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Though he’s gone into virtual seclusion, Ben Fortune is still the world’s most famous surfer, known as much for his good looks as for his skill. He’s also a suspect in a series of brutal murders that may have begun with his late wife.

Now FBI Special Agent Sonora “Sonny” Vasquez has been sent undercover to the elite beach community of La Jolla to make friends with Fortune. With her fierce beauty and take-no-prisoners attitude, she’s more than equipped for the job, and soon she and Ben have collided in an affair that is both intense and irresistible. But for the first  time in Sonny’s career, her emotions are threatening to get the better of her. Could this passionate, wounded man, who is genuinely anguished over his troubled daughter, really be a killer? And could falling in love blind Sonny to the greatest danger of all?
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To Robin


CHAPTER 1

FBI Training Center. Quantico, Virginia.

SPECIAL AGENT COLBY MITCHELL was about to drop Special Agent Sonny Vasquez.

He pivoted, leading with his right elbow, intent on driving it home and ending a sparring match that had gone on far too long.

Vasquez was a legend, a chimera, a fantastical figure the cadets had heard about but seldom seen, so their attention was rapt. Then again, they probably would have enjoyed watching anyone get the better of Mitchell, who ran a grueling two-week training session. Although most of the trainees were in good shape, they valued the cerebral over the physical, and called Mitchell a meathead behind his well-muscled back.

Legend or no, Vasquez was the underdog, or had been before this impromptu demonstration started. Despite the considerable differences between them in height and weight, which should have tipped the scales in Mitchell’s favor, he was the one dripping sweat and grunting with exertion, while Vasquez remained as cool and elusive as a goddamned ghost.

Mitchell added the energy of desperation to his blow. He did not want to lose to this particular opponent. His colleagues would never let him live it down, and Vasquez, too superior to gloat, would merely study him calmly, assessing his weaknesses, making it apparent to all that he wasn’t up to snuff.

So he said a mental prayer as he swung his arm around, visualizing success, anticipating the winning impact of his triceps against Vasquez’s smooth, perfectly shaped jaw.

But as his powerful body turned, he knew he’d miscalculated. Vasquez was a ghost, and Mitchell’s prayer went unanswered. Instead of being in position to receive the blow, Vasquez had ducked under and down. In leading with his elbow, Mitchell made another fatal mistake: leaving open the vulnerable expanse between his armpit and waist.

Of course, Vasquez struck with the swiftness and ferocity of a mythical creature. The jabs to Mitchell’s side were startlingly painful—how Vasquez wrung that amount of strength from those scrawny arms was an elliptical mystery.

Sucking in a sharp breath, Mitchell dropped his arm to protect his burning midsection, focusing only on preventing Vasquez’s bladelike fists from striking into his sore ribs. Then he saw a premonition of his own defeat in those strange, light eyes, and Mitchell didn’t have time to blink before Vasquez dropped him, with a blow to the temple so well placed it was almost a caress.

An excruciating, debilitating caress.

From the ground, Mitchell looked up at his nemesis in wonder, fighting nausea and gasping for breath, his eyes stinging with sweat and tears. The circle around them clapped and cheered, oblivious to his torture, or perhaps excited by it.

Bloodthirsty little guppies.

Vasquez’s head gave a slight shake, indicating to the group that celebration was unnecessary. Mitchell groaned, letting his head fall back against the mat while Vasquez made a sanctimonious little speech about never underestimating a smaller opponent. After the crowd dispersed, Mitchell focused his eyes long enough to see Vasquez standing over him, neither smiling nor smug, offering a hand to help him to his feet.

At the sight of that hand, so slender and deceptively innocuous-looking, the same that had dealt his ego, not to mention his temple, a crushing blow, Mitchell snapped. He took the proffered hand and yanked on it, bringing the victor down to his level, and in a split second, Sonora Vasquez was on her back, with Colby Mitchell on top of her.

“How’d that sex change operation go, Vasquez?”

He grinned as beads of sweat from his forehead fell on her face. She needed to be reminded she was a woman, and if he wasn’t man enough to do it on the mat, he was more than willing to have a go at her on the mattress.

More amused than insulted, Vasquez wiped away the offending drops of sweat like she was swatting at flies. “It’s called sexual reassignment surgery, Mitchell. Don’t they teach you anything in sensitivity training?”

“Yeah. I’m feeling real sensitive right now.” He was aware of her breasts crushed against his chest and the soft apex of her thighs, an inviting warmth beneath him. She might not fight like a woman, but she felt like one, and although he willed his body not to, it began to respond to hers. He was enjoying dominating her a little too much. Still, he feared for his manhood. Vasquez would go ballistic if he got hard.

But she didn’t go ballistic—she laughed. “The doctor said if I wanted to live my life as a man, I’d have to be happy with three inches, so I told him to forget it. I couldn’t bear to look like you.”

Mitchell grunted. “Keep wiggling, Vasquez. Those three inches will turn into six.”

For a moment, she looked startled, as if she’d only just realized he’d been flirting with her. Before she could shield the reaction, her unusual eyes betrayed her panic, and Mitchell experienced an intense surge of satisfaction. Vasquez couldn’t dislodge him, because she sucked at wrestling, and now he’d found her secret vulnerability: she was afraid of men. The vindictive side of him wanted to press her further, but he rolled away, because he was a meathead, not a jerk, and the last thing he needed was a sexual harassment charge.

“You’re such a Neanderthal, Mitchell,” she said, recovering.

“Ooga booga,” he replied with a smile. “Want to go back to my cave?”

“No,” she said, using the serious tone women affected when scolding a child, making it embarrassingly clear that she did not encourage his advances.

He shrugged, feeling amiable. Vasquez may have beaten him in front of everyone, but now he had her number. Good agents knew that most warfare was psychological, and Colby Mitchell was a very good agent. He was also smart enough to do damage control, and sensitive enough to treat Vasquez with respect, albeit belatedly.

“I was just fooling around,” he said. “No hard feelings?”

The tension in her face faded. “Whatever, Mitchell.” She brushed invisible lint from her jogging pants. “Next time you want to rub your wiener on someone, ask Stacy.”

