice asked, “Maxwell? Is that really you?”

Max frowned. “James?” Without another word, he opened the door.

On the front stoop stood a tall, handsome man of about forty with dark hair and eyes. He was dressed in a pricey-looking suit with a red tie. When he saw Max, his face lit up like a kid on Christmas morning.

“Maxwell, it is you,” he cried, lunging forward and engulfing my startled boyfriend in a passionate hug.


Chapter Three

 

 

Maxwell

I was stunned when James hugged me. Not only was it unusually enthusiastic for him, but it was awkward with Royce standing right behind me. I didn’t hug him back. In fact, I politely disentangled myself from his arms. I didn’t want to be rude, but James and I hadn’t seen each other in over a year, and most importantly, I wasn’t a hugger.

James’s face was flushed as he stared at me. “I can’t believe it’s really you. You’ve been gone so long, I worried you’d never come back.” His eyes flicked to Royce as he suddenly realized there was someone else in the house. He blinked in confusion. “Oh, you have a friend with you.”

Royce stepped forward and held out his hand. “I’m Royce.”

“Uh… hello. James Harper.” They shook hands and while James’s expression was polite, his mouth was tight.

“Nice to meet you, James.” Royce’s voice was congenial.

I was grateful that Royce simply rolled with the awkward situation. And it truly was awkward. I’d barely been in LA half a day and already my boyfriend was face to face with one of my ex-lovers? Sometimes it seemed the universe really did like to screw with me.

“What are you doing here, James?” I asked, but then realized I sounded unwelcoming. “I mean, it’s great to see you, of course. How… how’ve you been?”

If James was offended, he didn’t let on. “I’ve been well. I rushed over when I saw the lights. You know, after the trouble from the other night I thought I should investigate. I had no idea it would be you.”

“But if we had been burglars you could have been hurt.” I frowned.

James laughed gruffly, rubbing the back of his neck. “I guess I wasn’t thinking straight.” He smiled. “I didn’t want you to get burgled again.”

“You shouldn’t have been so reckless.” The words sounded ungracious, but they weren’t meant that way. I really was concerned that he could have been hurt if he’d confronted someone trying to break into my home.

James ignored my comment. “I can’t believe you’re just here all of a sudden. You left so abruptly after—”

I stiffened. “Yes. I needed some distance from things.” I fought off the grim memories of Lucinda Pratt’s death. “I’m only back temporarily. I came because of the break-in.”

A glimmer of disappointment shone in James’s dark eyes. “Really? I’d hoped you were back to stay.”

“No.” I glanced toward Royce. “My home is in Texas now.”

“But,” sputtered James. “Last I heard, you hated it there.”

I lifted one shoulder. “It’s grown on me. I… I bought a house there and everything. I’m… putting down roots, as they say.”

“It never occurred to me you’d stay there permanently.” James looked befuddled as he batted at a moth dive-bombing the porch light.

Royce said under his breath, “Maybe you should invite him in?”

Selfishly, I’d have preferred to send James away and head back upstairs to finish what Royce and I had started. But even I knew that would be unforgivably rude. So instead, I stepped aside and said with forced cheerfulness, “Would you like to come in?”

“Sure,” James said, moving into the house. He brushed past me, and the familiar cedar scent of his cologne brought back unsolicited memories.

They weren’t unpleasant memories. James had been an anchor for me during med school. He’d been four years older than me, and we’d gone through the whole war-buddies-in-scrubs thing together. Suffering through that with each other had created a bond of sorts. While connecting emotionally with people had always been difficult for me, I’d probably been closer to him than anyone else in LA.

Despite that, I’d never been in love with James. We’d shared the same relentless ambition though. James had been a study partner, surgical rival, and sometimes something more intimate. Although, to be honest, in those days, sex hadn’t been about intimacy. Sex had been about releasing tension.

“I didn’t expect to see anyone I knew so soon,” I murmured as I closed the door behind him. “I’ve only just arrived.”

James grimaced. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to intrude.”

“No, it’s okay.” I forced myself to say what Royce might say. “You were worried about another break-in at my house, which was very kind of you.”

“Well, we always did watch out for each other, didn’t we?” His smile was melancholy.

“Absolutely.” Truthfully, while he’d always been protective of me, I probably hadn’t returned the favor nearly enough.

“It’s just so good to see you again.” He smiled and moved closer, placing his hands on my shoulders. His touch was hot through my shirt, and there was a sheen of perspiration above his upper lip.

“Good to see you too,” I parroted, uncomfortably aware of Royce standing just a few feet away.

“I was worried about you.” James’s tone was chiding. “You weren’t very good about responding to my texts.”

“I know.” He’d texted me several times after I left LA, and at best I’d been sporadic in replying. I’d moved on with my life and assumed James had done the same. But from the way he looked at me now, I wondered if maybe he hadn’t.

He searched my face. “It was impossible not to be concerned. After all that happened… I knew you were in a bad place.”

“Yes, I was,” I admitted, guilt nudging me. “I should have known you’d worry. You always worried about me. It was wrong of me not to respond to your texts. I was selfishly only thinking of myself.”

“It’s fine.” He released me and his gaze shifted to Royce. “I’m sure you were busy with your new… life.”

I winced inwardly at the bitterness in his voice.

“What do you do, James?” Royce asked into the strained silence that followed his statement.

James lifted his chin. “I’m a vascular surgeon. Maxwell and I came up through the ranks together. Or should I say war zone?” He laughed, nudging me with his elbow. “We’ve known each other a very long time, haven’t we, Maxwell?”

“We certainly have,” I agreed.

“That’s great.” Royce’s smile was polite. “It’s always great to reconnect with old friends.”

Royce was trying so hard to be a good sport. I was tempted to move closer to him and perhaps take his hand in mine. But while I wanted to comfort him, I didn’t want to rub our relationship in James’s face. When Royce had volunteered to come with me on this trip, it had never occurred to me how awkward it might be for him and James to meet. That was probably because I’d never actually had a serious boyfriend before, so this predicament hadn’t ever arisen.

Clearing my throat, I asked, “Would anyone like a drink?” I certainly needed one. “I… I had a lovely bottle of Irish whiskey here when I left. Hopefully the burglar didn’t help himself to it.”

“Sure.” Looking relieved to have something to do, Royce moved to the bar in the corner of the room
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