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Stranded on a remote island after a disastrous trip, high-end fashion designer Avery Addison is forced far outside her perfectly curated world—no phone, no luxury, and no way home. Her only companion? Colton Greene, a maddeningly laid-back Red Valley Ravens hockey star who seems far too comfortable surviving in paradise.
 As storms roll in and survival pushes them together, Avery discovers there’s more to the cocky Canadian than charm and muscles—and the heat between them becomes impossible to ignore. But when rescue finally arrives, she’ll have to choose between the life she built…and the man who makes her feel truly alive. 












  
  
The story doesn’t end on the last page…

There’s something special waiting for you at the end of this book—but don’t peek just yet… some things are better discovered at the right moment.

Visit www.rachellevaughn.com and subscribe to my newsletter for exclusive Red Valley Ravens extras, collectible cards, and reader-only surprises.



Come spend a little more time in my world:



[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]








  
  
      
        
          Island Ice

          
		      
          Rachelle Vaughn

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  ISLAND ICE 
Copyright © 2016 by Rachelle Vaughn              
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.
The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.
www.rachellevaughn.com






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Dear Reader,
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        11.
        
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        12.
        
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        13.
        
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        14.
        
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        15.
        
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        16.
        
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        17.
        
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        18.
        
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        19.
        
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        20.
        
        Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        21.
        
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        22.
        
        Chapter Twenty-Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Your Exclusive Bonus Content
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the Author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Rachelle Vaughn
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Rachelle Vaughn also writes as:
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Score big with more heartwarming romance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  Dear Reader,


Who would you choose to be stranded on a desert island with? Avery Addison doesn’t have the luxury of choosing her dream castaway companion, but Red Valley Ravens hockey player Colton Greene is the perfect match for the always-in-charge fashion mogul. He’s cocky and laid back, and that irks the heck out of her. 
Avery is so used to running the show and getting her way that this experience truly makes her feel like a fish out of water. Her busy schedule is usually packed full of design meetings, model fittings, traveling to the fashion capitals of the world…all to avoid her painful past. Finding herself stranded on a tropical island gives Avery plenty of time to admire Colton’s sculpted athletic body and reevaluate her priorities in life.
I’ve always wondered what it would be like to wake up on a desert island with no electricity and *gasp* no Wi-Fi, and I had a blast sticking Avery and Colton in that exact same scenario. I hope you enjoy Island Ice, the sixth book in the Red Valley Ravens series!
I’d love to hear from you!  You can contact me through my website at www.rachellevaughn.com. And make sure you’re signed up for my newsletter. It’s a great way to find out about giveaways, new releases and little tidbits I don’t post anywhere else.


