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Chapter One

 


 


 


Laurel Cavanaugh shivered with a sudden
trepidation over the imaginary news article in her mind—Stupid
woman gives money to stranger for beach house vacation, and there
was no house.

She shook off the feeling of abandonment. The
people at the inn gave her a good recommendation about the island.
The man that brought her had a pleasant and personable appearance.
Very attractive, actually. It was what made her cautious. She had
yet to see an article in her newspaper about an ugly
conman.

Something in her said trust him. It
had to be those beautiful blue eyes. So, what if he dropped her off
at the dock and left in a hurry. He did say he had a plane to
catch.

A cardboard box of supplies sat heavily at
her feet. Too burdensome to carry along with her duffle bag, she
decided to make two trips. First, she chose the duffle bag with her
laptop. She babied the computer like a child. The hard drive
contained the epitome of many hours of hard work on a novel she had
tried to finish. The creation was her dream, but it also doubled as
therapy from a tragic past. This whole getaway was about finding
peace. Then maybe she’d go home and find a man to tackle the
loneliness she often felt.

The squishy-soft warm sand made it hard to
walk. Each step her feet sunk. With the collection of sand, her
strides were weighted. Exhausted by the effort, she kicked off the
open-toed shoes and left them for her return trip.

The duffle bag never felt quite as cumbersome
on trips before. She hoisted it like a sack of potatoes to her
shoulder. Then she tripped along using a half of dozen other
positions until she remembered the bag had wheels.

Those proved to be useless in sand.
Nevertheless, arm-weary, she dragged the bag along. A little more
exercise and a lot less sitting on her bottom all day might have
improved her stamina.

She turned off the sand to a straggly,
evergreen tree-lined path. Over a rise, across a dune of pine
needle littered ground, she walked until she saw the house.

A shack, a bungalow, a cute cottage was all
she really expected. The gray clapboard dwelling with cornflower
blue shutters was a pleasant surprise. A white, weathered deck
surrounded the structure like a skirt. She never thought anything
so charming would greet her.

She hurried to retrieve the items she left at
the dock. Bringing them to the house deck, she dropped the box of
food, toiletries, and other bits of an everyday existence. With a
second to breathe, she stumbled her way into the unlocked house.
The fridge foods were the only important things to put away.
Opening the door, she instinctively reached to see why the light
didn’t come on. When it seemed hopeless, it dawned on her that she
had to start a generator to have electricity.

Outside the house, she located the
small-attached shed. Would she recognize a generator if she saw
one? And then, would she be able to start it?

She opened the doors.

A large mechanical contraption sat alone in
the building. Obviously, the generator.

Shoving her hand in the pocket of her shorts,
she retrieved the instructions the man gave her.

“One. Add fuel from red can.”

She picked up a large metal can. It appeared
to have been red once, but most of the paint had worn off, leaving
chips of faded pink. A cursory glance showed it to be the only can
in the place. Opening the lid, the wafting strong scent indeed
possessed the fuel she needed.

“Two. Open cap on generator and fill.”

Laurel looked at the apparatus with concern.
There were two caps. She unscrewed one. If it hadn’t been for a
little knowledge in recognizing a dipstick, she may have poured the
fuel in the wrong hole.

“Three. Add oil.”

She should have seen that one coming.

“Four. Prime by pushing little black plunger
five times and then pull cord.”

It was the end of her instructions. She found
the little black rubber bubble on the engine and poked it five
times. Taking a firm grip on the wood handle attached to a rope,
she gave a short pull. Her arm almost jerked from its socket with
the recoiling snap of the cord.

“Ouch.” She rubbed her shoulder.

With determination, she grasped the handle
again and yanked harder. The machinery sprang to life with a
thunderous rumble.

Laurel picked up the fuel can, hurried out of
the building, and closed the doors. She frowned at the loud hum of
the whirring engine. It wasn’t a tranquil sound like the seagulls
and waves she expected to enjoy.

“Oh well.” She gave a sigh of resign, knowing
she had to have electricity. While she might not care about fridge
food or even lights if there were lanterns, she needed power for
her computer. The laptop would only run so long on a battery.

Walking around to the porch, she glanced at
her hand and realized she still had the gas can. She sat it on the
step and went inside the house.

Laurel took the rest of the food from her
box. She put stuff away in the most accessible places. The bread,
the crackers, and all other dry goods seemed fine piled on the
counter. She inspected the cabinets for dishes and utensils. It had
a nice selection of everything. In the pantry, she found food from
whom she assumed were past renters. Standing out from the selection
of canned goods was an open bag of candy bars. She couldn’t imagine
leaving anything like chocolate behind.

