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“I want you. Right here and now.”

“So why are we still talking?” Annie asked.

“Because we both need to know what we're getting into.”

“I won't read anything into this if you won't. Or are you telling me you've changed your mind?”

“Does it feel as if I have?” Sam's arms tightened around her. “I'm just trying to keep things straight.”

“I'm tired of keeping things straight. For once I want to be absolutely reckless.” She stared up at him. “You're supposed to grab me and jump me, McKade.”

“I'm considering it,” he said thickly.

Annie leaned into him, remembering every detail of his powerful body. Could you ever go back?

She found the buttons on his shirt. “Done considering yet?”

Sam's eyes darkened as he freed her skirt. “I was done two days ago.”
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Prologue

It was a good thing Sam McKade didn't believe in love.

He never had, not in all of his thirty-seven years. He was pretty sure he never would.

Standing on a polished yacht off the California coast, with one shoulder to the mast and the sun streaming down from the west, he looked toward the beach and a woman in a battered straw hat.

Something kept him motionless, watching her climb the sunlit dunes. Not her body, even though that had been remarkable. Not her smile, like clear sun on clean water.

He frowned.

No, it was the way she'd drawn him into her world with open arms, sharing everything she was and expecting nothing particular in return.

Her generosity, he thought. Her warm, open laughter. Those were the things that held him here.

Sam's hand tightened on the mast as he remembered how they'd spent last night, naked on the teak deck, looking up at the stars when they weren't wrapped around each other, driven by reckless hunger or caught in laughter like a pair of loony, irresponsible kids.

But Commander Sam McKade was no kid.

His gear was stowed below, coffee steamed in a thermos, and he'd laid in his position on the sat-nav. He was ready to go hunting.

Yet something held him in this sunny cove, curiously tense as he watched a lone woman cross the dunes, hat in hand.

She was probably humming. Probably had a handful of straggly flowers in her hand. Probably she'd forgotten him already.

That idea hurt more than it should.

He jammed a hand through his hair. He had no time for daydreams. He had known what he wanted to do with his life since the moment he could say Navy SEALs, and that's exactly what he'd done. Now he had a mission to complete and a rendezvous in four days north of Puerto Vallarta.

Time to go.

He shaded his eyes, looking up the hillside. He saw her there, hat in hand, waving broadly. He answered, feeling a punch of regret when she turned and vanished over the hill.

What did he expect? Did he think that she'd ask him to stay?

Hell, he didn't believe in love. There was no possible reason for regret or delays. No need to wonder about why and when and what might have been.

Time to haul up anchor and raise sails. Time to steer back in harm's way, deep undercover as he skirted the Baja coast for a meet that was bound to turn ugly.

He had escaped death twice in the last three months. Now things were going to get even tougher. The net was closing, and his target was in sight. Not even a breathtaking, stubborn, amazing woman called Annie could get in the way of what lay ahead.

Sam McKade had a traitor to catch.

And he had to do it before the traitor caught him.
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Chapter One

“THERE'S A NAKED MAN IN THE SWIMMING POOL. ”

Annie O'Toole didn't turn her head.

Smiling, she watched her assistant bend closer to the telescope positioned by the broad glass windows of Summerwind Resort and Beach Club.

Every inch of it was hers, from the high flagstone terraces to the windswept beach. And as far as Annie was concerned, work outweighed any male body—naked or not.

“Trust me, Megan, he isn't naked.”

Her assistant squinted harder. “Wait, I'm serious here. I can't tell if that's his butt or his—”

Annie reached across and covered the lens. “That's not a naked man, that's Mr. Harkowitz from room thirty-one. He always wears a flesh-colored suit for the shock value.”

Annie's assistant gave up in disgust. “From what I saw, Mr. Harkowitz doesn't have a whole lot to shock with.”

“The man's pushing ninety, so give him a break. And if the naked-body scare is over, maybe we could get back to work.” Annie stared down the length of the table. Her staff was excellent, and she paid them well. Each one was experienced, fit, and enthusiastic. Annie knew she was lucky to have them.

But lately they made her feel …

Old.

Stupid, of course. Annie wasn't even thirty. There was no earthly reason she should feel as if her life were stuck on the pause button.

She cleared her throat. “We've got new arrivals in the Santa Barbara Suite. They'll need lavender salt glow scrub and our signature candles. Repeat guests in rooms twenty-two through thirty-five. Remember the daily flower arrangements. And put out edible chocolate body paint for the honeymooners in the Monterey Suite.”

Ignoring an off-color comment, Annie shoved back a strand of cinnamon-colored hair, once again struck by the sense that life was passing her by.

She drove away the thought. “Heather, what about the new inversion equipment?”

“Up and running.” Her Pilates trainer, a twenty-year-old with impossibly small thighs, snapped to attention. “They're fully booked.”

Annie made a note in her book and moved on. “Zoe, what about the organic produce?”

Her chef shrugged. “The new beds are thriving. We'll have lettuce and baby carrots before the end of the month. But …”

Annie crossed another item off her list. “Is there a problem?”

“The new basil is ruined.”

Annie's eyes narrowed. “Vandals?”

“Rabbits.” The chef drummed her fingers on the country pine table. “Damned sneaking little things.”

Annie fought back a smile. Somehow rabbits didn't seem like a particularly earthshaking threat. “Try more netting. I'll have Reynaldo take a look after lunch.” She made another quick note, then moved on. “Marty, what about the problems with the new whirlpool overlooking the beach?”

Chairs creaked. Annie glanced up, searching for her chief engineer. “Where's Marty?”

Across the table Zoe cleared her throat. “Remember how he wanted to clear that brush near the garden?”

“Don't tell me the rabbits got him, too.”

“Not rabbits, poison ivy. Full body. The man's blown up like a radioactive radish.”

Annie blew out a breath and scribbled another reminder on her list. “I'll go see Marty as soon as we finish up. Meanwhile, we need that new whirlpool ready for evening treatments, and all the landscaping has to be in place.” She stared out the window, watching a lone surfer tackle a pounding wave out beyond the cove.