Happy beach reading!
Rachelle Vaughn






  
  Chapter One
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As the charter plane prepared for flight, Avery Addison tightened the death grip she had on her handbag. She had designed the bag herself, right down to the camel microfiber lining and beige stitching, but unfortunately, it probably wouldn’t be useful as a reliable flotation device in case this bucket of rusty bolts and flimsy propeller went down over the water. 
The charter’s destination was the Teal Islands, a small cluster of paradise in the middle of the South Pacific. The islands were the world’s largest distributor of black pearls, and Avery was securing the gems for her new jewelry line. Although she had a clothing collection to send down the runway in two weeks, the elusive distributor had finally granted her and her team a meeting after months of courting and back and forth deliberating, and she wanted to be there in person.
There were no direct international flights to the Teal Islands. Visitors had to fly to the international airport on the main island of Gannet Cove and then transfer to a smaller aircraft to reach Mascarene Cay. It was a forty-five-minute flight. Long enough to catch up on some e-mails and worry about the pilot’s qualifications.
Normally, Avery delegated trips like this, but a recent proposal from Thread Corp., the multinational luxury goods conglomerate, had her scrambling for some thinking space. And what better place than the tropics to clear one’s cluttered mind?
Not only had Thread Corp.’s offer thrown Avery for a loop, but it also couldn’t have come at a more confusing time. In the past, she prided herself on gathering inspiration from everything around her. She had the luxury of being able to incorporate anything she loved into her work and could usually find inspiration wherever she went. But lately, her creative well was running dry. Fresh and avant-garde ideas were eluding her at every turn.
Maybe she should hold off on putting a new collection out next season.
No, that would be career suicide. Avery had one of the most popular brands in North America, not to mention Europe. A few years ago, she took her brand global when she opened a boutique in Tokyo. Now she had dozens of boutiques in five different countries and still strived to expand her empire. She had to keep pumping out new, innovative designs. It was the only thing to keep her relevant in a fast-moving business.
“Excuse me.”
A masculine voice cut into Avery’s thoughts and she looked up in time to see a man slide a hockey stick down the aisle and lay it by her feet.
When she opened her mouth to protest, she was momentarily caught off guard by the sparkle in his eye. Even though they hadn’t even taken off yet, Avery felt like the plane had bottomed out, but that was just her reaction to his smile.
Nope, no turbulence here. Simply a smile-induced queasiness of the stomach accompanied by gooey insides and a heated inferno between her thighs. Just your standard operating procedures.
In order to effectively tune out her body’s baser instincts, Avery shot the hockey stick a well-deserved glare. The asinine thing had to be laid down in the middle of the aisle in order to fit on the plane.
What kind of charter was this anyway?
“Doesn’t that violate some sort of safety code?” The words sounded pompous and harsh, and Avery immediately snapped her jaw shut after speaking them out loud. That wasn’t what she’d meant to say and immediately regretted the hoitier-than-thou tone.
Mr. Smirk seemed genuinely amused and raised an eyebrow in reply.
The pilot either didn’t hear her concern or chose to ignore it, and before she could say another word, pompous or otherwise, the plane’s engine sputtered to life and the sound drowned everything else out.
Shrugging, Mr. Smirk took a seat next to the pilot—Oh, Lord! He wasn’t the co-pilot, was he?
Avery’s concerns about not making it off this flight alive doubled.
Taken aback, Avery looked over at her assistant. McKenna raised an eyebrow and then turned her attention away from the man with the honey-blond hair and back to her phone.
Fulfilling the role of Avery’s right arm, McKenna worked just as much as the designer herself. She lived the dream of working for a famous fashion designer in New York City and Avery valued her fresh ideas and insight. McKenna was, after all, Avery’s ideal demographic.
Along with McKenna, Avery turned her concentration back to her phone and prayed this pint-sized six-seat aircraft held together long enough to fly them safely to their destination.
Flying had always been a big part of her career and her lifestyle, but it didn’t mean she had to like it. The idea of hurdling through the sky at the mercy of the wind and a piston engine didn’t quite give her the warm and fuzzy it’s-going-to-be-okay’s.
On a private jet, or even in first class on a commercial flight, comforts like roomy seats, wine service, and amenity kits helped override her fears.
No, they weren’t really fears, per se. Fear would depict weakness. They were more like minor trepidations.
Inside this particular charter, the small comforts were considerably lacking. There were no flight attendants and the pilot sat a few feet in front of her, along with an instrument panel of intimidating looking levers and buttons.
As in fashion, the peek behind the curtain wasn’t always glamorous.
As much as she tried to keep her attention focused on her phone, Avery kept glancing up to watch the owner of the hockey stick. He was having a lively conversation with the pilot, but Avery couldn’t make out what they were saying to each other. Whatever it was, it had them grinning like little kids. They looked like they were having a good time and she wished she could say the same.
He sure had a contagious smile—the guy, not the pilot—and Avery felt herself starting to smile as she watched him. Who wouldn’t want to join in and be on the receiving end of that megawatt smirk?
With one leg stretched out in the aisle, he leaned forward and said something to the man sitting behind the pilot. The other passengers seemed thrilled by his presence, too, and kept asking questions. Avery could only catch a few snippets of their conversation, but he didn’t seem to be put out by their curiosity. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was some kind of celebrity or something.
Who was this man and why were the other passengers scrambling to take selfies with him?
Avery should be immune to masculine good looks. She had seen her share of sexy male models and had dressed just about every Hollywood leading man, but there was something about this hockey stick-wielding man that forced a person to sit up and take notice.
But good looks were just outside wrapping. It was what was inside that counted. Everyone knew that. A person’s heart and soul and personality were what mattered. She didn’t know the guy or a thing about him, but something told her the interior matched the packaging.
Avery couldn’t afford to be distracted by a buffoon with great hair and an inviting smile. She had some serious, big-time, potentially life-altering decisions to make. And no man, no matter how handsome or intriguing, would distract her.
“I bet he looks amazing in a suit.”
McKenna’s voice interrupted Avery’s runaway thoughts and Avery rolled her eyes. The guy had even gotten to her assistant.
“Most men do,” Avery replied.
“Thread Corp. called again.” Suddenly McKenna’s tone was all business. “They’d like your answer by the end of next week.”
Right. Thread Corp. They were still waiting for Avery to make the biggest decision of her life. Every decision, big or small, had consequences. The repercussions of this one could potentially affect a lot of people. And it could change her life drastically.
Time to head to the tropics and mull over what was most important to her.