“Dang it.” She grumbled and took one from the
bag.

Addicted to chocolate, she purposely didn’t
bring any form of sweets with her. Not only did she plan to finish
writing her novel, but she also wanted to lose a few pounds.

“Mmmm.” She hummed, savoring the first bite,
and enjoying the decadent taste. She didn’t see the candy lasting
long with her in the house.

Laurel finished the first bar and took
another like a starving woman. She trotted through the house, got
her two-piece swimsuit from the duffle bag, and went into the
bathroom. There, she stripped off her clothes, put on the swimsuit,
and got a towel from a cabinet. From the den, she took a throw
pillow from the sofa and went outside. The beautiful summer weather
demanded she take advantage.

She stretched out on a chaise and closed her
eyes. A private paradise had a very nice appeal as opposed to the
inn. No people meant no fixing her make-up and no brushing her
hair. She considered going nude, but it would be just the day that
a satellite snapped photos for an aerial map of that island.

A seagull squawked, the surf hummed, and she
didn’t even mind the whirr and bang of the generator. When it
clacked a double sound, almost as if someone’s shoes tapped wood,
she sat up and looked over her shoulder at a man. The fact his
looks exceeded the term handsome, didn’t detract from the reality
she sat nearly naked before a stranger.

“And who the hell are you?” he asked, his
brow raised, yet no anger in his tone.

Panic welled within her. She fought it down,
determined not to let her thoughts run rampant.

 


Matt stared at the gorgeous figure of a woman
bathed in the sun’s golden rays. He looked over every detail of her
perfectly shaped body. Not a scar or blemish marred an inch of her
ivory skin. With her lying on her stomach, her greatest feature had
to be the firm rounded cheeks of her bottom. The bikini hid nothing
from viewing the curves.

Unfortunately, he’d had a long trip. A pretty
female didn’t turn him on nearly as much as the idea of lazing
about on his couch. He had looked forward to coming home to be
alone. The lady was an intrusion on his plans.

When she bolted up from her face down, prone
position. He didn’t give her the courtesy of turning away. The pink
towel she dragged up with her hid the front of her from his
gaze.

She stared at him. A dumbfounded expression
wrinkled her features. He didn’t want to steal her lovely dreams.
More than anyone, he knew what it was like to have too many bad
ones.

“What are you doing here?” He demanded again,
caught up in his out-of-control emotions.

The goddess clutched the flimsy shield to
cover herself. She raised her arm, holding up a pillow as her
weapon.

“Well?” he asked again, though he had a
guess.

He let his gaze wander the length of her,
inventorying her nice assets. Beautiful ivory shoulders. Creamy
slender thighs. Nice knees. Not a blemish marring anything he saw.
Even her pretty, pink painted toes appealed to him. She was a
vision he hadn’t had the pleasure of in a long time.

Unfortunately, his brain hadn’t had enough
time to heal from the rawness of his life. It left him with the
barbaric tendencies he needed for survival.

“Have you lost your tongue, woman?” He’d seen
it before in the Mid-east, women mutilated for infractions in a
marriage. Their tongue cut out if they dared to speak.

Matt walked to the side of the chaise. The
woman turned, continuing to cling to the pink terrycloth towel with
one hand. It barely covered all it should. He stepped forward,
maybe a little too threateningly, perhaps a bit too close for her
comfort.

The weariness of travel made him not care
that she cringed. Anger growing and coming forefront, he asked,
“are you deaf or dumb?” He seized her arm out of impatience. The
pillow she held fell to the deck.

The flash of panic in her eyes should have
made him back away. It should have and didn’t. Something else lured
him closer. Deep in the reflection of her glassy gaze, he saw a man
he didn’t know. Removed from civilization far too long, he saw
himself with no regard for anything or anyone. He had changed over
time, and not for the better. It was why he needed the seclusion of
the island to give himself time to cope with people normally
again.

Matt tightened his grip on the upper fleshly
part of the woman’s arm. The impossible bound him to her fear and
to her courage. He held because she had tethered him with a
perplexing spell cast by her stillness. She wielded a power beyond
his brute strength, and he couldn’t let go.

Her mouth drew his gaze. A tantalizing pucker
of her pink blushed lips made him consider kissing her. He had come
back to society with fewer morals than when he left each time, but
they lingered in the recesses of his past.

Without warning, she jerked from his
grip.

Thrown off balance by her sudden move, Matt
staggered back against the railing. His bum leg throwing him off
balance was less important than how the lady had mesmerized him. He
didn’t like it. His line of work depended on him knowing when an
enemy was going to move.

