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​CHAPTER ONE
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Jack Tannahill planted himself in front of the boat’s engine, getting ready to crank it up when a black wagon pulled up next to his blue truck at the dock. Jack squinted at the man who climbed out of the car, silhouetted against the early morning salmon-colored clouds. 

“You’re up early,” he said to his visitor.

His brother Cash bounded down to the slip, carrying a folder in his hand. “Not by choice. You really should try to keep these little jaunts of yours to the weekends. I can sleep ’til noon if I want to, then.”

Jack bit back the retort that now Cash had Annabeth in that bed with him, he probably was doing more than just sleeping until noon. “What brings you here at the crack of dawn when you could’ve just called instead.”

“Papers.” Cash tapped the folder. “Purchasing needs your signature on that shipment of guitars going out to China.”

“And it couldn’t wait?”

Jack grinned when Cash shot him an “Are you kidding me?” look. “We need to get Jonesie a distraction. She’s getting more anal by the day. Caught her trying to file duplicate copies of purchase orders when she forgot she’d filed the originals before the ink had a chance to dry.”

Cash scratched his forehead. “Thought she was seeing that retired dentist.”

“She said he was too messy. Didn’t use coasters under his beer.”

Cash laughed. “Oooh, what an infraction that would be for Jonesie.”

The sound of the motor from another boat caught Jack’s attention, and he frowned. Another early morning fisherman disturbing Jack’s peace and quiet, no doubt. 

“Since I’ve got you here, Cash, are you sure there’s nothing else I’m supposed to do for Blaine’s bachelor party this weekend?”

“Nope. You already put your big, fat signature on the check. That’s contribution enough.”

Jack leaned on the steering wheel. “So ... when are we going to start planning your bachelor party?”

“Oh, no, you’re not getting me married off just yet.”

Cash’s tone was joking, but Jack had it on good authority that Cash was seen looking at engagement rings at a jewelry store in Bethesda. Far enough afield, he didn’t think anyone would see him if Jack read him right.

Cash asked, “You sure you don’t want to join me, Annabeth, Blaine, and Maxie for the barbecue tonight?”

“Nah. You kids go on and have fun. Doubt you’d want Mr. Dull and Boring bringing down the mood.”

“Dull and boring? You’re hardly dull, Jack,” his brother replied with a grin.

The boat motor Jack had been hearing got louder. He stared angrily in the direction of the boat as it zipped on past, but he couldn’t get a look at the pilot. “I think that’s the same boat that’s been terrorizing the waters recently. Makes a lot of noise when it nears my favorite fishing spot. I caught sight of her once.”

Cash raised his eyebrows. “Her? A woman, alone?”

Jack nodded. “Yeah. Has to be a tourist.”

“I doubt this woman is after your favorite fishing spot. Unless she’s a spy.”

“A fishing spy?”

“See how silly that sounds? Don’t worry about her. She’ll probably be gone after the weekend. Her vacation rental will be up by then.” Cash approached the boat, knelt down with the folder open, and grabbed a pen from his pocket. 

Jack scribbled his signature with more force than usual, taking some satisfaction in the dark, angry lettering. How dare that tourist spoil his private sanctuary?

Cash rescued the folder and pen and trotted back to his car. “Thanks, Jack. Buy you lunch later to make up for it.”

Jack waved him off as he started the engine and unwound the docking ropes. Finally. Off to his haven for some peace and quiet if the Mad Tourist Boater didn’t intervene. 

Other people might say that early mornings on the Potomac were lonely. Maybe so, but he enjoyed the atmosphere all the same. 

The shrinks would probably say something about a loner being attracted to lonely surroundings. But then, those shrinks hadn’t been in Iraq and Afghanistan. And the most dangerous battle they’d ever seen was likely over a sale table in a store at Christmas.

Besides, his brothers had that whole dating and marriage relationship stuff all figured out, so they’d taken the pressure off him to “settle down.” It had been shocking enough that Blaine, the youngest, was the first to fall. Then geeky Cash found his soul mate in Annabeth shortly after. 

Jack was the oldest and unattached at thirty-five, so he was likely looking at permanent bachelorhood. Maybe that wasn’t so bad. After all the things he saw in the SEALs—the violence, the death, the PTSD—maybe getting close to someone wasn’t a good idea. He was sick and tired of losing people.