      [image: ]Avery stepped off the plane and into paradise—and didn’t even realize it. Forgetting about the mysterious man and his hockey stick, she shot off an e-mail to her design team and replied to another from her friend Lexi, her thumbs tapping at record speed. Avery’s phone was the center of her universe. Even though she’d arrived in the South Pacific, that single fact didn’t change. 
McKenna wasn’t so jaded. You’d think the girl had never left New York State with the way her mouth was hanging open. The texts on her phone were abandoned and her jaw dropped as she took a moment to marvel at the incredible scenery. “Wow, it’s gorgeous here! It’s even more beautiful than the photos online!”
Avery glanced up from her own phone and had to agree. The Teal Islands were everything you could wish for in a tropical paradise…and then some. Indeed, this was paradise on earth. It was cliché, but it was the only accurate way to describe the clear water, green mountains, and white sandy beaches.
Avery was much too focused on the collection and the work ahead to marvel at the incredible scenery and give it more than a passing glance. They’d only be there for two days and then it was back to the Big Apple. She had a collection that had to be ready to present at New York Fashion Week in two weeks.
As stunning as the scenery was, Avery always had her feet firmly planted in “work mode.” Living life as a workaholic was the most effective way to combat the loneliness.
Avery ignored the commotion the other passengers created as they arranged boat ferries to the various islands. Standing on the dock, she fired off some texts to her team back in New York while she and McKenna waited for the next available water taxi to take them to the hotel.
Avery’s signature style, a tailored suit, complete with A-line skirt, silk blouse, and heels, was a stark contrast to the other travelers. Everyone wore loose, comfortable garments decorated with big tropical flowers, bold colors, sandals and flip-flops, and the occasional floppy straw hat to ward off the glaring sun.
McKenna looked radiant in a burgundy sundress from last year’s summer collection and she practically glowed as the midafternoon sun glinted off her stylish bob. She was weighed down with her carry-on and laptop bag, but there wasn’t a bellhop in sight.
By the time the pilot unloaded her and McKenna’s luggage from the cargo hold, the first boat taxi had already left. But it wasn’t big enough to hold any more passengers anyway.
Everything here was extra small. The plane, the boats. Avery just hoped the room McKenna had booked for her had a bed bigger than a twin. She was looking forward to stretching out and getting a good night’s sleep.
If all went well, she’d have an answer to give Thread Corp. when she returned to New York, and she could focus on the remaining preparations for the fall/winter collection. With the way things were going, it just might be her last.
Frankly, Avery drew comfort from the hectic hustle and bustle of big cities. It was when it was too quiet that she got anxious. And the only sounds here were the gentle lapping of water on the sand and some tropical-sounding birds chattering in the palm trees overhead.
The Wi-Fi on the main island was sketchy at best and Avery tapped her phone impatiently. It seemed like every time she went past a certain point on the boat dock, her phone cut out completely.
“Welcome to the Teal Islands.” A man who looked like he had way too many teeth to fit in his mouth thrust a giant gift basket at Avery.
With McKenna busy on her phone, she was forced to take it herself. “Thank you.”
The man put a flower lei around her neck and moved on to the other guests.
The cellophane-wrapped basket was heavier than it looked and was filled with a variety of snacks and gifts. No one else received a basket, so Avery assumed the hotel saved the goodies for the VIP guests or that it was from the pearl distributors trying to make a good impression.
“Couldn’t they have just sent it over to the hotel?” she mumbled.
Before McKenna could relieve her boss of the basket, her phone rang and she checked the display. “Oooh, it’s that new fashion photographer I was telling you about. I need to take this.”
Avery pointed toward the plane. “The reception is better over there.”
McKenna rushed away like a gazelle wearing platform sandals.
Impatient, Avery called out to her. “You can catch the next boat.”
McKenna nodded in agreement and waved her off.
Avery grabbed her own luggage and approached a man waiting by a boat. As precarious as the little boat looked, Avery was somewhat relieved she didn’t have to board another equally rickety aircraft for the trip over to the hotel. There was something about rusted propeller blades and wobbly landing gear that gave her the heebie-jeebies.