Enemy. He thought not, he reminded
himself.

“I’m renting this place.” She folded both her
arms against the inadequate shield of terrycloth. “This is a
private island, and you shouldn’t be here.”

“It is private,” he agreed. “And I have every
right to be here because I own it.”

“No, you don’t.”

“I do, and I can prove it.”

“You cannot. Mr. Blaine owns this island.”
The verve of her beautiful voice waned, showing she didn’t trust
her own knowledge. “This is his house, and you are not him.”

“I’m not?” He reached to his back pocket,
noting the woman had the instincts to be leery of his moves.

She stepped back and bent down to grab the
pillow again. “What are you doing? Keep your hands where I can see
them.”

While he didn’t have a concern over her
pummeling him with the pillow, he did give a thought to her
distress. He experienced fear many times. The sensation repeated
often in his nightmares.

He moved slower, suddenly inclined to ease
her mind.

When he produced his worn black leather
wallet, he saw her arm slacken. He flipped it open and pulled out
his driver’s license.

“You’ll not get me to put down my…”

“It’s a pillow, honey. Hardly a dangerous
weapon,” He held the card out to her. “Go on, take it and see for
yourself.”

Warily, she glanced at the card. He watched
the fascinating way her lips moved while reading. They pinched
tight, puckering in confusion and aggravation at reality.

“I asked people about him. They said he
rented this place out all the time.” She handed his license back.
“He said his name was Blaine.”

“My brother, Eric. He’s not one for
respecting boundaries, especially concerning my property.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Mr. Blaine.”

He contemplated his next move. Sending her
packing had been his immediate choice. Looking at her from another
angle, he wondered if it weren’t a hasty decision.

“Are you here alone?” he asked. He hadn’t
seen or heard anyone.

She nodded. A new gleam of nervousness
glistened in her beautiful stare. Did she lie? Maybe there was a
husband, children off on an adventure elsewhere on the island while
she sunbathed.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Laurel Cavanaugh.” Her gaze stayed locked to
his and didn’t give a flicker of falseness in her answer.

He took several steps forward and backed the
pretty Laurel Cavanaugh into the chaise. Curving a finger under her
chin, he studied her reaction at his forwardness. Or a response
from someone maybe watching her from beyond them.

Matt didn’t like her calmness. Did fear make
her compliant to the stroke of her jaw? He studied her mouth in
detail. The moist softness of her lips invited him to taste, but he
didn’t.

“You shouldn’t be here alone.” He made the
warning clear. “Anything could happen to you and who would know?”
He rubbed his thumb down to the hollow at the base of her throat
and felt the movement from her quick gulp.

“Please… please don’t.” She stuttered.

The escalated distress in her eyes made his
lungs constrict. He tried to back from her, but there was something
powerfully intoxicating about stealing another person’s strength.
As he had told her, anything could happen. And on the island, who
would know?

He slid his finger along her neck, teased by
the soft texture. He leaned, inhaling the sweet scent of her.

“Give me a reason for not enjoying everything
on my island. You know it’s the law of the sea. Whatever I find on
my beach is mine.”

“I…I don’t believe that’s true.”

The fight in her hadn’t diminished, just hid
for a minute. He saw her courage return.

“I think you know I’m right.” Matt picked up
a long coil of her chestnut hair, winding it around his fingers. “I
can do whatever I want with you.”

Her faint whimper forced a wave of panic to
rush through his thoughts. Had he no limits to what he’d do?

Matt lifted his hands and stepped back three
paces. He shoved his fingers into his hair, hoping some stimulation
to his head might remind him to act human, instead of the cold
mercenary that he was most days.


Chapter Two

 


 


 


Laurel wanted to scream. She should have when
he touched her. Unfortunately, there wasn’t an upside to freaking
out. Years in therapy taught her to deal with fear in a calm and
sensible manner.

“I’ll take you back to the mainland as soon
as you’re ready,” he suddenly stated.

The solution to her immediate problem came
too fast. She didn’t have time to jump on the quick resolution with
a sharp yes. All that passed through her warped brain was
the money she paid to be there, and her humiliation for being
duped.

“No,” she said firmly, in a composed and
reasonable tone.

“No?” Puzzlement spread over his handsome
face.

His dark blue eyes brightened, hinting at
disbelief or amusement. She now saw the resemblance to his
brother—the beautiful eyes.