His newly divorced friend Ace would probably agree, ranting and raving about how so many of their other friends got divorced. But the military was hard on families, relationships, and marriages. Sometimes the stay-at-home spouses were just additional casualties, a form of collateral damage.

Jack guided the boat through the waters of the Potomac, the surface as glassy as it ever got, thanks to the lack of wind. He doubted he’d ever tire of the salty spray or the sight of blue herons along the shores. How could he get tired of the expanse of sea, the sandy brush, and the sky that formed a triple layer of untamed beauty?

Out here, he could forget about the voices he still heard in his head from time to time, the cries of downed colleagues or innocent children caught up in cross-fire. As if the pain from the scar that ran down the side of his hip to his knee wasn’t reminder enough. 

That injury had ended his military career, but he wasn’t bitter about any of it. Something he couldn’t convince the doctor of in his exit psych evaluation. That damned female shrink tried to push pills and therapy on Jack, but he knew he didn’t need it. 

His family, his boat, his work, his guitar—that was the only therapy he needed. Cocky scientists thought they knew everything.

Ace, despite his own troubled marriage and jaundiced view of relationships, had tried to fix Jack up with a woman who was a forensic chemist. Jack had let him know in no uncertain terms—no blind dates. And especially no scientists.

Jack shifted the motor into reverse and maneuvered the boat around the shoals until he was in his favorite spot, hidden from passing traffic by the prolific phragmite grass. Then he lowered the anchor and shut off the engine. 

He’d brought his fishing gear along, just in case, but he wasn’t all that interested in fishing this particular morning. It was all about the serenity, the Zen of it. He pulled off his shirt to keep from getting too hot too soon.

He’d just settled down on the seat to listen to the bullfrogs and calls of the bald eagles when he heard the roar of the same boat engine, the tourist-spy-whatever. This time, it sounded closer. Too close. 

He waited for it to for pass on by, which it eventually did. But he thought he heard the engine cut out not too far away from his spot. Great. That woman had better not come any closer. 

“Or then what?” he said to a passing gull overhead. “It’s not as if it’s my private property.”

He listened again. The engine had definitely stopped close by. Maybe he should take a look? She might be lost or in trouble. Once a SEAL, always a SEAL. Leave no man—or woman—behind.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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Lissa Labelle trudged along the shoreline, enjoying the feeling of sand squishing between her toes. A splash from the water caught her attention, and she headed for the source of the sound. She dropped her backpack and specimen box on a dry patch of grass and crept along the shore, holding the long-handled net over the water. 

As she caught sight of a dark shape swimming inches from her feet, she snagged it in the net and pulled it closer for an examination. Damn. Just a juvenile smallmouth bass. Thank God it wasn’t one of those invasive snakeheads. Lissa tossed it back. 

She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear, grateful for the lack of wind. She’d wish for the wind later with the heat of the day and the hot sun beating down on her. Hopefully, she’d be back at the station by then. 

Pausing from fish-spotting, she scanned her surrounding. No signs of human activity in sight, and a bit on the desolate side. Perfect. Some of her colleagues preferred the open ocean or the sexier settings like the Bahamas, or the Florida Keys, or Monterey Bay. But she liked it fine right here. 

Not that her former professor and mentor would understand. He was always trying to get her to join one of his projects halfway around the world, and she’d succumbed to his seductive invitations a few times. But in the end, she always came back to the Potomac and the Chesapeake Bay. 

“Why do you like it there so much?” he asked her. She didn’t have an answer for him.

She could have a flashier career doing something else. One of her former classmates was a consultant in Hollywood and another had appeared on a National Geographic TV show. Was she wasting her time here? Was it her fears holding her back, or was she hiding from something? 

And no, she wasn’t going to dwell on the past. Having her fiancé waltz off with her cousin wasn’t nearly as bad as the former colleague who’d taken credit for her research. God, she hated men. Well, maybe not hated. Distrusted. So cocky, so sure of themselves, so two-faced. 

As if on cue, her phone chirped in her backpack, and she whipped it out, with half a mind to throw it into the water. But this phone didn’t belong to her—it was one of the expensive satellite phones the company loaned her so she could keep in touch out on the open water.

It was her colleague, Andrew Coxson. “Glad I caught you, Lissa. Gregg’s going to be out of the office for the next couple of days. Got called up to a meeting with the Fish and Wildlife Service. Needs the data you collected on the bay turtles ASAP.”