The boat driver looked as ancient as the islands themselves, but she entrusted him and the boat to take her the rest of the way. Sometimes, in order to reach the pot of gold, you had to climb some bumpy rainbows.
The meeting with the pearl people was in a few hours and Avery wanted to have time to freshen up and go over the contract again. McKenna could take the time to gawk at the sights that Avery didn’t have time to notice.
Glad to get a move on, Avery climbed into the boat and settled the basket and her carry-on at her feet.
“Mascarene Cay, please,” she told the driver before turning her attention back to her phone. The signal bars disappeared one by one until it finally lost reception altogether. She held the phone out away from her, but still no signal.
When he started to drive away from the dock, Avery’s head shot up to look at the driver. She was the only one in the boat. “Shouldn’t we wait for more passengers?”
He gave her a small nod and kept his course.
It seemed like a waste of fuel to transport one tourist at a time, but—
There went her controlling OCD flaring up again. If the old man could make a living ferrying one person at a time back and forth from one island to another, then so be it. His financial well-being was none of her concern.
Avery didn’t think twice about leaving her assistant behind until she found herself all alone with the old man. He wasn’t creepy or anything, he just didn’t seem like he was all there. It was difficult to put faith in someone like him, who had been entrusted with the important task of crossing the ocean in little more than a metal bucket.
Avery had been so busy checking her e-mail that she hadn’t even acknowledged him when he’d helped her into the boat. Now she took a moment to look him over. He was extremely tan and his skin was like leather. He wore a wide-brimmed hat that shielded most of his face. Deep wrinkles creased what she could see of it. His feet were bare and the only clothing he wore were cutoff shorts.
The hotel sure wasn’t concerned with first impressions or their staff putting on airs, that was for sure. No matter. Avery wasn’t here to critique the resort.
As much as she’d love to lounge against the side of the boat and take in the sights, Avery had too much to do, too many things to think about. There were final fittings that needed to be scheduled for the fall/winter collection and new models to audition to take the place of the ones who had dropped out at the last minute. Every model on the planet would kill for the opportunity to walk the runway at an Avery Addison show, but someone always managed to drop out at the eleventh hour.
Avery still needed to finalize some more details for the show and then there was the new jewelry line to oversee. Designing clothes was her passion, but this jewelry line was her baby. Until the next project came along, of course. The new women’s fragrance line she’d developed was set to debut next year.
For what seemed like an eternity, she had dreamed of these things and now they were all happening in rapid succession.
In spite of all the work she had to do back in New York, Avery really wanted to personally inspect the pearls here at the Teal Islands. The work would be waiting for her in the city, and this was the only opportunity she’d have to be a part of the hands-on side of the jewelry business.
She checked her phone again, but the signal was still taking a siesta.
The old man caught her off guard when he gently put his hand on her phone and pushed it down to her lap.
“There’s no cell reception out here?” she asked, already knowing the answer.
He shook his head and focused on the horizon up ahead.
She opened her mouth to ask and make sure there would be cell reception at the hotel, but there was something about the peaceful look on his face that stopped her. His lips were turned up in a sort of half smile as if there was no place else he’d rather be.
Intrigued by his attitude, she followed his gaze. He clearly wasn’t a conversationalist, so she clamped her mouth shut and watched him scan the horizon intently. The green mountains became smaller and smaller until there was only turquoise water all around them. There was nothing but water as far as the eye could see.
The driver was sure putting a lot of faith into one little engine. It took a lot more than faith to trust a small boat to take you where you needed to go in a place like this. The old man didn’t seem to mind, but all Avery could think about was the possibility of sharks in the water all around them. If the boat’s motor were to break down…
Just once, she wished she could turn it all off and feel peaceful in her own skin. She knew the key was to delegate out your stress and organize your time, but it was a tall order when you felt the need to be in control of everything all the time.