Laurel prepared to argue anything, knowing
she would be much better at it wearing clothes instead of an
itsy-bitsy bikini. What had possessed her to buy such a garment was
beyond her. She was a one-piece bathing suit girl. That was even
very rare as there were no beaches in Pennsylvania. The few times
she and her friend, Mary went swimming, it was in a pond in a State
Park.

Matthew Blaine leaned on the porch rail,
looking toward the sea. “Get ready to go,” he commanded as cold as
a Pennsylvania mountain winter.

“Didn’t you hear me? I said I wasn’t leaving.
I paid to be here, and I’m not going until I have a refund in my
hand, Mr. Blaine.” She held her palm out.

The muscles in the handsome rogue’s back
moved under his cotton shirt. They flexed and strained against the
fabric as he turned around to face her. Tattoos moved with the
expanding and contraction of his sinewy muscled forearms.

“You’ll have to take it up with my brother. I
haven’t anything to do with it.”

“But I paid to rent this island,” she said,
obstinately beyond her reasoning. This wasn’t a situation she
wanted to be in.

“You were conned,” he replied.

“And you are his accomplice, aren’t you, Mr.
Blaine? Luring unsuspecting vacationers here just to fleece
them?”

She stepped back when he advanced. The
villainous chaise laid wait behind her legs, knocking her off
balance. Matthew Blaine grabbed her arms, showing his fast
reflexes. He pulled her against his hard torso.

“I’m not part of my brother’s con. If I had
the money on me, I’d give it to you. As it is, you’ll have to wait
until we get to the mainland.”

“You expect me to believe that story?”

She realized the towel had dropped when her
hands met with the hardness of his chest. Heat spread to her cheeks
when she saw her fingertips raking mindlessly over his
shirt-covered firmness.

“My island, my law, remember, honey?” He let
her go. “I like peace and solitude, and this is where I come to get
it.”

He moved back and bent, picking up the pillow
and towel. She took them both when he offered them.

His stare made her uncomfortable. “I won’t
go, Mr. Blaine.”

“You’re not very smart, are you? What’s to
say if I was luring vacationer’s here for their money, I don’t also
have plans to kill them?”

That was one of her thoughts about getting on
a boat with his brother. Now it became a thought about him. What
was to say he didn’t plan on dumping her in the ocean. The stress
brought her to tears.

“Damn,” he muttered, stepping forward and
gently brushing her cheek.

She swatted his hand away. “Don’t touch me,
Mr. Blaine.”

“It’s Matt, and don’t go crying. I’m not
going to hurt you.”

“I’m not crying.” She closed her eyes to
blink away the tears and kept them closed to the return of his hand
on her cheek.

“Then your eyes are leaking.”

The tender caress of his thumb sweeping
across her warm skin stirred an ache inside her.

She dared a look. Was it a glimmer of
embarrassment in his gaze? He turned away.

She wasn’t being smart. If anything, she was
being ridiculously stupid. But she had to stand her ground, if for
nothing else than to be the victor. Never again did she want to
feel life was out of control.

“And if you think you can bully me to leave,
you have a very big problem.” She added.

With only a twenty-six day leave of absence
from her job in Pennsylvania, she’d already wasted four days of
leisure getting to Maine. Another three in the noisy inn, she had
nineteen days left. Three of those she needed to get home.

“You’re the one with the problem. Not me.” He
spun around as his voice rose. “Don’t tell me you think you can
just break into a man’s home, set up housekeeping, and have a right
to live here? Are you insane, maybe an escapee from some
asylum?”

Asylum struck a nerve and she involuntarily
flinched. It wasn’t a bad place her father had put her. The staff
was pleasant. The grounds meticulously groomed with many
flowerbeds. Her real difficulty was the bad memory it brought back
of a boyfriend that seemed to have gone psycho. The love of her
life, Craig Weldon brutally murdered a girl they worked with, and
she witnessed the result. The incident had adverse effects on her
nervous system. She still didn’t understand her strength in
confronting Matt. When at home she trembled going head-to-head with
the mail carrier for losing a package.

Laurel shook off the images trying to squeeze
into her thoughts and focused her attention on the outraged
homeowner. He had a point. Even in her little Pennsylvania town, if
someone even opened the door and said I’m moving in, the police
would arrest them.

“I don’t know where to find your brother. He
isn’t going to return for two weeks to take me back to the inn. He
said he was headed to New Jersey.” She grasped at delays until she
had time to think.

“Atlantic City.” His voice dropped to a low
grunt. “No doubt with that pocketful of cash you gave him.”

“How do I know the two of you aren’t in on
this together? You keep making all those noises of exasperation
over a brother that has done this before. Why haven’t you had him
arrested and locked up?” The reporter in her challenged.