“Really?” Like most young, single males on the prowl, his attention was easily diverted. Vasquez was hot, but Stacy League was … built. His eyes roved over Special Agent League’s very pleasing form as she sparred with another female trainee. She wasn’t half as good on the mat as Vasquez, but who wanted an assassin in the sack? “She likes me?”

“You didn’t hear it from me,” she said, pulling herself to her feet. This time, he let her help him up.

“Thanks for the tip, cutie.” He knocked her lightly on the chin.

She wrinkled her nose. “Don’t push it.”

“Do you want to know who likes you?” He scanned the room for a man who wasn’t more afraid of her than attracted to her.

“No.”

“Why not?” He smirked. “Oh, I get it.” He took her by the shoulders and turned her toward the openly gay female cadet Stacy was sparring with. “Is she more your style?”

“You wish,” she said, shrugging away from him. “Do I need to kick your ass twice?”

“Yeah. Show me how to do that temple thing.”

She shook her head. “You’re too strong to use it for immobilization. You can only do it with lethal intent.”

He rubbed his hands together. “Goody.”

Sonny took a deep breath before she entered Grant’s office.

Although the summons ordered her to come right away, she’d taken the time to shower and make herself presentable. Contrary to popular belief, Sonora Vasquez was a woman, and sometimes she liked to look like one.

She knew her appearance added to her formidable reputation, so she usually didn’t bother to accentuate her femininity. Her features were too strong to be called pretty, her eyes too fierce to put a man at ease, her mouth more appropriate for biting than kissing. For a blue-eyed blonde, her complexion was dark, giving her the unusual appearance of a dusky waif or a washed-out gypsy, and her hair was an unremarkable champagne motley. It was thick and unruly, so she kept it cropped short, which pleased her, not any man she’d ever met.

She’d always been a tomboy—by chance, if not choice, having been forced to wear her brother’s hand-me-downs throughout childhood. She still couldn’t afford designer clothes, expensive makeup, or sexy shoes, but she worked well with what she had: good bone structure, great instincts, and a killer bod.

The pride she took in her figure was mostly professional. She was a lean, mean, fighting machine, and few men wanted to tangle with her, in or out of the bedroom.

Special Agent in Charge Leland Grant was the only man, besides her brother, she’d ever trusted enough to get close to, but there were no sparks between them. Perhaps because he was happily married, and old enough to be the father she’d never had.

She knocked on the frosted glass office door before she entered, just to be polite, knowing he could see her more clearly than she him. Grant was on the phone, raising a “just another minute” finger in her direction, a gesture that had been annoying people for decades and didn’t fail to elicit the same reaction in her.

Sonny slumped into a chair across from his desk, going for a posture somewhere between apathetic and insolent.

His lips curved as he watched her, and she knew she’d succeeded only in amusing him, so she let out the breath she was holding and sat up straight. This was her boss, not her best friend, and it would behoove her to act that way.

“Going somewhere?” he asked as he replaced the receiver.

She looked down at the slim-fitting jeans, high-heeled half boots, and snug sweater she was wearing. Why did everyone have to comment when she wasn’t dressed like a slob? “The movies,” she decided.

“With Mitchell?”

She frowned. “Hell, no.”

“I saw you two training.”

She wasn’t surprised. The gym had a two-way mirror, which intimidated the cadets to no end, because they never knew when superiors were spying on them. It had been awhile since anyone had judged Sonny’s performance, however. She’d been active for more than five years, and proven herself resourceful and adept on many occasions.

“For a second there, you froze.”

Her spine stiffened, and she had to force herself to relax. “I didn’t freeze, I considered. He’s cute.” Crossing her arms over her chest, she dared him to dispute her.

Grant didn’t bother to. “It can’t happen in the field.”

She knew what he meant. He didn’t give a damn if she screwed every agent on the payroll as long as she didn’t turn into a helpless female at an inopportune moment. His concern was not for her safety, although such a mistake could cost her her life, but for the success of the team he led. He wanted to catch bad guys, and if she panicked during physical contact, she was more of a liability than an asset.

She gave him a cold stare that had withered lesser men.

Undaunted, he leaned back in his chair. “I have an assignment for you.”

Her mood shifted. “Yeah?”

“It’s a mother.”

“Don’t tease me.”

“I’m not.” He handed her a slick three-ring binder containing pages of glossy photos behind clear page protectors.

The man in the pictures was the most recognizable professional surfer on the planet. “Ben Fortune? You’ve got to be joking.”

Grant was on the phone again, so he didn’t answer her. She flipped through the file, studying a copy of Fortune’s driver’s license and memorizing much of his personal information at a glance. With his dark good looks and tall, muscular physique, the man was very easy on the eyes. In the not-so-distant past, his likeness had been used to sell everything from deodorant to men’s sportswear. The candid shots, featuring him in a body-hugging wetsuit, low-slung boardshorts, or just plain old jeans and a T-shirt, ran like an Abercrombie & Fitch catalog.

There was one full-length photo, obviously taken from a distance, that was particularly striking. Fortune was standing alone on a rock-strewn beach, looking out at the ocean, surfboard wedged under one arm. It must have been taken in the early morning, because the picture had a grainy, grayish cast, like a fine coat of mist coated its surface.

Sonny associated surfing with crowded beaches and fun in the sun, but neither element was present here. The sky was overcast and the mood somber, even solitary.

This was not a picture that would have sold toothpaste.

After she finished perusing the file, with more attention to detail than was probably necessary, Grant handed her another, holding the phone to his ear with his shoulder.

It contained pictures of women. Like Fortune’s, their faces were familiar, but not for world-class surfing or lucrative corporate sponsorships. They were victims of a serial killer who had been hunting off the coast of Southern California for the past two years. The bodies had been found along a relatively small stretch of land north of San Diego, in a ritzy, bohemian community known as Torrey Pines.

Sonny knew the area and its people well. Before attending the FBI Academy and accepting a job at VICAP, the most prestigious criminal apprehension program in the country, she used to live there.