Resigned to be without her phone until they reached the hotel, Avery put it into her purse, already anxious to use it again.
In all reality, she should be in her design studio in NYC’s Flat Iron district, working. And yet here she was being whisked away to a tropical island with only a small boat between her and a kajillion gallons of the Pacific Ocean.
Oh, the things one did in order to drum up some precious inspiration!
Lexi Laprise, Avery’s fabulous movie star best friend, swore by the magical stress-relief powers of a tropical vacation, but Avery didn’t believe in taking vacations. Especially these last few years. There was too much work to be done. A half day at her favorite spa was enough to rejuvenate her without wasting days and days at a place with miles of itchy sand and no Wi-Fi.
Sadly, taking a spa day wasn’t enough to appease her friend. Lexi, along with the rest of the fashion world, couldn’t fathom how Avery got by without a house in the Hamptons of her own.
As much as Lexi sometimes got on her nerves, Avery owed her career to the movie star. It all started when she designed a red carpet dress for her good friend and then-budding actress. And the rest was history.
Besides her flagship store in SoHo, there were Avery Addison boutiques all around the world. She had a thriving accessories collection, successful cosmetics and fragrance lines, a wedding dress line, and a line of home décor in the works.
The boat engine hummed along and Avery forced herself to take in the sights. The crystal blue water was so clear that, in some places, she could see fish swimming below the surface.
The colors were quite magnificent here. A palette of bright blue skies and turquoise water contrasted with pristine, white puffy clouds. The tranquil colors would look stunning draped over the body and her designer’s eye could already see the flowing fabrics and tropical motifs.
Maybe, for her next collection, she would branch out away from her signature tailored look. These surroundings just might turn out to be the perfect place to get inspired.
Finally, after what seemed like an excruciatingly long time, land came into view and Avery sighed in relief. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been so far from civilization.
The island that the boat approached was like a scene straight out of a pirate movie. A wide ring of white sand surrounded a dense forest and palm trees were sprouting up everywhere.
The driver cut the engine, coasted toward the shore, and banked the boat on the beach.
Avery thought it odd that there wasn’t a boat dock. The hotel must be going for the rustic look.
Of course, there was no need for a valet here, but where was the bellhop?
The Teal Islands were turning out to be like nothing she’d ever imagined or experienced. But, she supposed, that was part of their charm.
The old man hopped out onto the sand and extended his hand to help Avery out of the boat. She didn’t expect such a gentlemanly gesture from the weathered old man, but she took the hand he offered her anyway and stepped out of the boat.
The five-inch stilettos on her feet sunk into the soft sand. She must have looked ridiculous wearing stilettos on the beach. Silly her, she thought there would be a boat dock and some sort of path to the hotel. Instead, there was just sand. Lots and lots of sand.
Bending down to take her shoes off, she wondered why she hadn’t packed any flats. Maybe because she was born and raised in New York and hadn’t worn a shoe without a high heel since grade school.
Without the heels, she was immediately brought down to her 5’ 6” height. The heels were a staple in her wardrobe for a variety of reasons. They provided style, self-confidence, and the height she needed in order to be taken seriously.
Oh well, the gift shop probably sold flip-flops to unprepared tourists like herself. She would have McKenna pick some up later, along with some sort of sunhat. This unforgiving sun was brutal on her pale East Coast skin.
No, scratch the hat. Avery wouldn’t be spending enough time outside to justify one. By the looks of the dark clouds rolling in, there wouldn’t even be an opportunity to catch some rays before returning to New York. No harm done. She didn’t need to return home with a tan in order to consider this trip a success.
Relieved to be on land again, Avery fished her phone back out and peered hopefully at the screen. Not one bar of reception stared back at her.
As stunningly beautiful as this place was, Avery was rapidly discovering its faults. The island might be the ideal getaway for someone who wasn’t in connection with the world every second of every waking hour, but the longest Avery had ever gone without an internet connection was during a power outage in New York City. It was an experience she didn’t wish to duplicate. Especially now, while on a working vacation.