She used it to find the underlying facts of
everything. Though, if asked, she preferred editing. She did better
at writing fantasy. Interviews were her worse area of expertise.
Questions could pop out of her easily, but she never found quite
the right ones to ask.

Matt’s dark eyes brightened, and he let out a
small laugh. His handsome rugged features, chiseled with weathered
lines around his mouth and eyes, made her heart pound faster. Her
breath caught in her throat. She wanted to laugh, too. Not ha-ha
because of something funny, no, she needed to release the tension.
Attractive, tattoo covered, Matthew Blaine had all the captivating
qualities of a “bad boy” personality. She shouldn’t fall for his
kind, but being that she led a quiet, uncomplicated life, she
didn’t have a choice in wondering what it would be like to have
someone push excitement on her.

Laurel adjusted her grip on the towel and
pillow. The nervous flutter in her belly made her fidgety.

“I’ll give you thirty minutes to put your
clothes on and pack up your stuff.” He instructed.

“I’m not going until you get the police.” She
demanded, asserting herself. “I want to report a crime, a fraud
that would no doubt put your brother in jail.”

“Look.” His finger came up to poke the air in
front of her face. “Fruity or not, I’m done with you and this game.
When I get you back to the mainland I’ll get you the damn money you
paid Eric.”

“Or you’ll drop me off at the dock and leave
without so much as a goodbye. I don’t think so. If you want me
gone, then go get my money first.” She argued, moving closer to
him.

He continued shuffling back.

She’d seen the look in his eyes when she had
reacted to the word asylum. If he was afraid that she was a
lunatic, good.

 


Matt watched as the sky darkened toward
night. He stepped toward her. He had two choices, hoist her over
his shoulder and take her to the boat or let her stay and face the
consequences of his nightmares.

“This place isn’t safe,” he finally said,
hoping she’d accept it.

“It’s an island, and I’m not afraid of
you.”

“You can’t stay.”

“The hell I can’t. I just dare you to try and
do something about it.”

Matt grabbed her. He pulled her up against
his chest and stared into her eyes, hoping to see fear instead of
fortitude. “I'll drag you to that boat if I have to.”

“Oh, really?” Her smirk, like a triumphant
smile, stirred an emotion he hadn’t experienced in
years—desire.

It scared him. He had worked at keeping
emotionally distant with people, including his brother. To have a
stranger, albeit a beautiful, alluring one such as Laurel made him
think of wanting to experience a closeness that rattled him.

Matt bent and seized her behind the legs to
pick her up.

“What are you doing?” She shrieked as he
slung her over his shoulder.

She lost the towel but hung onto the pillow
that she hit against his back as he carried her toward the
dock.

“Let go of me, you brute,” she shrieked.

“He ignored her thrashing and shouting. What
he didn’t ignore was the softness of her hip rubbing against his
jaw and the sweet scent of her perfumed skin.

He kept on the path to the boat. His limp
became a little more pronounced from the off-center weight of
carrying her.

“I demand you put me down before you fall
down,” she said, obviously noticing his stagger.

Matt kept moving. He led a dangerous life,
and his home was his getaway, his hideaway from dealing with
anything involving too much thought. Laurel threatened the
tranquility of his chance to relax.

The pillow fell, or she dropped it on
purpose, he didn’t know which. For now, she hit against his back
with her fists.

“Let me down. I told you I’m not leaving here
without a full refund.” She hit him again and touched a nerve in an
old wound.

“I can hit too, lady.” He smacked her
bottom.

She let out a surprised squeak and stopped
wiggling.

He regretted his action, impulsively
caressing the imprint of his hand. The warmth radiated against his
palm. Everything in him incessantly throbbed.

He reached the dock and stood her on her
feet. “Get in the boat.” He tried to assist by holding her arm.

“Unhand me.” She jerked free.

Matt reached to grab her, and she retreated
too far. Over the edge of the dock, she fell just in front of the
boat. A splash whooshed up, along with a brief squeal. Matt knelt
and snagged her arm when she surfaced.

“Grab ahold around my neck.” He told her.

“Not until you agree to get my money first.”
She treaded water.

“Do you really want me to leave you to the
sharks.”

Her eyes went wide, and she immediately
reached up. He leaned farther, pulling her one arm, while she swung
her other around his neck. Rising to his feet, he brought Laurel up
from the water and onto the dock. Her arm slid slightly from where
it hooked his neck, resting on his chest. The cloth of his shirt
absorbed the water from her.