Torrey Pines was a prime section of real estate, encompassing a couple of beachside neighborhoods just outside of San Diego’s busy metropolis. La Jolla, the jewel, boasted a breathtaking coastline, shallow tide pools, and some of the best surfing beaches in California. In contrast, Torrey Harbor was quiet and low-key. It purported to be a quaint fishing village, although these days more of its residents made their living as artisans than on the sea.

Both communities had lost one of its local girls to a killer.

Hanging up the phone, Grant leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest, awaiting her reaction.

“You think the SoCal Strangler is a surfer?”

He gave a noncommittal shrug. “It’s a lead.”

“Based on what?”

“Trace evidence.” Picking up a list from the top of his desk, he read, “Titanium, neoprene, petroleum jelly, and sand.” At her puzzled expression, he went on to explain. “Most wetsuits are made of neoprene, a synthetic, water-resistant material. The water is cold in California, and many surfers wear them year-round.”

“Sand is obvious enough, but petroleum jelly?”

“Hardcore surfers get contact dermatitis from wearing a wetsuit all day. They put Vaseline around their necks, where the fabric tends to rub.”

“What about titanium?”

“A component of high-quality wetsuits. The kind you buy when money is no object. They keep you warm in the winter, but rub the hell out of your neck.”

“Are you saying that he was wearing a wetsuit when he perpetrated the killings?”

“Perhaps. A wetsuit would inhibit movement, but it would also be good protection against defensive injuries.”

She frowned down at the photo in her lap, finding the idea difficult to wrap her mind around. Ben Fortune was the stuff dreams were made of, and she wasn’t just considering female fantasies. Boys of all ages aspired to be like him. “Surfers are a dime a dozen in Torrey Pines,” she argued. “La Jolla is crawling with trust fund babies who have nothing better to do than ride waves all day. What links Fortune to these crimes?”

Grant deliberated for a moment. “There are some unusual circumstances surrounding his wife’s death.”

Sonny remembered the incident well. Before the culprit was arrested, Fortune had gone through a lengthy, much-publicized interrogation. Since then, he’d all but disappeared, shunning the contest circuit and retreating from the limelight. “She was murdered by a drifter,” she recalled. “Darrius O’Shea. He made a full confession.”

“Which he recanted.”

“When?”

“Yesterday,” Grant said, sliding a sheet of paper across his desk, “in his suicide note.”

She picked up the copy of the note. It was poorly spelled but painstakingly executed, stating only that he hadn’t killed Olivia Fortune, and in his final moment of clarity, wished to leave this world unencumbered.

People rarely lied in suicide notes. If anything, they used the opportunity to come clean. Even so, cynicism had her asking, “Does he have family?”

Grant smiled. “Not a soul. O’Shea was a veteran and a loner. His parents, estranged wife, and brother are all dead.”

“Hmm.” Not much reason to prevaricate, with no surviving relatives. “Why would he confess to a crime he didn’t commit?”

He leaned back in his chair again. “Who knows? Mental illness. Unresolved guilt over a separate incident. The lure of a warm bed and three square meals a day.”

It wasn’t unheard of for interviewees, especially the young and weak-minded, to make a false confession under duress. “He had the murder weapon,” she pointed out.

“That he did,” Grant agreed. “Fortune’s wife was strangled with electrical cord, just like the recent victims. And although the incidents could be unrelated, there are enough similarities to warrant further investigation.”

“Was Fortune considered a suspect before O’Shea was arrested?”

“Yes, but due to lack of evidence … or because of his family’s connections with local law enforcement, he was never formally charged.”

“What connections?”

“Mr. Fortune, senior, is a retired criminal court judge, and a very powerful man. He could have called in a few favors.”

She closed the files in her lap, satisfied. “Where do I come in?”

Grant removed his glasses and massaged his tired eyes. “I want you to go undercover. Hang around, make yourself visible. Some of the victims were beach bunnies, surf groupies, and you’re from the area.”

She quirked a brow. “I’m from the other side of the tracks. Last Chance Trailer Park is not La Jolla Cove.”

“An undercover assignment implies playing a role, Sonny.”

“Grant, I’m twenty-eight. The eldest victim was twenty-two.”

He studied her appearance. “You could look younger, if you wanted to. And wear sunglasses. Your eyes give you away.”

Sonny shifted in her chair, bothered by the notion that anyone could see through her. “Why are you sending me?”

On this point, he leveled with her. “I need an attractive female whose looks garner attention, and you fit the bill. You’re also familiar with the area, the laid-back attitude. I can’t send a surveillance team with you, so you’d be on your own, for the most part, but I know you can handle yourself.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. Grant was flattering her, and more importantly, enticing her with a challenging, high-profile assignment. Getting close to Fortune wouldn’t be easy, and having free reign, with little or no interference, also sounded appealing. Of course, there were drawbacks. She was no sexpot beach bunny.

He read her mind. “I can offer you a limited wardrobe budget.”

She smiled. “I’ll take it.”

“Fine,” he said, replacing his glasses. “You’ll go tomorrow.”

Sonny rearranged the files on her lap, her mind on getting into character for a peach assignment. Returning to Torrey Pines would almost be like going back to high school, with new clothes, ten years of life experience, and the security of knowing she could kick the ass of anyone who got in her way.


CHAPTER 2

AFTER A WEEK of observation, Sonny knew Grant’s plan for her to infiltrate the ranks of a very close-knit society would fail.

She’d been set up in a small but costly coastal apartment less than a block from Windansea Beach in southern La Jolla. The location was choice for wave-, babe-, or boy-watching, all of which Sonny had been doing her fair share.

Ben Fortune was spectacular eye candy.

Fortune no longer competed professionally, but he was still on top of his game and in peak physical condition. He did things on the water other men only dreamed about. Sonny spent entire afternoons in wide-eyed amazement as he cut his board through curls of wave as sleek as glass, glided on the edge of breakers the size of thunderheads, and emerged from the pipe in a gusty mist, as if the ocean had breathed him in, and finding him worthy to ride another day, exhaled him back out.