For a moment she yearned to be there beside him, feeling the sun, face to the wind.

Or maybe on a sleek boat with sails unfurled.

No, she couldn't think about that. Not ever again.

She stared blindly at her leather notebook. “Let's phone the company in Monterey, Megan. See if they can send someone to check the whirlpool installation.”

“Sure thing, boss.”

Boss? The word had never bothered Annie before, but now she winced.

Could you have a midlife crisis at twenty-seven?

“Tell them to send more than one crew. Considering what we paid for that whirlpool and the new flagstone terrace, they should send three crews.” Annie's eyes lit with mischief. “Tell them if the installation's not done by tomorrow, I'll have to cancel the order for new flagstone around the saltwater therapy pools.”

“They'll go nuts,” her assistant warned.

“I certainly hope so.” Annie's smile grew. “Remember, no deadline, no flagstone.”

Megan gave a thumbs-up. “I'm on it, boss.”

Annie tried not to wince. After all, she was the boss.

As the manager of thirty-five glass-and-adobe guesthouses and a striking resort set on California's rugged coast, she was used to bearing heavy responsibility. Summerwind was a family legacy, and three generations of O'Tooles had lived above its magic beach.

Since Annie had taken over the management of the resort after her parents' deaths four years before, her flare for innovation had garnered a string of awards. She had turned Summerwind into an intimate but elegant home away from home, where harried guests could linger on a quiet beach and feel their stress melt away. Hollywood celebrities and sports stars made semiannual visits, knowing their privacy was assured. Annie was famous for her attention to details and her high standard of personal service, which resulted in a nine-month waiting list and a fanatic clientele.

All in all, life was good.

But sometimes she did wish she had a private life.

She suppressed a sigh as her summer receptionist burst into the conference room. “We've almost finished here, Liz.”

“No, you have to come now. It's him. ”

“Who?”

The receptionist, a third-year drama student at Berkeley, gestured outside. “I saw him on the television. When I saw what he was doing, I thought I would die. I mean absolutely expire right in front of the television.”

Annie rolled her shoulders. It was only 9:22. Why should she suddenly crave a king-size double cappuccino? “Sorry, Liz, I don't understand.”

“You will. It's him. He's on a bus.”

Annie sat back in her chair. “Who is on a bus?”

“That man, the one who was here last month. At least I think it's him.”

Annie felt a sharp stab of pain. “You must be mistaken. Sam's down in Mexico.”

“I don't think so. I just saw him on a bus full of schoolchildren.” Liz gestured again, her big hoop earrings swaying madly. “Come see for yourself.”

Annie heard the excited staccato of voices from the television out in her office. “Where is he?”

“D.C. The bus is zigzagging up Pennsylvania Avenue, four miles from the White House, completely out of control. The driver might have had a heart attack. Then he appeared—poof! It's like some kind of miracle.”

With the rest of her staff, Annie raced for the television, where an aerial news camera focused on a bus careening through crowded city streets.

A solitary figure crawled along the yellow roof.

“That's him,” the receptionist whispered. “I'm sure he's your man from the beach. Sam.”

Sam.

The word tore through Annie, reopening jagged memories.

It couldn't be. Sam was in Mexico.

“He's almost at the front of the bus. If he can't get to the wheel, those kids are goners.”

Annie sank into the nearest chair, mesmerized by the bus's wild swerving. She stiffened as she saw the man stretched out on the roof.

“They think he's Navy,” the receptionist said.

“Navy?” Sam wasn't in the Navy. He was on a boat headed to Mexico.

It had to be a mistake. Why would her rich, charming drifter with a new yacht turn up on a school bus in Washington?

“He's in dress whites.” Annie's chef bent closer to the television. “Definitely Navy, and the man knows what he's doing. In two more feet he'll be above the driver's window. I think he's trying to get inside and take the wheel. You didn't say Sam was in the Navy, Annie.”

Because she hadn't known until that moment.

The receptionist pushed closer. “Why don't they just shoot out the tires?”

“Because the bus is going too fast. I used to work in a school cafeteria,” the chef said tensely. “If that's a city school bus, it doesn't have seat belts, and those kids would be tossed around like human cannonballs.”

Annie shuddered. A news helicopter flashed by, circling low to capture the strained features of the unknown man on the top of the bus. In the brutal clarity of a telephoto lens, Annie saw him look up.

Strained face.

Black hair.

Keen eyes somewhere between blue and gray.

A powerful jaw and a scar above his mouth.

“Oh, my God, it is Sam.” Zoe locked her hands. “It really is your friend from the cove.”

Annie couldn't seem to focus. She blinked and looked again, fighting disbelief.

Sam was supposed to be sailing somewhere off the coast of Mexico, enjoying a long vacation after selling his Internet company. He'd told her that very clearly.

But cameras didn't lie.

So what was going on?

She barely noticed her nails digging into her palm as the helicopter swung low for a tighter shot. Now there was no mistaking that lean face and hard jaw. The sexy stubble was gone, but it was definitely Sam fighting his way across the roof of the swerving bus.

“He's falling!” Annie shot to her feet.

Annie's chef squinted at the set. “No, he's going for the open window.”

Suddenly the bus lurched sideways. Annie could barely watch as the man in the white uniform clung to the side of the bus and clawed his way forward.

The bus straightened abruptly, clearing a line of parked cars by mere inches. Without warning, all of the children vanished.

“What happened?” Annie pressed a hand against her chest, breathing hard. “Where did they go?”

“He must have told them to brace against their knees, the way you do before an airplane crash.”

That made sense. Annie joined in the wild applause as the bus held steady, joined by a phalanx of D.C. police cars with sirens flashing.

But the chorus of cheers was cut short as the aerial news camera panned north, where a wall of concrete cut across the highway.