With the phone resting safely and utterly useless in her purse, she turned her back on the boat and looked around at her destination. A couple of palm trees leaned over the water like in photographs she’d seen on the internet and on calendars. If anything, Mascarene Cay was the definition of secluded.
Squinting through her sunglasses, she searched the tree line for signs of civilization. The vibrant blue skies, white sand beach, and turquoise water couldn’t be farther from New York City. It was astonishing that a place so isolated and beautiful actually existed. Yet it certainly did and her pedicured toes were wiggling in the sand to prove it.
She hoped her room had a tub so she could take a much-needed, relaxing bath. After the meeting, of course. Business first. Always. She hadn’t built a successful empire by traipsing off to tropical locales for the fun of it.
While the old man unloaded her luggage, Avery continued to scan for any signs of life on the island.
This didn’t seem right. Shouldn’t someone be here to greet her and take her luggage? Where were the five-star accommodations? Where was the pool and swim-up bar? Mascarene Cay was home to the world’s largest pearl farm and there wasn’t a soul in sight.
The hotel must be hidden by the dense trees.
Behind her, the boat engine purred to life and shifted into gear. Avery spun around, nearly toppling over in the soft, squishy sand.
She couldn’t believe her eyes. The old man was leaving! The boat was already fifty yards away from the shore and he was driving even further out.
“Wait! Are you sure this is the right place? There’s no one here!”
His large hat shaded his eyes. He let go of the steering handle just long enough to wave before continuing on his merry way.
“Hey!” she yelled at the old man. “Wait!” She gestured her arms in a “come back” motion, but he kept on driving until he got smaller and smaller and Avery couldn’t see him anymore.
And then he was just a dot on the horizon.
“He could have at least stayed long enough to receive his tip,” she muttered. Not that he’d done anything above and beyond to earn one. Her carryon was nestled in the sand and the gift basket had been plopped down beside it.
The water lapped lazily at the shore. It was incredibly quiet here. Except for the chirping of a few unseen birds, the island was completely silent. No horns honking or weary cab drivers shouting at wayward pedestrians, no trash trucks or car engines.
Relieved she packed the noise machine she always traveled with, Avery scooted her bags away from the lapping water.
On second thought, since no one had come to take her bags yet, she drug them up the beach and set them near a palm tree so they wouldn’t get wet.
She scanned the trees for some sort of path, but there wasn’t one.
Where was the hotel? Where was everybody? Anybody?
Was this a practical joke?
No, it couldn’t be. No one pranked the owner of the company. Not if they wanted to keep their job anyway. And Avery ran a tight ship. She was well-liked and respected by her team and couldn’t imagine anyone on her staff pulling a stunt like this. Maybe this was McKenna’s idea of publicity by putting her on some candid camera show. There weren’t any cameras visible that she could see, but that was the whole point, right?
Alarm crept up and grabbed a hold of her chest. In reality, there could have been all kinds of things hidden in the thick jungle that Avery didn’t know about.
She glanced at the watch on her wrist, the one she’d designed herself, and it read 10:52. She flung her arm back down to her side and took a few steps away from the luggage.
“Hello?!” she yelled. It felt silly talking out loud when there was obviously no one around, but she had to at least try. What if someone was in the jungle? If this wasn’t the right island she sure hoped that “someone” was friendly. And not some primitive cannibal. The old man was probably in cahoots with him. Dropping off helpless women for him to feed on…
Avery shook the disturbing thought from her head. She wasn’t helpless and there were no cannibals lurking in the jungle.
She was simply…stranded.
Were people even stranded on desert islands these days? Wasn’t that just some myth brought about to discuss which items you’d prefer to have brought with you in the hypothetical event? She hadn’t even been given the luxury of packing any of those items ahead of time.
At least there weren’t any wild animals on islands, were there? Not any large predators at least—she hoped.
Somewhere in the trees, a bird squawked and scared the living daylights out of her.
This day just kept getting better and better.