The sport was so varied in its execution that she could pick Ben out from a crowd of dark wetsuits and light-colored surfboards. Each surfer was unique, in the way he held himself, almost crouching, or standing fully upright; in the movement of his arms, reaching out to touch the curl, fingers splayed, or hands clenched tight, as if he could grasp each exhilarating moment and hang on to it like a fistful of sand.

Fortune, in particular, had a style that was just plain beautiful to behold. At times he was electric, all sharp edges, quick drop-offs, and wicked cutbacks. He could also make his movements appear effortless, fluid, organic, as if his surfboard were an extension of his body, a living, breathing thing. Watching him was like communing with God; his easy grace was nothing less than transcendent.

As assignments went, it was tops. Sonny fell in love with the Pacific all over again, and could have observed wave after unadorned wave break upon the sandy beach, delighting only in the joy of indefatigable Mother Nature. Studying handsome athletes in their prime, perfectly muscled bodies encased in slick black wetsuits that left little to the imagination—perhaps it wasn’t exactly a spiritual pursuit, but it was a great perk.

The problem was neither spiritual nor physical, but professional: the subject did nothing but surf. He didn’t sign autographs, give interviews, or pose for photos, even with hardcore fans, and he certainly didn’t condescend to acknowledge novice surfers. He might nod to his comrades or exchange a combination of words only they could understand, but even this level of communication was rare.

If still waters ran deep, Ben Fortune went fathoms.

His rejection of tourists, newcomers, and inexperienced surfers was rude, but his general attitude toward women was downright weird. Bikini girls were as assiduously avoided as the dank, lice-infested piles of seaweed that frequently washed ashore.

It was odd, for he was a man who had a reputation with the ladies. To hear it told, Fortune’s second-favorite sport, once upon a time, had been scoring with chicks, and his success in this endeavor had been almost as prolific. He’d fathered a child out of wedlock when barely of legal age to do so, and after seven years of sowing his wild oats on the contest circuit, he’d finally married the baby’s mama. Since then he’d been a good boy, faithful to his wife, by most accounts, even in the three years since her death.

Sonny’s original strategy to approach him in a tiny bikini and trip all over herself asking for his autograph appeared to need some rethinking.

Perhaps Fortune was making amends for his misspent youth with this self-imposed stint of abstinence. Or he had a secret girlfriend (or boyfriend, one never knew). Or maybe, in an act of God befitting a surfing philanderer, an Aussie tiger had made off with his willy, as well as a piece of his surfboard, during that much-publicized shark attack along the Gold Coast.

If anything was going on with parts seemingly whole and certainly well-defined beneath his wetsuit, Sonny wasn’t privy to it, and neither were her colleagues. All reports claimed Fortune lived like a monk, surfed like a madman, and had only one woman in his life.

His sixteen-year-old daughter, Carly.

Sonny crouched behind the group of rocks below the stone steps leading from the street down to Windansea Beach. She’d been following Carly Fortune since the teenager snuck out of her multimillion-dollar La Jolla residence a few minutes ago.

The house wasn’t as ostentatious as it sounded. Snugly sandwiched between other family homes of similar price, it was moderately sized and favorably situated, with the nonexistent yard space and spectacular oceanfront views typical to the area.

Fortune probably could have bought the entire block, but for a guy who lived and breathed to ride waves, being able to count less than a hundred steps from your back door to the best surfing beach in San Diego probably meant more to him than marble flooring and suburban sprawl.

Fortune got up at 5:00 A.M. every day to (what else?) surf. He was an early-to-bed, early-to-rise type, allowing his daughter a certain amount of leeway for mischief.

Sonny didn’t underestimate the cunning of the average sixteen-year-old girl, but she was an expert at ghosting, and could have kept up with Carly Fortune in her sleep. Needing little concentration for the task, she placed a call to Grant on her cell, having been given specific instructions to check in with him at 11:00 P.M., her time.

It was late in Virginia, but Grant kept odd hours. For all she knew, he’d been at a charity fund-raiser this evening.

“Grant,” he answered in a terse voice.

“Vasquez.”

“What have you got?”

“I haven’t got jack.”

“Then why are you whispering?”

“I’m following someone.”

Carly Fortune, much to Sonny’s surprise, wasn’t meeting a boyfriend to smooch with or a friend to sneak a joint. She was walking out into the surf like a virgin sacrifice!

“Gotta go,” she said, closing the cell phone and scrambling to the top of the tallest rock in the vicinity, no longer concerned with being seen. Carly was wading into the 50-degree Pacific, fully dressed. Not only that, Sonny thought, studying the play of moonlight across the surface of the water, she’d chosen a spot with a killer rip current.

Sonny wasn’t the type to begrudge a teenage girl her high jinks, but Carly was in the worst possible location for a polar plunge. Even if the girl stayed calm and let the current take her out, or remembered to swim at an angle instead of spinning her wheels trying to get back to the beach, she’d be in for a grueling workout.

If she lived.

Sonny wasted a couple of seconds stowing her gun between rocks. Placing the 911 call, she ran down the uneven slope of sand toward the water, yelling out to the girl as she listened for the operator. “Carly!”

The surf was heavy, pounding—it was difficult to hear the voice on the phone right next to her ear. Either Carly couldn’t hear her, or didn’t want to. While Sonny watched, her dark head dipped underwater.

“Nine-one-one. What’s your emergency?”

Sonny kicked off her sneakers and shucked out of her jeans, resting the phone on the crook of her neck. “There’s a girl drowning at Windansea Beach. Carly Fortune, 561 Neptune. At the base of the stone steps. Hurry!”

By that time the icy surf was swirling around her thighs. Sonny threw her cell phone behind her, hoping to hit the sand, and pulled her sweater over her head, letting it fall into the water. She dove, ducking under the waves breaking against the sandbar. As soon as she started swimming, her strokes strong and sure, she felt the pull of the undertow, taking her out to sea.

The water was shockingly cold and the current surprisingly powerful. It occurred to her that she was in danger, despite her excellent health and extensive training. Riptides were deadly in summer, in warmer water and broad daylight, with lifeguards and other swimmers all around.