Annie heard the reporter explain that all traffic was being detoured up the side ramp. Sam had to stop the bus fast. Otherwise …

Otherwise he and his young passengers were headed into a deadly blockade of cement and construction girders.

Annie closed her eyes, feeling faint.

Zoe squeezed her shoulder. “You want a glass of water or something?”

“I'll—be fine.” Annie opened her eyes. “How far to the construction area?”

“About a mile. The police are stacking sandbags in case your friend can't stop the bus, but at the rate they're traveling …”

There was no need to finish.

Annie pressed a shaky hand to her chest as if she could hold off her terror. Suddenly the screen cut to a close-up. Sam was wedged inside the front window now, and he was pulling something from behind the driver's seat.

A hockey stick.

He was trying to reach the brake pedal, she realized.

The announcer was nearly drowned out by the shriek of sirens and the cries of bystanders lining the streets. “With less than a mile to go, the police are extremely concerned,” he said grimly. “At its current rate of speed, I'm told the bus has about three minutes until impact.”

So little time, Annie thought.

It would take a miracle to save Sam and those children.

“He's done it!” Coverage switched to a reporter in a news helicopter circling the scene. “The bus is finally starting to slow down. Ladies and gentlemen, I think we're watching a miracle take place here in Washington. A real miracle.”

The bus lurched into its final turn.

The cement wall lay dead ahead.

“He's still going too fast,” the reporter said shrilly.

Annie stood frozen, caught in a nightmare. She watched the hockey stick jerk free. With a desperate kick the man in the uniform jammed the stick down again. As he did, Annie got a good look at his face—and the bright stain covering his right arm.

“He's bleeding,” she whispered.

Suddenly the bus lurched.

The big wheels dug in hard, laying skid marks against the gray roadbed. The bus bucked in a wild dance, its rusted body screaming as smoke poured from the engine. In a cloud of dust and smoke, it flashtailed sharply, then slammed to a halt with one tire wedged against the half-built wall of cement and girders.

The force of the impact threw the officer backward, shattering the side window. He flew into the air, tossed over the bus, his powerful body twisting as he fought to control the fall.

But there was no chance at any kind of control. He struck the edge of a girder, then slammed down onto a row of scattered sandbags, his arms at an unnatural angle.

Blood welled up, staining his face and covering his torn uni form. The news camera captured every detail.

“No,” Annie whispered. “He's not moving.”

No one spoke.

Don't be dead, Sam. Please, please open your eyes.

But the hero in the torn uniform didn't move.

“Is he alive?” she rasped.

Even the announcer was silent, stricken by the life-and-death struggle played out in grim detail.

“Is he?” she demanded, her whole body shaking.

She fought to breathe, but the air felt hot and thick. Then her legs went weak and the floor simply wasn't there.


Chapter Two

ANNIE OPENED HER EYES SLOWLY AND INHALED.

Why was she lying down in the middle of the day? And why was she stretched out on the couch with her staff crowded around her?

Her confusion grew as she tried to sit up. She heard voices, sirens, the drone of helicopters.

Suddenly she remembered.

She struggled to see the television. “What happened to Sam? Is he—”

“Calm down.” Zoe held out a glass of water. “Drink this and take a deep breath. You're sheet white.”

“Tell me!” Annie wobbled toward the television, where an ambulance raced through crowded streets, trailed by a full police motorcade. “Is he alive?”

“No one knows. At least they're not saying.”

Swaying, Annie reached for the corner of the couch. “What about the children?”

Reynaldo, her maintenance chief, answered. “Upset, but all safe, thanks to that man in the white uniform.” His eyes narrowed on Annie. “He is the one who was here before, but he never spoke of the Navy. Was he on leave?”

“I don't know, Reynaldo.” Annie's eyes locked on the television. “Someone must know. What are the news people saying?”

“Not much. There's a complete blackout.” Her chef frowned. “Why didn't Sam tell you he was in the Navy?”

Annie stared at the ambulance, her heart racing right along with the swift wheels.

She hadn't known Sam was in the Navy. She hadn't known he was going to Washington. He'd said very little about himself, shifting the talk to his boat and the weather and the voyage ahead of him. Annie hadn't pressed for information, since it was clear he wasn't going to be staying long.

For two weeks they'd laughed and sailed and explored the cove.

For two weeks they'd toasted marshmallows on the beach and watched the stars through his big telescope. Annie had been busy, but she'd made time to slip away. One star-swept night she had leaned against his strong chest, tugged off his shirt, and pulled him down onto the teak deck.

Afterward, they'd kissed slowly, without words or regrets.

Both had been very careful not to talk about love.

Now he might be dying in a pool of blood at the back of an ambulance three thousand miles away.

Footsteps raced down the hall. The door to the office flew open.

“Where is she?” Annie's older sister surveyed the room, stunning in tight black trousers and a black silk blouse. Only Annie noticed the ink smudges on her wrist and palm, a dead giveaway that she'd been in the middle of editing a new book.

Annie sat up straighter. “What's wrong?”

“You are.” Taylor O'Toole threw up her hands. “I was in the middle of a delicious murder of a very nasty villain when I got a call from your assistant saying that you'd fainted. You've been overworking again, haven't you? Missing meals, too, probably. Why didn't you tell me you needed help?”

Annie avoided her sister's anxious gaze. “I'm fine, Taylor. It was the bus.” The blood. Sam's blood. She drew a strained breath. “All those children. It just took me by surprise.”

“You and twenty million other Americans, who are glued to their TV sets even as we speak.” Taylor sank down beside Annie on the couch. “You look like the walking dead. I'm calling Dr. Royland.”

“I'm fine, Taylor. Don't overdramatize.”

Her sister's eyes glinted. “One more word and I'll carry you out to the car myself.”

Annie felt her sister's hands tremble and realized Taylor was terrified, but working hard to hide it. “I'll make an appointment next week, I promise. But not now. I'm too busy to be sick.”

“Last time I checked you had a staff,” her sister said acidly.