  
  Chapter Two

[image: ]

Leaving her luggage under the guard of the palm tree, Avery walked along the trees for a glimpse of any sort of path leading to the hotel. 
Maybe the boat driver had simply dropped her off on the wrong side of the island and the hotel was just around the corner.
Of course. That had to be what had happened. Just a slight mistake made by a grizzled old man. It wouldn’t be the first time a human had made a mistake, and it wouldn’t be the last.
Avery followed the tree line around until the sun was at her back. Leaning forward, she peered into the forest and saw only dense vegetation. No hotel, no dwellings, no signs. No hope.
A while later, the beach curved and the sun was now to her other side. Another glance at her watch told her it had gone the way of her cell phone and stopped working. The battery picked a hell of a time to go dead.
If she wasn’t so bewildered and a little perturbed, she might have been able to appreciate how beautiful the island was. The alabaster sand was warm, almost hot, between her toes. In some places, the water lapped right up to the tree line and she had to walk through the foam to get by.
All this sand was probably wreaking havoc on her French pedicure. On the bright side, it was probably a great exfoliator.
Even when she spent time at Lexi’s house in the Hamptons, Avery rarely went down to the beach. She enjoyed the view of it just fine from her chaise lounge while she sipped a glass of Cabernet Sauvignon and sketched designs.
Just when she feared she might be walking in one gigantic circle, her luggage came into view. It was propped up against the palm tree, right where she’d left it. It felt like she’d been walking for hours, but it had probably only been forty-five minutes or so.
Instead of finding the resort, Avery had walked around the beach until she was right back where she started. There had been no trail inland. And even if there was, it was most likely covered with branches and overgrown plants.
By now, she’d given up on the idea of being the victim of a practical joke. This would be much too elaborate of a prank. And what would be the point? If she needed publicity, she’d much rather do some sort of event for charity. That way, at least someone besides her would benefit.
Avery specifically remembered McKenna showing her photos of the resort before they left New York. As beautiful as this place was, this wasn’t it. The website boasted cabanas and lounge chairs on the beach. And an Olympic-sized swimming pool with views of an extinct volcano rising out of lush, tropical greenery. There were no mountains here. No cabana boys or infinity pools. Only sand and water and palm trees and more sand. Sure, the sand and water were identical to the website, but any sign of civilization, of human presence, was missing.
Speaking of McKenna, she should be right behind Avery, arriving soon. Everything would work itself out then. McKenna had a way of smoothing things over and getting rogue situations back on track.
Avery calmly decided to wait for her assistant to arrive. It had been more than enough time for the old man to get back to the main island, pick McKenna up, and come back here. And that wasn’t taking into consideration that the old man wasn’t the only boat taxi around. McKenna would come through. The same way she always did.
If not, someone else would come along eventually. And when they did, Avery would be sure to voice her opinions about the hotel’s inadequate staff and underwhelming service.
While she waited, a bead of sweat trickled its way down her back. Her fancy silk blouse and pencil skirt were not the best choice of apparel. How was she supposed to know that she’d be waiting out in the sun for an indeterminate amount of time?
One thing was for sure. She wasn’t used to sweating this much outside of the gym. Even in the heat of summer, she went from the car to her building and didn’t spend much time outside. Come to think of it, she didn’t spend any time outside on purpose.
She gave her watch an impatient tap. McKenna really should have been here by now.
That is, unless here wasn’t the right place at all.

      [image: ]When Avery reached her luggage, she could have sworn she heard the sound of a boat motor in the distance. By the time she made it around the bend to where the sound was coming from, sure enough, he was already driving away. It was the same old man and he’d let off a single passenger. 
And that single passenger just so happened to be Mr. Smirk from the plane. He stood on the beach looking amused.
That look would change when he realized he was stranded, Avery thought to herself.
“Wait!” she cried out to the old man and jumped up and down. Worse than flagging down a cab in New York City rush hour. Lucky for her, she had a car service take her everywhere she needed to go.
Smirks McGee crossed his ankles and leaned on his hockey stick. He was tan, had sexy blonde hair, and looked like he belonged here. And he didn’t lift a finger to help her get the old man’s attention.
On the plane, Avery hadn’t paid any attention to his clothes—which was strange considering that was usually the first thing she noticed about a person. In this case, she’d been too distracted by his smile. Now she could see that he was wearing a T-shirt, board shorts, and flip-flops. The flower lei around his neck made him look even more at home here. He wasn’t dressed like a tourist, just…comfortable.
Apparently, he had received the memo about suitable desert island attire. But not the part about there not being an ice rink here. What was with the hockey stick anyway? He would have looked more appropriate toting around a surfboard than hockey gear.
From the way his clothes fit, she could tell there was an athletic body underneath. The sleeves of his blue T-shirt clung to bulging biceps. His shorts sat low on his waist…
He looked a little like Brad Pitt in Thelma & Louise.
And a lot like trouble.
He was handsome. So what? Judging from the smirk on his face, he thought so too.
As relieved as she was to finally see another human being, this man’s presence made Avery as uneasy as when she’d been completely alone.
Out of breath from trying to get the old man’s attention—and failing miserably—Avery planted her hands on her hips and sent him a glare. “What are you doing?”
The smirk turned into pure amusement and he looked her up and down. Curiosity flashed in his sapphire eyes. “Just admiring the view.”
Avery wasn’t amused in the slightest. “Why didn’t you stop him?”
“Who?”
“The boat driver.” She refrained from adding “you idiot” to the end of that sentence. No sense in making enemies just yet. “Why did you let him leave?”
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