Under these conditions, the risk was tenfold.

In the few seconds she’d been submerged, the cold was already turning her muscles into jelly, and her lungs were fighting to contract and release every breath.

Sonny considered saving her strength for the swim back to shore. It was difficult to maneuver inside the current, and she wasn’t sure she could locate Carly no matter what she did. Then she saw the girl’s head bobbing up, mere inches in front of her. Putting every negative emotion behind her, she kicked furiously, reaching out …

… and coming up with an awesome handful of Carly Fortune’s inky black hair.

She jerked, pulling the girl’s chin above the surface and shoving her forearm underneath it. Positioning their bodies so they both faced the shore, she concentrated on keeping Carly’s head above water long enough to give her a few instructions.

“If you want to live, you’ve got to help.”

Carly nodded, clearly conscious and possibly not even hysterical.

“It’s too cold to ride this out. We swim to the left, on three.”

She nodded again, spitting out a mouthful of water, and gasped, “Okay.”

Sonny almost laughed with relief. Drowning people were notoriously difficult to handle. She was lucky to find Carly Fortune in such an amenable state of mind.

“On three,” she repeated, summoning strength. “One, two, three, go!”

They pumped their legs in a wild burst of energy that defied the cold and used panic to its benefit. Carly kicked Sonny in the shins a few times in her fervor, but Sonny’s limbs were so numb she barely felt it. Just when it seemed their efforts were all for naught, that the mighty Pacific was intent on crushing them in her icy grip, they broke free of the current and floated like buoys in calmer waters, drifting up and down on a lull between waves.

Sonny released her. “You did good, kid. Can you swim?”

Carly treaded water experimentally. “Yeah.”

Never letting the girl out of her sight, or her reach, Sonny swam alongside her until their feet hit sand. If not for the biting cold, and a fatigue that went bone-deep, the going would have been easy, as the waves practically carried them back to shore.

Sonny lay there several minutes, red-faced, chest heaving, before the chills started. Carly quietly vomited seawater beside her, a good sign, in that the girl was both alive and purging her body of a substance it was better off without.

By the time the paramedics arrived, both of them were more in need of a hot bath and warm clothes than medical attention. This was California, not Antarctica. A five-minute dunk in 50-degree water was uncomfortable, not life-threatening.

Sonny was grateful for the rescue blanket the paramedics offered her, because she was cold and wet. Not having had the opportunity to retrieve her jeans, she was also naked but for a bra and panties. While she stood there shivering, Ben Fortune stormed the beach parking lot like a militant paratrooper, barefoot, like she was, but dressed in dry jeans and a soft-looking T-shirt that she envied.

“What the fuck is going on?” he asked of no one in particular.

Carly was in the back of the ambulance, huddled under a blanket, having her blood pressure taken. “Dad?”

Her voice sounded so raw that Sonny reevaluated the girl’s motives for a late-night romp. Perhaps this had been a suicide attempt.

Carly let the blanket slip from her shoulders and threw herself into Ben’s arms, the blood pressure gauge hanging loose, forgotten. Under the light of the street lamp, and the fluorescent glow from the back of the ambulance, his handsome face looked pale and his dark eyes hollow. He accepted the embrace woodenly, the way fathers did with daughters they no longer recognized nor understood.

Sonny’s heart broke for both of them because they made a hug look as awkward as it could be.

“What happened?” he asked, his demeanor changing from bewildered to scolding in a split second. Sonny wanted to groan aloud at the uncanny ability of the male species to ruin a tender moment. “Do you have any idea what went through my mind? When the police called I thought you were—”

It wasn’t her place to, but Sonny stepped in. “She’s fine,” she said, placing a hand on his shoulder. His gaze cut to hers and the corner of his lip curled up, as if he couldn’t fathom why a strange woman would not only interrupt him but deign to touch him.

Sonny removed her hand, although his shoulder was warm and masculine and felt very nice, because she was afraid of losing it.

Carly came to her defense. “She rescued me, Dad. I fell in the water.”

He looked from one wet, bedraggled female to the other. “You fell in?”

Sonny had to hand it to him: even in a crisis situation he was savvy enough to question the incongruity of that statement. Windansea Beach had some jumbo rocks, but it was a flat stretch of land, not exactly the cliffs of Dover.

“Okay, so I jumped in, but there was a rip current, and it took me out …” As she trailed off, her lower lip trembled.

If it was an act, it was a damned good one. Ben seemed to forget about Sonny’s presence entirely. “Why?” he asked quietly.

“I don’t know,” she wailed, covering her face with her hands. “I don’t know.”

He pulled her head to his chest and held her there, murmuring words of comfort and stroking her wet hair. The action was so rare to her that Sonny stared at them in wonder, awestruck by the simple gesture. She’d had a rough childhood, a worse adolescence, and in response to that, an often lonely adult life, over the course of which never had another person touched her so compassionately.

Over the top of Carly’s head, his eyes met hers. “I am indebted to you,” he said, his gaze raking down her body, making her more aware than ever she was barefoot and nearly naked underneath the blanket.

Sonny only shook her head, for her throat was closed, and she was unable to speak.

“Where are your clothes?” he asked.

She scanned the dark expanse of sea and sand. “On the beach somewhere,” she said, finding her voice. “I took them off before I went in after her.”

He nodded. A man who spent as much time as he did in the water knew how dangerous, and restrictive, wet clothing could be.

The paramedics donated the blanket and left to take another emergency call, finding nothing wrong, physically, with Carly Fortune. Sonny had refused treatment, so their asses were covered.

“Where do you live?” he asked.

“Around here,” she said vaguely.

“How far?” he pressed.

“A mile,” she lied, not meeting his eyes. He was very intense close-up, and although she was an expert manipulator, the situation unsettled her.

He unsettled her.

“We live right here,” he said, indicating the back door with a jerk of his head. “The least I can do is invite you in to warm up.”

She shrugged her assent, teeth chattering, and followed them up the stone steps, staring at his back as he held his daughter close. They passed through an unlocked gate, walked across a dark patio, and stepped over the threshold into the kitchen.