“A very fine one.” Annie watched her anxious employees drift outside. “But they're overworked already,” she added quietly.

“And you aren't?” Taylor barked. “You're getting me seriously pissed off.” She glanced at the television, watching a replay of the miraculous rescue, ending in a tight shot of the fallen officer.

Taylor leaned closer, studying the man's features. “Wait a minute. Isn't that …” There was new understanding in her face when she turned and took Annie's arm.

“What are you doing?”

“Getting you up to the house. After that, I'm doing something I don't do often enough.”

Annie's brow rose. “Giving up leather pants?”

“Very funny.” Taylor opened the door. “I'm going to take care of my baby sister.”

“I'm no baby.” Annie took an irritated breath. “I told you I can't take time off right now.”

Taylor examined the cuff of her silk shirt. “Too bad. As the co-owner of Summerwind, I would be bound to conclude that my manager needed a vacation. An enforced vacation.”

Annie stiffened. “You wouldn't.”

“Try me.”

“That's cheap. No, that's rotten and low-down.”

“Isn't it, though?” Taylor smiled coolly. “Now, are you coming or not?”
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“LET'S HAVE THE DETAILS. ”

Annie didn't turn as she searched for her house key. “About what?”

“About that gorgeous man on the school bus. He's the hunk who moored his boat in the cove last month. You told me he was sailing down to Mexico.”

The key trembled in Annie's hand. She didn't want to remember Sam's lazy grin or lean, tanned body. She didn't want to think about his first kiss or the moment it had raced out of control.

“Last month?” She tossed down her coat, kicked off her shoes, and headed for the bank of windows overlooking windblown trees and brooding coast. “It did look like Sam, didn't it?”

“Don't pretend it wasn't. I saw his face on the television and that's the man you described to me, the one who had just sold his company and was headed on a long, leisurely trip to Mexico and the Caribbean.”

Annie opened one hand slowly on the cool glass. “Did I?”

“I'm your sister, not one of your staff, for God's sake. I was gone, remember? So give me the details.” Taylor's eyes narrowed. “Were you lovers?”

Annie closed her eyes and let her forehead sink against the cold glass. “I told you most of it, Taylor. He said he was off the clock for the first time in five years, and he was going to savor every second.”

“And?” Taylor prompted.

“He was nice and funny and we had fun together. I could see he was interested, but he didn't push things. When I had some problems with the new smoke detectors, he offered to take a look.” Annie smiled. “You wouldn't believe how fast he diagnosed the problem. He helped Reynaldo fix the wall below the rose garden, and the next day he repaired Dad's old motorboat in the cove. He was amazing.”

“So the man was good with his hands.” Taylor's eyes narrowed. “Did you sleep with him?”

Annie turned away from the twenty-mile panorama of wild sky and racing sea. “I'd rather not talk about it.”

“Tough. I'm your sister and I want an answer.”

Annie paced restlessly, avoiding Taylor's eyes. “He was off limits and I knew it. The man was in the middle of his dream voyage and I was swamped with work. We had a few pleasant strolls on the beach, traded a few tall tales and shared a few meals.”

“What else?”

“Okay, we spent two nights together. He was … incredible. That's the end of it.”

Taylor's eyes narrowed. “I don't think so.”

“Okay, I didn't want him to go.” Annie's voice broke. “I didn't want it ever to end, but it had to, and I felt like a complete fool for letting myself in for a fall. I mean, how stupid can you get? He was on a boat, leaving in a matter of days. I—I fell for him like a misty-eyed teenager.” She took a shaky breath. “But he never made any promises. Neither of us did. So that was that.”

Taylor moved, blocking Annie's path. “Then why are you freezing? Why did you go bone white when you watched that replay?”

“I'm not allowed to care? He was covered in blood, Taylor.” Annie sidestepped, hugging her chest. “Why is it so cold in here?”

“Sit down while I light the fire. After that, you're having my special tea spiked with whiskey.”

Annie sank into her favorite cozy wing chair. For a long time she didn't speak. “It doesn't have to mean anything. It was just the shock of seeing him on the cement. Completely still.” Maybe dead.

“Sure it doesn't mean anything,” Taylor called from the kitchen.

Annie closed her eyes, trying not to think about Sam. Finally she shook her head. “I can't stand this. I'm calling Washington. The Navy must have an office there.”

Taylor carried in a tray. “Of course they do.”

“Then I'm calling.”

Taylor poured Annie's tea and set the cup on the end table their father had carved for their mother thirty years before. “I'll make the call. Sit still and drink this.”

Annie didn't hide her surprise. “I thought you'd be out the door by now. You hate being here at Summerwind. And your next book is due—”

“My book can wait,” Taylor said flatly. “I don't like the resort, true enough. We both know this place has never been my thing. Even when I was twelve, I was tired of watching the rich, beautiful guests get all Mom's and Dad's attention.” She shrugged. “I guess that makes me a bad-tempered brat, but there it is.”

“You have your own interests, your own career. There's nothing to apologize for.”

“Maybe.” Taylor stood by the fire, stiff and slender and effortlessly elegant. “I should have helped you more, Annie. I should have been here, especially that winter when Mom and Dad …” The words trailed away, as gray as lost dreams, as heavy as broken promises. “Okay, I screwed up, I admit it.” Taylor glared out the window at nothing in particular.

“No one said you screwed up.”

“No one had to. It was on everyone's faces when I came back. I was the wild O'Toole, the one who broke all the rules and didn't even show up for her parents' funerals.”

“That's not what people thought,” Annie said quietly.

Taylor raised a manicured hand. “It's time for the truth. I couldn't face losing them any more than I could face coming back to Summerwind and the town where I've always been such a screw-up. But that's over now,” she said tightly. “I'm here to help, even if the thought of pampering your trophy wives and overpaid sports heroes ranks right up with a double root canal.” She took a deep breath. “I'll even manage to smile when I hand out the aromatherapy masks to the ladies who lunch.”