With one arm around her back, he considered
his position. Attack her mouth with a heated kiss or let go and
forget how his whole body was onboard with the first option. He
lifted a hand to her shoulder and touched her wet hair.

“You’re not hurt are you?” He stroked her
hair back. It didn’t look as if she hit the dock’s pylon or the
boat.

The warm summer weather didn’t make Maine’s
northern Atlantic waters the same temperature as the air. It was
always chilling. Laurel’s trembling lips proved that.

“No.” Out from under the veil of her blinking
wet-spiked lashes, she stared at him. Her eyelids hung half-closed,
dreamy, sedated, and seductive.

“Good.” He released her and jerked his shirt
over his head. “Put this on. It’s wet, but it’ll help warm
you.”

“You were doing a good job,” she said meekly,
taking the garment and adjusting it to tug over her head.

Matt looked down, not watching the movements
of the woman donning his shirt. Once she had it on, he hopped down
into the boat.

“I’m still not leaving.” She told him, a
spark of rebellion returning.

Matt flipped up the hatch to the cabin and
went down the three-rung ladder. He came up with a blanket.

“Here, this will help.” He tossed it to
her.

In seconds, Laurel stood wrapped in a bundle.
“Does this mean I stay?”

Matt wanted to think the sparkle in her eyes
was gratitude. However, the question suggested her triumph in their
battle was what made her happy.

As he thought about getting the money, he
remembered it was Friday. The bank would close before they got
there. He could get the money from his cousin, but the longer he
stood there, the less he wanted to go anywhere.

“Go to the house. It’s too late to go to the
bank and get your money, so you can stay the night.”

Laurel strolled from the dock, across the
sand, and over the rise to the other side of the peninsula where
the house sat on the opposite shoreline of the fingerling shaped
piece of land.

Matt followed, not close. “Damn.” He stopped
and slapped his hand against the rough bark of a pine tree.

While peace and quiet would elude him for
another day, it wasn’t the worst of his problems. When he held
Laurel, he wanted to kiss her. He wanted to shed his clothes and do
much more. How was he going to get through the night with her under
the same roof?

 


Laurel trudged slowly over the rough path.
Her mind reeled with a turbulence of misguided thoughts. She waded
through to the simple one—she was staying on the island. For at
least one night, she’d be trapped with a man both annoying and
exciting. It was her only excuse for her foolhardiness.

Tightening her arms around the blanket, she
hugged Matt’s shirt against herself. It had been a long time since
she had the smell of a man so close. It was invigorating, and
wrong. As a stranger, he shouldn’t have touched her without
permission, and she shouldn’t have felt attracted by his caress of
her bottom.

Once inside the house, she went straight to
the bathroom. Her reflection in the mirror over the sink stopped
her from moving to the shower. She pushed back her straggly wet
hair, hanging limp around her face. The pink glow on her cheeks was
warm to the touch. Her eyes sparkled with a happy radiance. Matthew
Blaine was responsible. She had to be crazy to trust him. He said
he’d not hurt her, but was he honest?

Laurel pushed the bathroom door shut. Her
shirt and shorts hung on a hook, waiting where she had left them
when she chose to sunbathe. She glanced at the shower and decided
to let it wait. The door had no lock.

As she dressed, she thought of Matt,
dissecting the situation with some perspective. She couldn’t stay
there with him. What if he and his brother really had tempted
vacationers there for a sinister purpose? What if he was a serial
killer? Or worse, a sadist that would tie her up to torture? A
stream of bad scenarios went through her head.

From her stay at a mental facility, she’d
heard many horrifying stories. As a witness in a brutal killing,
she knew there was no way to foresee what another person could
do.

Laurel jumped in response to the knock at the
door. Her thoughts raced out of control. She looked around for a
weapon.

“Are you done in there yet?” Matt’s surly
voice penetrated the barrier.

Why did the house have no locks on any of the
doors? Of course, it was a dumb question. Who would be kept out?
Burglars? Peeping Toms? It was an island.

She picked up a toilet bowl brush and opened
the door. “I suggest you keep a ten-foot distance between us.” She
threatened waving the pink plastic wand at him.

What kind of man was he? Surely, he didn’t
select the bubble gum tones for his bathroom. Not this towering,
drop-dead gorgeous heartthrob. His black mood suggested dark
colors. It had to be an old girlfriend.

Matt surprised her by grabbing her upraised
arm with the short stick. He pushed her against the doorjamb,
pinning her there with the length of his firm body. Surprise cut
her gasp short. She felt the hard pulsing heat of him as she held
her breath.

“Do you know how simple it would be for me to
just take a gun at your required ten feet, and shoot you between
the eyes?”