Just like that, Sonny was in.

Surrounded by the comforts of her own home, Carly reverted back into a normal teenaged girl—prickly, insensitive, and self-absorbed. “I’ve got to get out of these wet clothes,” she said with a shudder. As Ben led Sonny from the kitchen to the living room, Carly dashed up the stairs, her shoes making squishy sounds on the hardwood flooring.

“Carly,” Ben called after her, “why don’t you bring something for, uh”—he didn’t know Sonny’s name, and she didn’t offer it—“her to wear?”

At the top of the steps, Carly’s pretty face puckered. “She won’t fit into anything of mine,” she said, studying Sonny’s blanket-clad form with a critical eye. “You get her something.” With that, she tossed her wet mane over her shoulder and flounced away.

Ben wore a pained expression. “Sorry,” he said. “She’s—” He broke off, finding no words to describe his daughter’s disposition.

“It’s fine,” Sonny replied, admiring the interior of the house. The living room was spacious, inviting, and blessedly warm. A couple of overstuffed chairs and a leather couch faced a fireplace rather than a television set, and a live Christmas tree was set up in one corner, bedecked with a ragtag collection of ornaments that had obviously been made by a child.

Her heart melted at the sight.

“I like your tree,” she said. “No one puts up lights around here anymore. I’d forgotten it was Christmas.”

“We’re all environmentalists,” he explained. “Conserving energy.”

“Is that it? I was afraid that acknowledging the change of seasons, in such a warm climate, had become passé.”

He arched a brow. “Where are you from?”

“Out of town,” she said, looking away. A fire crackled in the hearth. Sonny wanted to crawl inside it and curl up there to sleep, to stare into its depths until it reached out to eat her, to open up her blanket and let the flames lick at her body.

“You’re too small to wear my clothes,” he said with a frown. “But I suppose I can find you something.”

And then he left her there, standing by the fire.

She felt a strange lassitude, a reluctance to benefit from this emotionally charged circumstance, and a disdain for the inherent ugliness of undercover work. Ben Fortune’s love for his daughter was genuine and his gratitude was sincere. Sonny Vasquez would have accepted his thanks and walked away. Summer Moore was obligated to milk it for all it was worth.

He returned with a couple of neat, folded items. “These are mine. Carly may have been right about her clothes not fitting you. I don’t understand how she fits into some of them herself.” He shrugged, smiling, immensely appealing as a clueless single dad.

Her stomach fluttered in awareness.

Ben Fortune had the kind of face that photographers, sponsors, and advertisers loved, a natural charisma that leapt off the pages of magazines. His features were strong and rugged, not perfect enough to be boring, and his smile was becomingly off-center.

On paper, he was tall, dark, and handsome. In person, he was irresistible.

And how trusting he was, to allow a complete stranger in his home. It certainly didn’t gel with his standoffish public image.

She didn’t smile back at him. Instead, she accepted his clothing, changed in his bathroom, and with a derelict disregard for duty, curled up in his chair and fell asleep, alone, in front of his fire.

“Who is she?” he whispered.

“How should I know?” Carly whispered back.

“She saved your life.”

“I didn’t catch her name while we were drowning.”

“Maybe she’s your guardian angel.”

Her response was an unladylike snort, her apathy so honed to perfection that he almost bought it.

“Why did you go out there? Really? Were you thinking about—”

“No! God, why does everyone think I’m freaking out over Mom? I’m not.”

“Carly?”

“Yeah?” She rolled her eyes, feigning annoyance.

“I love you.”

For a moment, he had her, the old Carly, the girl who smiled at him radiantly, hugged him spontaneously, and loved him unconditionally. Then her eyes became shuttered, and that girl was gone. “I know,” she said carefully, as if his love hurt her.

He turned his attention back to the stranger, for this Carly would retreat if pressed, and he couldn’t bear to see her slip any further away from him than she was right now. “Should we wake her up?”

“Hell, yes. I won’t be able to sleep with some random person in the house.”

“Why do you think she’s random?” he asked, adopting Carly’s word for strange. He was irritated by her lack of gratitude, but he was also curious, and the woman was unusual.

“Just look at her.”

In repose, she looked cute and cuddly, like a fuzzy kit fox or a wolverine cub, the kind that would mulch your arm into shreds if you reached out to pet it. He didn’t know how he knew she was ferocious, but he did, and for some reason it endeared her to him. She also must be strong for her size; pulling a person out of the undertow isn’t easy. Before she’d changed, he couldn’t really tell what she had going on underneath that scratchy blanket, but he’d caught a few glimpses of something … curvy. Now her body was swallowed up by his loose jeans and oversized sweatshirt.

His gaze wandered back to her face.

Ben wasn’t the type of man who noted the color of a woman’s eyes, unless he was looking into them, and only then if he was trying to get her into bed. Hers were so striking he remembered them with perfect clarity. So light they should have appeared colorless, but didn’t. They were strange, ice blue, electric. Hot and cold at the same time.

And her skin was warm. Especially now, in front of the fire. Her hair was drying in straggles around her face, hair the color of warm honey, like her skin. And her lips—

“Dad.”

“What?”

“Are you retarded? You’re staring.”

He dragged his attention from the sleeping sylph. “What would have happened to you if she hadn’t been there?”

Carly didn’t want to answer, so she shoved at the stranger’s shoulder, waking her abruptly. “Here’s some tea,” she said, pushing a cup into her hand.

Something dangerous flashed in the woman’s light eyes, and for a second, Ben thought Carly was going to get a well-deserved faceful of Earl Grey. Then it was gone, as if he’d imagined it, and she accepted the tea with a tentative smile.

“We’d give you something stronger, but Dad’s an alcoholic, so we don’t keep any hard stuff around.” When he glared at her, she blinked innocently. “Well, it’s true.”

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Summer,” she replied.

“How old are you?”

“Dad!”

Summer laughed. “Old enough to know better.”

“Know better than what?” Carly asked.