Annie couldn't hide her surprise. “I thought you only rented that house on the cliffs for two weeks.”

“I changed my mind.” Now it was Taylor's turn to fidget. “I bought it last week. You're overworked and you're going to get a break, courtesy of your big sister. Right after I call Washington.”

Annie was almost too surprised to answer. “I can call myself.”

“But I can do it better.” Taylor stared out at the dunes rolling down to the sea. “This place is so incredibly peaceful. How could I have forgetten?” She took a breath. “About Washington—I did a book tour there last year. There was a big shindig in Georgetown, and I met half a dozen diplomats and three or four admirals that night. Lucky for you, I always keep private phone numbers.”

“You got their private numbers at a cocktail party?”

Taylor straightened her shoulders. “Of course. Having a direct line to an admiral or diplomat can come in very handy.”

“In case of a hostile invasion?”

“You are such an innocent.” Taylor sniffed. “Drink your whiskey and tea while I concentrate. Offering blatant flattery can be hard work.”

For the next hour Annie watched her sister charm and cajole her way through the endless bureaucracy that protected all highly placed military figures in Washington. Taylor was shunted through the Pentagon before finally managing to track down the top admiral on her list. Friendly at first, he turned remote the instant Taylor brought up the wounded officer on the school bus.

No matter how Taylor finessed and flattered, the man wouldn't budge. No information was available about the status of the fallen officer. Not to anyone.

Irritated as much as disappointed, Taylor hung up. Her other calls to Washington proved equally unproductive.

On television, every major channel was replaying the bus footage, intercut with veteran commentators interviewing the relieved parents of the rescued children. But there was no news about the officer who had been carried, bloody and unmoving, aboard a Navy helicopter and airlifted from the scene.

In a haze of worry, Annie tried several Navy hospitals on the East Coast, only to be blocked by harried operators fending off similar calls. Clearly, all of America wanted to know what had happened to their newest hero.

Taylor finally left, promising to handle any problems at the resort. Both sisters were surprised when Annie didn't protest.

Tears pricked, but Annie shut them away, telling herself that modern medicine could work miracles. She knew Sam would be getting the finest possible care. He was probably in surgery at that very moment. Because there was nothing else to do, she began another round of phone calls, hitting the same dead ends.

As shadows gathered, she sat by the phone, praying for good news.

Where are you, Sam? Are you alive or dead?

But like the rest of America, she had to wait.
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Bethesda, Maryland

The surgical ward was closed down tight. Two senators and a presidential aide paced before the big green doors, glaring at the uniformed guard who patrolled the ward.

Nurses spoke in muted voices from the nursing station. Down the hall, past the double doors, came the muffled echo of voices mixed with the beeps and hums of advanced technology at work.

“What the hell's going on in there? It's been almost nine hours. How long can they operate, for God's sake?”

No one answered the presidential aide. Lean and tanned, he waved a coffee cup. “I need answers. The White House wants a photo op and a prime-time announcement about the recovery of America's newest hero.” He slammed down his paper cup, cursing as his pager began to vibrate. “What the hell am I supposed to say?”

“Tell the commander in chief that the officer's still in surgery. That much is obvious.” The senator from Montana was a redfaced man whose homely features hid a mind like a shredder. He leaned toward the doors, listening intently. “The equipment is still working. At least they haven't pulled life support.”

The aide balanced a sleek palm-top device and punched in a text message. “What good is news if you can't stroke it or use it? We know as much as every other damned person in America who saw that live footage. Who the hell was that officer anyway?” He glanced at the senator from Montana. “You work military appropriations. Can't you find out?”

The senator moved closer, his voice falling. “I know that already. The man's military record would fill a book—if it weren't all classified.” He stared at the big green doors, where his colleague was pacing. “But we may have a bigger problem.”

The aide snorted. “What could be a bigger problem than a call from the Oval Office and me with no answers?”

The senator moved uneasily. “Not here. Three o'clock—my office.”

As he spoke, the double doors jolted open.

A surgeon in rumpled scrubs strode into the hall. His eyes were lined with fatigue as he tugged off his surgical mask. “Gentlemen, I believe you were waiting for some news?”


Chapter Three

“ANNIE, WAKE UP. ”

Someone was shaking her. She blinked and saw Taylor holding out a portable phone.

“My friend the admiral just phoned, asking a lot of questions. He wanted your number, so I got down here pronto.” Taylor gestured with the phone, keeping the receiver covered. “I think this is someone from the Navy, but she won't tell me anything. She'll only speak to you.”

Annie glanced at the clock.

It was 5:30 A.M.

She shoved a tangle of hair out of her eyes and took the phone. “This is Annie O'Toole.”

Papers rustled, and a woman answered. “One moment, Ms. O'Toole.”

Annie was put on hold. She looked at Taylor and shrugged. “Wake me up at five-thirty, then put me on hold.”

“Ms. O'Toole?” The male voice held the faintly flattened vowels of the Midwest, heavy with authority.

“Yes, that's right.”

“I see that you've left a number of messages requesting information about the officer wounded on the schoolbus in Washington. May I ask how you know this man?”

“I met him last month while he was here on his boat.”

Taylor's eyebrow rose, but Annie paid no attention. She gripped the phone, her heart pounding as the silence stretched out. She could almost sense the man's wariness.

“Ms. O'Toole, are you interested in his welfare?”

“I'm very interested.”

“In that case, you won't mind answering a few questions. When did you last see him?”

Annie had the sharp sense that her answers were being recorded. Possibly there were other people in the room listening to the call. The thought left her chilled, even though she had nothing to hide.

A chair squeaked. “Ms. O'Toole?”

She glanced out the window, down to the windswept beach where she had first seen Sam cruising into the cove. Her heart did a little flip-flop at the memory. “About six weeks ago. When he left, he told me he was headed for the Baja coast.”

“How did you two spend your time together?”

Alarm bells began to clang. “Sam helped me with some repairs here at the resort, we enjoyed some local wine and we did some stargazing.”