Lissa sighed. She’d asked Gregg if he needed that data two days ago, and he said no hurry. Not that she blamed him for changing his mind. He was a good boss, but overworked and underpaid. 

Andrew Coxson, on the other hand ... oh, she’d liked him at first, she had to admit. Charming. Friendly. Helpful. Too helpful, and that was his problem. 

When she’d found out he was cheating on his wife, she’d wanted to march right up to the poor woman and tell her everything. But her other colleagues warned against it. “Don’t get involved,” they’d said. “Let them work it out.”

But it made her so angry she pulled him aside and told him in no uncertain terms he’d better keep their relationship strictly professional, or Lissa would let his wife know what a two-timing bastard she was married to. He’d been a model colleague ever since.

“Tell Gregg I’ll be back in an hour or so, Andrew. He’ll have his data then. I have to format the tables, print them out, and I’ll hand the report over afterward.”

“Fair enough. How’s it going out there?”

“Lonely. In a good way. Me and the bass and the menhaden.”

“Well, gurgle at them for me, and I’ll see you shortly.”

Lissa gauged how long it would take her to retrace her steps to her boat. Maybe twenty minutes? After mooring it, she’d walked quite a way down the shoreline. Sometimes when she got engrossed in her work, she wandered far from her starting point. Maybe just a few more minutes wouldn’t hurt.

She perked up her ears when she thought she heard a boat’s engine, but the one that passed by earlier cut off around the time she dropped anchor. Nope, no motors. Hadn’t she heard that same passing boat several mornings in a row? 

Maybe it was a local fisherman or a tourist. Or just a local joyrider—or should she say joyboater?—who got a fancy-pants boat for his birthday and wanted to show it off. Well, she wished he’d show it off somewhere else. He was disturbing her work with his boat wake.

Then it occurred to her how truly alone she was out here. Just a single woman on the shore with no backup. She had a good idea of what her mother would have to say on the subject. Especially after Lissa assured her marine biology was one of the safer careers she’d considered. 

Still ... Lissa listened for any human sounds. No voices. No sounds of fishing gear or someone coughing or laughing. She was probably safe. Probably.

She eyed a tall stand of phragmite grass and headed for it. Some fish species liked to lay their eggs around the roots. Might be a good breeding ground for her prized target, the Atlantic sturgeon. It was a long shot since no one had caught sight of the once-prolific fish in these parts for decades. 

She could almost hear Darrell Allender now, one eyebrow raised, hearing her talk about sturgeon while he recounted his tales of blue whale encounters and coelacanth sightings. Darrell wasn’t just her mentor, he was a world-renowned expert quoted in places like The Washington Post and Time Magazine. That wasn’t too surprising since he was not only brilliant but had Hollywood good looks. 

Her heart beat faster when she thought of him as she approached the phragmite grass. Wonder what Darrell was doing right now? “Keep your mind on your work, Lissa,” she admonished herself aloud. 

Then she stopped and listened. Was that a rustling she’d heard while she was mouthing off? One way to find out.
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Jack trudged through the wet sand, making sure his boat was still in sight behind him. A grouping of phragmite grass and cattails blocked his view of the shore beyond, so he headed for it to see if he could catch sight of the mystery woman boater. 

He trudged around the vegetation and stopped cold. The woman from the boat the other day was standing right in front of him. Perched on an outcropping of rocks that formed a natural pier-like structure, she seemed to be studying something in the water. 

Her short blond hair matched the yellow top she wore, and with the khaki shorts, she blended into her environment. She appeared to be alone. 

He cleared his throat. She jumped up, dropped the container in her hand, and screamed. Her feet tumbled out from under her, and she fell into the water.

He was ready to jump in and rescue her, but she easily swam back to shore and pulled herself out without any help at all.

Jack held his hands out and said soothingly, “Sorry to frighten you. Heard your engine stop. I was worried it might be someone in trouble.”

She stared at him, and he knew a threat assessment when he saw one. Her shoulders relaxed an inch or two, and she said, “As you can see, I’m fine. Wet, but fine.”

Yes, she was. Metaphorically and physically. He shouldn’t be a typical Neanderthal, but she was most definitely fine. As in g-e-o-r-g-e-o-u-s. 
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