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Chapter One

 


“May I be blunt?”

“Can I stop you?”

“No.”

“Then by all means…”

Julia Cameron’s gaze narrowed
thoughtfully as she deigned to engage in eye contact with her
father’s protégé. Forty-year-old Samuel Adam was the man her father
wanted her to date and, as he’d told her in no uncertain terms,
eventually marry. It was just like the old goat to attempt to force
someone into her life who was so much like himself.

A rigid, unsmiling, tyrannical,
emotionally frigid robot who no doubt bled oil in lieu of
blood.

Thanks, Dad, but no thanks.

At thirty-one, Julia was
unlikely to change. If she ever settled down—a very tentative
if—it would be with a sensitive soul of a male. The sort of
guy who didn’t cower away from his feelings, worrying that such a
show of vulnerability was emasculating. He would be everything
that, God love him, her father had never been.

“I’m waiting,” Samuel murmured,
his voice measured.

A feral smile enveloped her
face as she chose her words carefully. Everything about the man was
even keel and firmly in control. His dark hair was perfectly
cropped just above the ears, his suit impeccable wool and cashmere
herringbone. He’d probably never raised his voice to anyone in his
entire life. He didn’t have to. Those intense green eyes and that
stoic face innately commanded respect. The son of a bitch needed to
be rattled.

“You are, without a doubt, the
biggest jackass I’ve ever had the displeasure of sitting next to on
an airplane,” Julia told him.

A lie, perhaps, but better to
make him hate her and leave her alone than lead the guy on.
Pointing to a bottle of Samuel Adams brand beer that a passenger an
aisle over was drinking, she batted her eyelashes.

“Furthermore, your name is one
S away from being appalling. Samuel Adam? You sound like a drink,
for heaven’s sake!” She waved a hand magnanimously in the air
between them. “I wouldn’t date you if you were the last man on
earth. No offense.”

“None taken.”

Julia frowned at the casual
amusement in his tone. That wasn’t the reaction she’d been going
for. Men tended to become angry and feel aggrieved in such a
situation. She’d been down this road many times before and had
thought she knew the terrain.

Apparently robots didn’t
possess the same reactions as the average male.

“Well, good,” Julia said
dumbly, treading down unfamiliar territory. She rustled the
newspaper on her lap. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to finish
reading this riveting piece on, uh…” She took a quick glance down,
having no idea of the contents. Her father published it, but she
never read it. “…this riveting piece on the life of slugs.”

More amusement. He didn’t
smile, but his eyes glittered. The knowing in those light green
orbs reminded her of a stalking jungle cat, an analogy that made
her swallow a bit roughly.

Samuel Adam might sound like an
alcoholic drink, but his demeanor was sobering. Nothing got to him.
No one intimated him.

Ever.

“I wouldn’t dream of keeping
you from reading such an engrossing article.”

Her glower would have killed a
lesser man.

“In fact,” Samuel said,
steepling his fingertips, “I’m impressed.” His eyebrows rose
slightly. “I didn’t know Barbie dolls could read. Your father must
be very proud.”

A Barbie? Her? Julia
didn’t know whether to laugh or take offense. Apparently beer-boy
had failed to notice the extra twenty-five pounds on her five-foot
six-inch frame. Or her J-Lo bootie. Or her very red and curly,
non-blonde hair. Or the doctorate hanging on her office wall.

Her teeth snapped together. He
was just trying to get back at her, prod her into making a scene so
he’d feel better. Damn, he was good. Almost, but not quite, a
worthy adversary.

“He’s very proud,” Julia
assured him, feigning inordinate fascination with the article on
slugs. Why had her father published this boring shit? It was the
daily paper, not a journal for science geeks for crying out loud.
“I am, after all, nothing if not amazing.”

“Mmm yes. As remarkable as a
talking marionette.”

Her teeth ground together, but
she would not take the bait. She would rise above and stay a step
ahead. She would—

Why the fuck is beer-boy
lifting my arms over my head?

“No strings attached,” Samuel
reflected. He looked genuinely intrigued. “Interesting.”

There were many comebacks to be
had, many acidic, witty replies to make. Unfortunately, all of them
were eluding her at the moment. “You’ve got brass balls,” Julia
huffed. “I’ll give you that much. Nobody ever talks to me like
that!” She sounded like a defiant little brat, but oh well.

“A pity,” he said firmly, those
intense eyes of his finding hers.

“Just what the hell does that
mean? That people should talk to me with no respect?”

“It means you should get what
you give,” Samuel said calmly, rigidly. “If you belonged to me, I’d
put you over my knee and spank your ass soundly.”

She couldn’t believe how
outrageous his words were! Or how arousing. Julia twisted in her
seat, coughing in her hand to cover up her discomfit.

Had she thought him to be
almost, but not quite, a worth adversary? She had been wrong.
Samuel Adam was, in fact, the real deal. Such an opponent had to be
taken seriously. This wasn’t like the last poor schmuck her father
had sent to court her—she doubted this guy would just walk away
with his tail between his legs, afraid Julia would get him fired.
No, Samuel realized he wouldn’t be issued his walking papers from
Cameron Publishing. If he did, he would be immediately snatched up
by a rival company. The situation set panic alarms off in her
mind.

She opened her mouth to rebut,
but was cut off by an alarm of another kind. Julia’s eyes widened
as the lights in the airplane’s cabin began rapidly flicking off
and on, a shrill sound blaring over the intercom. Two flight
attendants servicing the first-class cabin lost their balance,
their bodies flung to the floor by the airplane’s jarring
motions.

“What’s happening?” she
breathed out, heartbeat accelerating. She clutched the arms of her
chair with both hands, fingernails digging into the vinyl. What a
day! “Are we crashing?”