“Did he discuss his work with you?”

“No.”

“He told you why he was headed south?”

“For a vacation.” Annie frowned. “Why are you asking me all these questions.”

“Let's be frank, Ms. O'Toole. Were you and Sam intimate?”

Annie slammed down the phone without thinking. “That's your answer, pal. Who do you think you are?”

“You need to disconnect,” Taylor pointed out gently, taking the phone and breaking the connection. “But that was very nicely done just the same.”

“He was asking about us—personal things. Why should I tell a stranger about my private life?”

“No reason at all.” Taylor frowned at Annie. “What are you worrying about now?”

“That I destroyed any chance of getting news about Sam.” Annie rose to pace in front of the window. “Good work, Annie. Bite the hand that was about to feed you.”

Taylor smiled as the phone rang again. “Apparently not.”

Annie forced herself to wait for the third ring. This time she heard a different voice.

“Ms. O'Toole, this is Admiral Ulysses Howe. I apologize if my aide was abrupt to you a moment ago.”

“Is this call being recorded?”

There was a pause. “Why do you ask?”

He hadn't answered her question, which meant the answer was probably yes.

“You need to understand our situation, Ms. O'Toole.” The admiral spoke slowly and carefully. “We have a media frenzy here at the moment.”

“But I'm not a reporter.”

“Just the same, everyone is demanding answers, and giving answers to the wrong people can be dangerous.”

“I'm not dangerous. I just want to know Sam's condition.”

There was another pause. “Sam is alive. I can't say the outlook is rosy, but he's tough and he's a fighter.”

Annie's eyes blurred with tears and she struggled for composure. Sam wasn't dead, thank God.

But something didn't make sense. “I don't understand all the secrecy, Admiral.”

“One slip and we'll have tabloids, career reporters, and cranks beating down the doors of every naval hospital in the country. They'll demand medical information and one-on-one interviews. Hell, they'll steal hospital uniforms and sneak into treatment rooms, trying to get an exclusive on America's latest hero.”

Annie froze, seeing every detail exactly as he had described. “What can you do to stop it?”

“Keep this quiet. That officer will not be harassed on my watch. Can I count on your help, Ms. O'Toole?”

“Me?” Annie frowned. “Of course. You mean that I should stop leaving messages and bothering your people?”

“No, I'm not asking you to stop your calls. I'm asking for your support under conditions of absolute secrecy. Are you prepared to give that?”

Annie didn't hesitate. “I am.”

“You're decisive. That's good. This puts the ball back in my court. I'll contact you shortly, Ms. O'Toole. Meanwhile, I appreciate your commitment.”

“What commitment?”

“When Sam leaves the hospital, he's going to need a secure and isolated location for his rehab. I happen to know that your record of recovery with top athletes is formidable. I spoke with one of them just this morning.” The admiral named a highprofile quarterback who had come to Annie off-season for ankle-strength training and spine flexibility. Now he was playing better than he had in years.

“I merely redirected some limiting behaviors. He's a hard worker and an amazingly well-conditioned athlete.”

“So is Sam. I'm sure he'll perform just as well for you.”

“Admiral, you're not being very clear.”

“You'll have all the details shortly, Ms. O'Toole. Your con-tact's name is Mr. Teague. Meanwhile, this must remain absolutely secret.”

“Of course, but—”

“A final warning. If you reveal any detail of what we've discussed, the government will deal with you harshly, make no mistake.”

Before Annie could blurt out an answer, the line went dead.

“What's going on? How is Sam?” Taylor demanded.

“I'm not sure.” Annie stared at the phone. She knew Sam was alive, but very little else. And the admiral's warnings infuriated her. It didn't take threats to ensure that Sam's secret was safe with her.

“Well?” Taylor said impatiently.

“No details. I promised.”

Taylor looked annoyed. “Is he alive?”

Annie nodded.

“What else can you tell me?”

“Not much.” She'd worked with sports stars, movie stars, and models, but never with the military. Annie stared out at the ocean and wondered exactly what she was getting herself into.
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AT FIRST THERE WAS ONLY PAIN.

Like thunder, it battled up and down his chest. He tried to talk, but some kind of mask covered his mouth, so he forced himself to relax and assess the situation, the way he'd been trained.

A night dive?

Had he surfaced too fast and blacked out?

Sam McKade raised one hand, grimacing at the immediate kick of pain. Tendons, muscles, bones, skin—everything was on fire at once.

Then his vision blurred, and he knew he was going under again.

But he had to stay awake. There was something important he knew, something he had to pass on.

By sheer force of will he kept his eyes open, fighting to stay conscious though every breath was a torment.

Panting, he stared at the blurred shapes around him.

A room? Chairs? There were clicking noises and something pressing on his face, his chest. A bed beneath him?

None of that mattered. All that mattered was getting where he needed to go and reporting.

Reporting what?

His fists clenched. He struggled to focus, but there was nothing beyond the pain, no urgent knowledge to hold him awake, tense and shaking, gripped by dread.

Something moved at the corner of his vision. A shadow slid out of the darkness. Grunting, Sam forced his body away from the blow he sensed was coming.

The shadow was right above him now, its outlines blooming into hollow eyes and a black mask. Something tugged at Sam's wrist, and he saw the flash of metal.

A syringe.

The same instincts that had saved his life a dozen times made Sam twist sideways and roll across the bed. He struck out blindly, heard a curse, then the sound of a falling chair. Something slapped his arm.

The shadow blurred again. As it faded, Sam heard a low cry.

It took him a long time to realize the voice was his.

The blurring was everywhere now. He was panting, fighting to breathe, when light flooded the room.

“Commander, stop!” Footsteps raced toward him. Sam was blinded by light, his eyes still adapted to the dark. “You've knocked off your oxygen mask and your IV is out.” Soft hands pressed at his face. “Stop fighting me or you'll hurt yourself.”

The darkness was growing, taking him down. “Someone here.” He struggled to speak. “Can't—stay here.”