“Than to fall asleep in a stranger’s home,” she said, casting Ben an amused glance. When their gazes locked, a warmth passed between them, as though they’d shared a secret.

Taking a sip of tea, she turned to Carly. “How are you feeling?”

“Me? I’m fine.” She studied her sock-covered feet, probably ashamed she had refused clothing to the person who had saved her life.

“Thanks for the tea.”

“Dad made it,” Carly allowed.

Summer’s eyes met his again, over the rim of the cup, and his pulse thickened. “It was my pleasure,” he said with a slow smile.

Carly jumped to her feet. “He thinks you’re pretty,” she blurted.

Summer sat up very straight, running a hand through her disheveled hair. It had dried in clumpy locks that were sticking up in some places and smashed flat in others. “I’m not,” she said ruefully.

Carly nodded, almost impolite enough to verbalize her agreement.

They were both blind, Ben decided.

Summer peered down into her empty teacup, as if she might find some leaves down there to chart her future course. “I should go,” she said.

“No,” he protested, too loudly, rising to his feet.

Carly’s sleek black eyebrows drew together.

“I mean, you’re … you don’t even have any shoes on,” he said.

She shrugged. “I’ll find them on the beach.”

“I’ll drive you,” he offered, desperate to extend the visit. There was something about her. He didn’t believe in angels, but he was unnerved by her, and it had been so long since he’d felt … anything.

“No,” she said. “It was nice meeting you—Carly.” She tasted the name on her lips, smiling as if she liked it. Then she looked at him expectantly.

“Ben.”

He stared at her mouth, waiting for her to test his name out the same way. “Good-bye,” she said instead, glancing at Carly.

“Bye,” Carly said, offering a tight smile.

“I’ll walk you out,” he said, willing Carly into silence with a pointed glare. Amazingly, she complied.

Behind Summer’s back, he mouthed “Thank you” to his daughter.

She said You’re welcome by flipping him off.

The tide was going out, not coming in, so her jeans, shoes, and cell phone were all where she’d left them on the beach. Ben looked out across the water, a grim expression on his face. To his trained eye, the undertow couldn’t have been more apparent.

“Does your daughter know about currents?” she asked.

“Of course.”

“A lot of people can’t discern them from the shore.”

Ben let out a heavy sigh. For him, and most surfers, all of the elements of the ocean were discernable at a glance. Not seeing a rip current would be like ignoring the water, or being unaware of the sand. “I think I’ll lock her in her room until she’s thirty.”

Sonny smiled, because he sounded serious. “I’ll give you back your pants, but I need to borrow your sweater, if you don’t mind. Mine got swept away.”

“Keep it,” he replied absently.

Since his sweatshirt covered her to midthigh, and he wasn’t looking anyway, Sonny dropped trou right there on the beach, stepping out of his jeans and into her own. By the time she zipped up, he was looking. She folded his jeans and returned them, still warm from her body, finding something unbearably intimate about the gesture.

They stared at each other for a long, awkward moment, the pounding of the surf the only sound in the dead of night. Then her cell phone rang, breaking the mood, and she was so flustered that she almost said, “Vasquez,” ruining her cover.

“Hello?” she answered instead.

“Sonny?”

“Yeah, it’s Summer,” she said, in case Ben had radar hearing, and tipping Grant off she wasn’t alone.

“What the hell were you doing? I was worried.”

“I’ll call you later,” she said, clicking her phone shut and pocketing it.

“Who was that? Your boyfriend?”

“My boss,” she said, surprised by the invasive question. “He can be a nuisance.”

“Want me to take care of him for you?” he teased.

She studied his broad shoulders, his athletic musculature. She could take him down in less than three seconds. “I can take care of myself.”

The hint wasn’t subtle, so he would have no trouble picking it up. Still, he made no closing remark.

She stuck out her hand.

He accepted it, but instead of giving her a polite handshake, he held on to her, as if he wanted to keep her. “Let me take you out to dinner. To thank you properly.”

She pulled on her hand, but he held fast. “Are you asking me out?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

He frowned, giving her the impression he was unaccustomed to rejection, and found it less palatable than he’d imagined. “What if Carly comes along? She loves to enumerate my flaws. You’ll be in no danger of liking me.”

She doubted it, but considered the invitation, if only to get her hand back. He radiated warmth, and at his touch, her body felt alive from the roots of her hair to the tips of her toes. She’d underestimated him, mistaken his laid-back attitude for congeniality. In the water, his movements were so graceful as to appear effortless. On land, he was just as smooth.

If he were any more intent on seduction, she’d be flat on her back.

Sonny would have to tread lightly. Grant wanted her to spy on Ben, not moon over him like a silly schoolgirl. He’d also be furious if she refused to foster this acquaintance.

“Someplace casual?” she asked.

He smiled, taking that as a yes. “What’s your address? I’ll pick you up.”

“No, I’ll walk over.”

He let her have that one. “Five-ish? We eat early.”

She nodded, and he released her hand.

“Tomorrow night, then.”

Sitting down on the sand, she put on her shoes, waiting until he was out of sight to retrieve her SIG.

It wasn’t until she was safely ensconced in her apartment across the street that she placed a hand over her racing heart. It was beating fast and hard beneath her palm. Swallowing dryly, she closed her eyes and rested her back against the door, breathless with anticipation.


CHAPTER 3

BEN MET JOHN THOMAS CARVER at the rock wall on the south side of Windansea Beach.

“Merry Christmas,” he muttered, tossing him half a joint.

JT caught it midair. He’d always had quick reflexes. “Whoa-ho,” he said, opening his palm. “What’s this?”

“A little holiday cheer.”

Ben’s former drinking buddy and longtime surfing companion brought the partially smoked joint up to his nose and inhaled. JT was Ben’s age and he looked it, with his suntanned face and the lines bracketing his mouth. Sometime over the past twenty years, Ben had blinked, and his skinny, sleepy-eyed friend had grown into a man.

JT had filled out considerably since his teens, and shorn his sun-streaked locks to a more conservative style, but he hadn’t exactly sold out. He still cared more for waves than work, preferred bad girls to good, and couldn’t say no to a recreational high.