“I don’t know,” Samuel replied
evenly. His large, powerful hand covered hers as he assessed the
situation. “But I won’t let anything happen to you.”

For some insane reason, Julia
believed him. Her grasp on the seat tightened as a loud, trembling
voice sounded over the intercom.

“All flight attendants and
passengers prepare for an emergency landing.”

“We’re flying over the damn
ocean!” Julia hysterically pointed out. “Where are we going to
land? The welcome portal to the underwater kingdom of
Atlantis?”

Oxygen masks dropped from the
overhead bins before he could reply. She heard children crying from
somewhere behind them back in the coach section. Her heart slammed
against her chest as she fumbled with the mask, trying to secure it
over her face.

A simple, routine flight from
San Jose to New York. She had taken this very flight, no doubt on
this very plane, dozens of times. Her family held estates in both
Manhattan and Costa Rica, though Julia primarily resided in the
latter.

Samuel had shown up at her
doorstep two days ago under the guise of escorting her back home
for the Christmas holiday. Her
father-trying-to-set-her-up-with-another-robot radar had
immediately flown sky-high. She was, after all, thirty-one, not
three. She hadn’t required escorts for years.

There had been something
different about Samuel Adam from the first moment he’d entered her
tropical refuge, some enigmatic mystique that gave her pause. He
radiated an aura of control and power that no one could fake—a man
either possessed it or he didn’t. Samuel oozed it.

After two days of playing mouse
to his cat, Julia had been more than grateful to take the flight
back to the States with her father’s protégée. Anything to
eventually ditch him. He was getting under her skin, and that would
not do. Nothing got to the man, nothing cowered him. If she hadn’t
been so hell-bent on loathing him, she would have admired him.

He wanted her money. He wanted
to control Cameron Publishing. All men saw her as a means to an
end.

The movie screens in the cabin
turned on, snapping Julia back to the moment. An emergency landing
instruction video began to play. The two actors smiled serenely as
they calmly placed the masks in front of their faces, then lifted
the attached rubber bands to position them behind their heads.

Oh right! What a realistic
reenactment! As if anyone could be that tranquil when they were
about to die. Oscar-potential candidates the actors were not. They
should be hyperventilating, screaming, and possibly clawing out
their own bulging eyes.

Julia’s head began to swirl,
dizziness engulfing her. She hadn’t figured out the mask yet and
wasn’t getting enough oxygen.

Two strong hands held up her
quickly slumping body. The mask made its way to her face. Oxygen
returned. Julia stared up at Samuel with wide blue eyes.

“I have to go help in the
back,” he said from behind his own mask. “You’ll be okay, Julia. I
promise.”

A selfish gene whispered to her
that she should beg him to stay, to not leave her here to die
alone. But she knew those kids back there needed him much more than
a grown woman did. She might be a lot of things, but egocentric
wasn’t one of them, despite what she’d led Samuel to believe.

Besides, she could take her of
herself. She’d always done as much. Growing up motherless with a
workaholic father did that to a person. If there was one lesson
Julia had learned early in life, it was the futility in waiting on
a man to rescue her.

She nodded her head. “I’ll be
fine,” she said in a monotone, her brain still relatively scattered
from the previous lack of oxygen. “Go to the children. They need
you.”


Chapter Two

 


Separated from the other
survivors, they’d been drifting for two days. Almost out of food,
Julia had predicted several times that they were goners. Samuel, on
the other hand, was his typically arrogant, in-control self.

“We’ll be fine, Julia,” Sam
stated. She watched his muscles tense from the strain of continuous
swimming. “We’ve made it this far and we’re still alive.”

She snorted, but kept swimming.
They were alone in the middle of the ocean. They hadn’t so much as
spotted another ship. Their stash of airline peanuts, bottled
water, and something resembling stale pretzels was nearly gone.
Sunburns covered all of Julia’s pale body and half of Samuel’s
bronzed one. Despite all that, he persisted in his mentality.
Robots—faithful to their pre-programming until the end.

Landing, if one could call it
that, had been a nightmare. Unbelievably, none of the passengers
died at impact. As it turned out, the emergency landing video was
on target and the seats really did morph into floatation devices.
All might have ended well had a thick, disorienting fog not
enveloped the area. One night they were floating next to the other
fatigued passengers and, a short nap later, they were bobbing alone
in the middle of the torrid ocean.

Christmas was less than a week
away. There would be no turkey, ham and trimmings this year. The
way things were looking, and the way sharks kept circling from
below, the only thing on the menu this holiday season would be raw
human à la Julia and Samuel.

A dark shadow glided by. A
dorsal fin emerged, then quickly retreated into the water. Heart
pounding, Julia held on tightly to the pocketknife Samuel had given
her.

“Why don’t they just eat us and
be done with it?” Julia panted, swimming vigorously. She couldn’t
recall ever being this frightened or her nerves ever being so
frayed. Such was saying a lot when you were the daughter of a man
who possessed more enemies than friends. “They’re toying with
us.”

“They don’t know what to make
of us so they’re waiting for us to weaken,” Samuel told her
matter-of-factly, “to show some sign of vulnerability.”

Great. “Like?”

“Difficulty swimming. Fresh
blood from a wound…”

Julia mentally counted the days
since her last menstrual cycle. She hysterically hoped she’d remain
on schedule.

“…anything that tells them we
are vulnerable prey.”

Silence.

She lapsed into contemplative
thought, her life playing like a DVD before her mind’s eye. She
still had a lot of things left to do before she
died—accomplishments to achieve, Mr. Right to find and marry,
babies to make with said man. She wasn’t ready to become shark
sushi.

Dr. Julia Elise Cameron was a
world-renowned botanist. She knew her tropical plants like nobody’s
business. A thousand specimens of the same variety could be facing
her and she could still tell them apart for the individual
organisms that they
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