“Now you just relax. Let's get your oxygen back on. You'll feel better then.”

Another voice, another set of hands. Sam felt the prick of a needle, then the slow numbness dripping into him, blurring pain and memories.

Not yet.

He had to explain.

Had to report that the danger was here. Somehow it had followed him.

Then the pain fell away, and there was nothing at all left for him to remember.


Chapter Four

FORTY-EIGHT HOURS LATER, ANNIE WAS STILL WAITING FOR NEWS.

She had scanned every news channel, hoping for an update, but no one was talking about Sam's condition, unofficially or otherwise. The silence was driving her crazy.

With a sigh she forced her mind back to work. July was her busiest season, and with Summerwind fully booked, she had her hands full hosting special events, local wine tastings, and gourmet dinners. Usually she enjoyed these unique promotions, but Annie couldn't pull her thoughts away from Sam.

Wherever he was.

Despite Taylor's pointed questions, Annie kept her silence, and her sister had stalked off in no good humor. But Annie knew that Taylor's anger would pass and then she would be back to help.

The hard truth was that Annie needed Taylor's help more than she ever had before.

She was finishing a memo for a gourmet cookoff hosted by three famous California chefs when her computer screen filled with fuzzy red lines. Annie sighed. One day she would have to track down the annoying glitch.

Right now it was at the bottom of her list.

She looked up as her head housekeeper huffed into the room. “No mas, señorita. He cuts the towels again.”

Annie rubbed her neck. “You mean the Olympic fencer in the Monterey Suite?”

“Sí, sí.” Her housekeeper smoothed her pristine white apron. “He cuts holes in all my towels. A riposte, he calls it. Now I have two dozen new towels and all are slashed.”

“Give him replacements from last year's supply and keep a record. We'll charge him for the new ones. Any other problems?”

“The test pilot in room twenty-two. He pays to lose weight, then hides a television set, two bottles of gin, and a box of Twinkies in the closet.” She sniffed. “He promises me three hundred dollars if I do not tell you.”

Annie had to smile at the man's ingenuity. “Tell Major Prescott that the television and alcohol go or he goes. We'll negotiate about the Twinkies.”

The housekeeper bustled out happily and was immediately replaced by Annie's head chef.

“A problem, Zoe?”

“I'm going to kill them all. I've got the knife ready.”

Annie sat back, looking interested. “Your old boyfriends?”

“The rabbits. This time they hit the bok choi and white strawberries. It's a war out there, Annie.”

Aware that a chuckle might lose her one of California's finest chefs, Annie kept her face sober. After a last, disgusted look at her computer, she stood up. “Let's go have a look. Maybe we could throw my monitor at them. It doesn't seem to be good for anything else but crushing small animals.”
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WHEN ANNIE RETURNED FROM HER JAUNT, SHE WAS TIRED, HUNGRY, and more than a little irritated. The rabbits had done more damage than she realized. The orchard and gardens would have to be carefully fenced. Otherwise, her chef was history.

She glanced at the new faxes, snagged a cup of coffee, and headed down the corridor to her office. She was absently scratching a mosquito bite when she saw the glow of light above her desk.

Annie froze, certain she'd turned off the desk lamp before she'd left.

She put down her coffee on an end table and inched closer. A man was sitting at her computer. He appeared to be inputting a stream of programming code, humming happily, completely at home.

Furious, Annie shouldered open the door. “You have exactly sixty seconds to tell me who you are and what you're doing at my computer.”


Chapter Five

HER VISITOR CLOSED DOWN THE COMPUTER WITHOUT EVEN looking, his dark features unruffled. “You must be Annie O'Toole.”

“You've got thirty seconds left. I have a direct line to my head of security and any calls automatically ring through to the local sheriff.”

“Good protocol. I like it.”

The man was tall and broad shouldered, like the football players Annie often worked with, but he met her eyes squarely, with a focused intelligence and lazy good humor Annie didn't expect in a professional athlete who crashed his body for a living.

He steepled his fingers. “You shouldn't reveal your security details to a stranger, though. What's the point of an alarm system if everyone knows how it works?”

“Time's up.” Annie reached for the intercom to her head of maintenance, who doubled as her “head of security.” “Reynaldo, I need you in my office. Make it pronto.”

The stranger raised one eyebrow. “Message received, ma'am. Here's mine. The name's Ishmael Teague. I believe you're expecting me.”

Annie recalled her strange conversation with the admiral, who had promised someone named Teague would answer all her questions. She crossed her arms uncertainly. “Who sent you?”

“Admiral Howe.”

“Why didn't you call?”

“Orders, ma'am. I was told to get here on the double. I would have been here two hours ago if I hadn't missed the turnoff from the coast road. This place really is the back of beyond.”

“That's the point. People need to escape from the noise and the rat race sometimes.” Annie continued to watch him warily. “You haven't told me why you're here. I doubt it's for our seaweed wraps.”

“Consider me your support team. I'll be helping you with Sam and keeping an eye on things.”

Annie drummed her fingers on the windowsill. “What kind of things?”

“I've got training as a medic. I'll also help with press, security, and whatever else you need.”

“Why would the press be involved, Mr. Teague? I thought Sam's stay here was a secret.”

“Mistakes happen. That's when I do my best work.” He smiled calmly, looking remarkably like Denzel Washington. “And call me Izzy, please.”

Annie had the sense there was a lot that Ishmael Teague wasn't telling her, but her concern for Sam outweighed any other worries. “What's Sam's condition? I'll need a complete medical report before I can start planning his rehab regimen.”

Izzy pulled a thick folder from the leather briefcase on her desk. “Everything you need is in here: X-rays, progress notes, surgical evaluations. The man's lucky to be alive, considering the fall he took. He's going to need a lot of work.”

Annie reached for the folder. “I'll see that he gets it.” She skimmed through Sam's medical chart. A chill set in as she looked through the X-rays.

Dislocated shoulder.