This was not seduction. Fear spiraled through
her.

Laurel’s jaw unhinged and her mouth dropped
open. She sucked in a sliver more of air. Dark, dangerous, and
obviously deadly. He frightened her with his threat. Or was it a
mere statement of fact to rattle her? She’d rather believe that but
couldn’t tell until he snatched the brush from her unresisting
fingers.

“I shouldn’t have said that.” He
grumbled.

There was an apologetic sadness in his stare.
He threw the brush into the bathroom, turned, and walked away. The
wand clattered to silence in the old claw-footed tub as she
exhaled. A few seconds later, the screen door made a resounding
bang as it shut.

Her heart didn’t stop pounding furiously for
a long time. She assessed the events and still didn’t come up with
a clear decision as to Matt’s character. Not much of a judge of
good or bad, she dropped the debate. She was there for the night,
no changing that without confronting the surly man. After refusing
to go when he wanted her to, she didn’t see anything more to do
than stick to her decision. Though, changing her mind did occur to
her.

To pass the hours before bed in a productive
fashion, Laurel took out her laptop. She picked the dining room
table as a nice location to work on her novel. The picturesque view
of the ocean beyond the stand of pines was peaceful. However, soon
after sitting down, she discovered the scene too distracting, and
her mind wandered.

In her small Pennsylvania town, there weren’t
men like Matthew Blaine. Muscular, outdoorsy, and demanding. He had
a blatant rawness to his personality that interested her. The
intricate tattoos on his arms, his chest, and his back had an
appeal she likened to artwork. But the artist wasn’t to have all
the credit for the beauty. The canvas of Matt’s gorgeous body and
what inspired his choices was the intriguing component to her
appreciation.

Unpredictable, mysterious, and handsome
filled out more of the image she had of a romance hero. Naturally,
there were more components to being perfect. Nevertheless, he was
the character she tried to describe in her novel. Some might say
the man of her dreams. What writer didn’t portray a hero with the
looks and personality they desired.

Inspired by the realization that her
fictional man breathed, Laurel clicked along steadily at the
keyboard. Everything went smoothly in the wording, and she was on a
roll. After thirty minutes non-stop, she looked up from the laptop
and took a satisfying breath. Matt’s silent watch from the doorway
surprised her.

“How long have you been there?” she asked,
slightly irritated, more embarrassed at having been watched. Had
she burped, itched something inappropriate, or picked her nose?

“A while, actually. You’ve been really
absorbed in what you’re doing. Which is what?” He folded his arms
over his chest as he leaned against the doorframe.

A wave of excitement hit her hard. She stared
at him with a longing to touch. Muscles expanded in the strain of
his sleeves. His casual, yet deliriously sexy pose made her stomach
flip-flop. He didn’t need a gun to kill her. A simple hug with
those strong arms could crush her bones.

“I’m a writer,” she replied, diverting her
gaze back to the laptop.

The heat of awkwardness for her thoughts had
to be reddening her cheeks again.

“A novelist?”

“Trying to be. I work as an assistant editor
for a small-town newspaper. This is my first try at writing a
full-length book.”

“Well, the island does provide an excellent
quietness for contemplation.” His pleasant tone smoothed over the
prior rough spots in his manner.

“What’s it about?” He walked to the table and
pulled out a chair.

It was then she noticed his limp again. Was
he a story waiting for a reporter to excavate the hidden secrets he
carried?

“It’s a… a romance novel.” It sounded silly
to say. “Probably the worst thing for me to write since I know
little about romance, but I suspect that my imagination might be
finer tuned to what I would like to happen in life as opposed to
what really does.”

She pushed control S on the keyboard to save
her document in case the computer decided to go shutting down with
a fatal error warning. It had happened before, costing her precious
words and a lot of time reconstructing the parts she’d lost.

“Romance, huh? Not exactly what’d I care to
read, but if you want an objective opinion.” He held out his hands.
“I have no plans for the evening.”

“You want to read it?” She gripped the edges
of the sleek computer case. “It’s just a first draft, rough with a
lot of notations for ideas.”

“Maybe I can give you a few more.”

He already had. Her daydreams churned with
intimate designs on a night filled with passion.

She slid the laptop around to him. Her finger
caught under his, and for a second, she thought she saw desire in
his eyes, or was it a reflection of herself she saw?

“You have to let go,” he told her, breaking
the spell she wove around her hesitancy.

He just wanted to pass the time reading a
story. The images were all in her head, turning simple looks and
touches into a fantasy. He didn’t want to make wild passionate love
to her on the clean sands of his paradise, did he?