Smiling, JT tucked the joint behind his ear. “You off the wagon?”

Ben leaned against the side of the wall, looking out at the mash of water. Choppy form, one-to-two-foot swells, nothing but foam soup and a crappy onshore flow. “Nah,” he said, dragging his gaze back to land. “I took it away from Carly over the weekend. Last night, she threw herself into the Neptune rip.”

That wiped the grin off JT’s face. “Is she okay?”

Ben didn’t know how to answer that. Feeling the hot press of tears behind his eyes, he took a moment to gather his thoughts. “Physically, she seems fine,” he said, hearing the strain in his voice. “A stranger went in after her. A woman.”

JT just stared at him, waiting for him to finish.

“I was inside, asleep. The cops called and woke me up, saying she’d been in an accident.”

JT let out a low whistle. “That girl could drive a saint to drink.”

“Yeah, well. I never claimed to be that.”

“What are you going to do?”

Ben shrugged, shoving his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans. JT was more of a good-time guy than an intimate confidant, and having had few responsibilities in his devil-may-care life, he was hardly an expert on parenting.

The person he really needed to talk to was Olivia.

“Smoke that, would you?” Ben said, feeling maudlin. “I want to make sure it’s just pot she’s messing with.”

JT plucked the joint from behind his ear and moistened his lips, glad to be of service. “With pleasure.”

Ben took a lighter out of his pocket, leaning forward to offer the flame while JT cupped his hands around his face, blocking out the wind. It took him a few tries to get the joint started. When it lit up, JT’s eyes widened and he sucked in a lungful of smoke. “Tastes all right,” he croaked, holding his breath.

Grunting, Ben pocketed the lighter and glanced around to make sure no one was looking, although he’d smoked pot on this beach a thousand times and never been caught.

JT took another few hits for good measure and doused the cherry with his wet fingertips. Then he split open the paper and studied its contents.

“Well?”

“Give it a few minutes to kick in, bro. Maybe it’s creeper.”

Ben laughed a little, touching the bridge of his nose, as close to hysteria as he’d been to tears a moment ago. If memory served, the term meant that the high snuck up on you.

“Looks like regular shit to me,” JT added, pocketing what was left of the joint. “No black tar or white residue. No funny taste.”

Ben nodded, trying to feel relieved.

“Are you really that worried about her smoking dope, man? We did a lot worse when we were her age.”

“Maybe I don’t want her to end up like me.”

JT squinted at him, shading his eyes from the sun. He opened his mouth to respond, then got distracted by a pretty girl walking by and lost his train of thought.

Ben watched him with growing impatience.

JT waved a hand in the air, remembering what he was going to say. “Carly’s a great kid. With a face like hers, you’re lucky she’s not out running wild with boys.”

It made Ben uncomfortable that JT had noticed his daughter’s good looks, but the truth was that everyone did. Like Olivia, Carly drew stares wherever she went, and
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Tessa Dare’s ‘Stud Club’ Trilogy:

ONE DANCE WITH A DUKE

Spencer Dumarque, the fourth Duke of Morland, has a reputation as the dashing "Duke of Midnight." Each evening he selects one lady for a scandalous midnight waltz. But none of the ladies of the ton catch his interest for long, until Lady Amelia d'Orsay tries her luck.

TWICE TEMPTED BY A ROGUE

Brooding war hero, Rhys St. Maur, returns to his ancestral home on the Devonshire moors following the murder of his friend in the elite gentlemen's society known as the Stud Club. There, he is offered a chance at redemption in the arms of beautiful innkeeper, Meredith Maddox, who dares him to face the demons of his past.

THREE NIGHTS WITH A SCOUNDREL

The bastard son of a nobleman, Julian Bellamy plotted to have the last laugh on a society that once spurned him. But meeting Leo Chatwick, founder of the exclusive Stud Club, and Lily, his enchanting sister, made Julian reconsider his wild ways. When Leo is murdered Julian vows to see the woman he secretly loves married to a man of her own class. Lily, however, has a very different husband in mind.

THE HUSBAND TRAP by Tracy Anne Warren

Violet Brantford has always longed for Adrian Winter, the wealthy Duke of Raeburn, who is set to marry Violet’s vivacious twin sister, Jeannette. But when Jeannette refuses to go through with the ceremony, Violet finds herself walking down the aisle in her sister’s place in order to avoid a scandal. But keeping up the pretence with a man as divine as the Duke will take all of Violet's skills...
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THE WARRIOR by NICOLE JORDAN

Ariane of Claredon is betrothed to King Henry's most trusted vassal, the feared Norman knight Ranulf de Vernay. But cruel circumstance has branded Ariane's father a traitor to the crown and Ranulf is returning to Claredon, not as bridegroom... but as conqueror. But though he has come to claim her lands and body as his prize, it is the mighty warrior who must surrender to Ariane's passion and her remarkable healing love.
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WILD HEAT by BELLA ANDRE

Maya Jackson doesn't sleep with strangers. Until the night grief sent her to the nearest bar and into the arms of the most explosive lover she's ever had. Six months later, the dedicated arson investigator is coming face to face with him again. Gorgeous, sexy Logan Cain. Her biggest mistake and now her number-one suspect in a string of deadly wildfires.

CRASH INTO ME by JILL SORENSON

Ben Fortune is the world's most famous surfer, known as much for his good looks as for his skill. He's also a suspect in a series of brutal murders that may have begun with his late wife. FBI Special Agent Sonora “Sonny” Vasquez has been sent undercover to make friends with Fortune, but soon they have collided in an affair that is both intense and irresistible.
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BLOOD MAGIC by Jennifer Lyon

Darcy MacAlister  is about to discover that she is a witch and the key to breaking a curse that has plagued witches and the men who hunt them. For if a Wing Slayer Hunter kills an innocent witch by mistake, the price is a piece of his soul. When gorgeous leader of the Wing Slayer Hunters Axel Locke’s sister is cursed by a demon witch, he discovers that Darcy MacAlister may hold the cure...
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