Possible nerve damage in the left arm.

Reconstructive work on the left knee.

Most of the cartilage, tendons, and muscles in his shoulder had been stretched and separated from connecting tissue. In addition, he had localized trauma to head, chest, and torso. Fortunately, no spinal damage was indicated, but he'd been rushed into surgery twice in the last ten days. The X-rays were invaluable, showing Annie the exact areas they would need to strengthen. His shoulder was going to take special attention, as was his knee, which would require a stabilizing brace for at least four weeks.

Her job wasn't going to be easy, but it wouldn't be hopeless either. He'd been incredibly lucky to escape serious internal injuries.

When Annie came to the neurological evaluation, she stiffened. She scanned the page, stopped, then reread the report.

She looked at Izzy. “You've seen this?”

He nodded.

“But this says—” She struggled with shock. “This says that Sam can't remember.”


Chapter Six

“IS THAT TRUE?”

“It's true.” Her visitor wasn't smiling now. “Amnesia induced by trauma.” He leaned back in her chair, his eyes hard. “Do you want to back out, Ms. O'Toole? The physical work alone will be demanding. If you factor in Sam's mental state and disorientation, your job's going to be damned ticklish.”

“Why didn't Admiral Howe tell me about this when he called?”

“He wasn't certain then. Sam hasn't stayed conscious very long. When he was conscious, the pain was overwhelming, so tests were impossible.”

Annie closed the file, gripping it tightly. “Is there any evidence of brain damage?” she whispered.

“None so far.”

“I want the truth, Mr. Teague.”

“Call me Izzy, please.”

“Fine. I need all the cards on the table, Izzy. What's Sam's exact mental condition?”

“First answer a question. Are you still in?”

Annie squared her shoulders. “Of course I'm in. Why would Sam's loss of memory change anything?”

“Some people might consider it too big a burden. I'm glad you're not one of them.” He gently slid the file from her fingers and returned it to his briefcase. “You can finish reading this later. Here's the bottom line. Sam's mental condition is guarded but optimistic. There should be a gradual recovery of his memory, but the time frame is uncertain. He's been on numerous medications since the surgery, and those could be a factor, too.”

Annie took a deep breath, digesting the news.

“Now I'd like to go over some mission objectives with you.”

“Mission what?”

“Sorry.” Izzy scratched his jaw. “What I mean is, we need to work out Sam's schedule, your responsibilities, and what you're going to say to your staff.”

Things were moving too fast. Annie had a sudden sense that her life was about to change in ways she couldn't imagine. “Why should I tell them anything?”

“Sam's presence here has to stay secret. That means his quarters will be off limits to anyone but you and me. You'll need a good reason for that.”

“Lots of high-profile guests come here to recover from cosmetic surgery. My staff won't question a private visitor if I explain we're doing special rehab.”

“Good. That makes one less hole to plug.” Izzy swung back to her computer, rebooting the system. The new screen image was crisp, without any sign of jagged red lines. “I changed your BIOS and operating system while I was waiting for you.”

“How? That bug has been driving me nuts for a month.”

“It was a simple reroute. Then I added a few subroutines.”

“You're not going to start speaking Computer, I hope.”

Izzy grinned. “I'll try to restrain myself. The point is, your system needs to interface with my equipment. When Sam gets here, we'll use yours for basic communication and logistics, so I've added a little encryption program, along with some speed modifications. You'll love it.”

Encryption program?

Speed modifications?

Yet again Annie had the premonition that she was getting in over her head. “I can handle a computer, but you just got way out of my league.”

Izzy's smile was reassuring. “No problem. It's designed to be user friendly.” He glanced down at his watch. “I'd better get us both a cup of coffee, because we have a lot of ground to cover. You're going to need an updated security system for your personal quarters and courtyard. I presume that Sam will stay in your house?”

Annie nodded. “That's the best way to monitor his progress.”

“The security installation shouldn't take more than a few hours. I'll need you to carry a pager at all times, along with a secure cell phone.” He handed her a slim gray unit wired to a low-profile earplug.

Annie grimaced. “I have to carry this all the time?”

“After a while you won't even know it's there. I'm also installing a private intercom, so Sam is never out of touch.”

Though her head was spinning, Annie managed a laugh. “Why do I feel as if this is a Bond film and you're Q?”

Izzy's grin was a cocky slash. “I'm way beyond Q, ma'am.”

Outside the door, Annie's fax machine beeped twice and Izzy pushed to his feet. “I expect that's for me.” With an easy stride he covered the distance to the machine and scanned the newest sheet.

Only because she was watching closely did Annie see his jaw tighten. “What is it?”

Worry flared in his eyes, just for a second. “It's nothing. Sam's holding firm, and everything's on schedule.”

“What was in the fax, Izzy?”

“Just transport options. We'd better get to work.”

Annie noticed that he folded the fax carefully and slid it into his pocket. What she didn't know was that the words, written in code, would have made no sense to her anyway.
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“I WANT ANSWERS NOW. ”

Admiral Ulysses S. Howe glared at the frightened surgical nurse. “How did an intruder get past my guards?”

“I didn't see anyone. None of us did, sir. Just an orderly and someone from maintenance, but neither went into any patients' rooms.”

“I'll have that checked.”

The nurse shifted uncomfortably. “When the patient woke, he was confused and upset. He'd already torn off his oxygen mask, and his IV was out.”

“Don't you people have equipment to monitor things like that?” Howe shot back. “This is intensive care, damn it. What the hell went on in here?”

“The monitor was working, but the attendant had a priority call from the security desk downstairs. That's why it took a few extra seconds for him to notice the problem in Commander McKade's room.”

And those few seconds could have cost the SEAL his life.

He'd damn well check out that “priority call,” Howe thought grimly. He was sure he'd find that the call couldn't be traced. “I want to know who was in his room.”

“I doubt that anyone was.” A graying man with a faint southern accent finished checking Sam's pulse, then stood staring down at his sleeping
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