She got up, another flush of warmth tingling
across her face.

“Laurel—”

“How’d you know my name?” She knew she hadn’t
told him, the knotted worry formed in the pit of her stomach
again.

“I assumed you wouldn’t use a pseudonym.” He
pointed at the laptop screen. “Lunatic Sea, by Laurel
Cavanaugh.”

“Oh.”

Matt didn’t say anything witty or sarcastic.
He turned back to the computer without finishing whatever he was
going to say in the first place when he had said her name.

She left, thankful that he didn’t comment on
how red her face had turned. Placing a hand to her cheek to cool
her flaming skin, she went outside and sat on the chaise. A calming
breath and an evening look upon the rolling sea, curling small
waves up onto the sandy shore relaxed her.

Laurel sat there for over an hour, enjoying
the tranquility instead of wondering what Matt thought of her
story. She couldn’t think of that without the return of a blush. He
was reading how she perceived intimacy with a man. She had written
very explicit details, but they lacked heart. She didn’t have the
experience of putting her soul into the particulars.

The lingering golden glow spread far into the
horizon. She got up and ran down the path, through the stand of
pines, to the water’s edge to watch a sight she didn’t have back
home. Seagulls flew in large sweeping circles overhead. A mist
moistened her face, letting her smell the salt in the air. The
waves lapping the sand licked away all imprints of where she had
walked. She had searched out paradise and had found it. With a
heartfelt sigh of contentment, she smiled.

“This is the best time of the day.” Matt
startled her.

Laurel spun around, facing him. “I wonder
what it looks like on the west coast when the sunsets.”

“Almost what it will look like tomorrow
morning when it rises here.”

“I’d love to see that. Living inland, the sun
just comes up and goes down over trees.”

Matt stood with his thumbs hitched in his
belt loops. His somber expression didn’t give her the slightest
hint of what he thought of her novel. Too afraid to hear an honest
opinion, knowing he’d not sugarcoat anything, she didn’t ask.

“It’s wonderful here. If it were possible,
I’d never leave,” she commented, turning back to look at the sea
again, and thinking how wonderful it would be to wake to such a
sight every day.

“But you will. Tomorrow morning.” He coldly
reminded her.

She glanced over her shoulder, angry that he
had silenced her joy. The moment of remarking about his brusque
mood passed as she watched him limp back toward the house.

She followed him stride for long stride.
“What happen to your leg?” she asked, giving into her sympathetic
nature and her curiosity.

Matt sat on the steps of the deck. He rested
his arms on his knees and folded his hands together. “Nothing I
care to share.”

“It sometimes helps to talk about bad
things.” She kicked her sandals off near the bottom step.

“Writer and shrink?”

“No. I just know a thing or two about keeping
emotions bottled up inside. Painful accidents are just as harmful
to the psyche as they are to the body.”

Matt’s vigilant stare made her fidgety. He
talked as if he wanted her off the island as soon as possible. His
constant roaming scrutiny gave her reason to consider otherwise.
She knew she had mixed emotions.

What would Matt say if she acted on her
present longings? A possible rebuff was a big deterrent for anyone.
Seeing that they were strangers, the fear of rejection was a good
restraint against acting on impulse.

She knew those limits of reason didn’t apply
to Matt the moment he rose and bounded down the steps toward
her.


Chapter Three

 


 


 


Matt slid his arms around Laurel and pulled
her to him. It seemed pointless to fight the impulse he had to kiss
her, especially when she kept looking for him to do it. She didn’t
have to say the words. He knew when a woman wanted released from
her inhibitions.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she
squealed. “Let go.”

He caught the back of her head with his hand,
pausing for a struggle that never came. He cupped her cheek and
swept his thumb over her smooth skin.

Her heavy breath fanned his face. He waited
for a fight, a slap, a protest. She just stared at him. He didn’t
want to guess if it was fear, or shock, or acceptance.

“No argument?” He needed her to push him
away. Force him to come to his senses.

The slight shake of her head wasn’t what he
needed or anticipated. He leaned in, watching for her lips to move,
her words stop to come out. Then he pressed his mouth to
hers. He captured her warm, moist lips, and kissed her gently. If
he considered regret, it wasn’t for more than a second. Laurel
showed no hesitancy. Her mouth moved in sync with his. He was
right, she did want kissed. He didn’t know how much until her
fingers scratched up fistfuls of his shirt to hang onto him.

Her soft lips nibbled, her tongue caressed,
and her light moans titillated every fiber in his body. The deeper,
the longer, the more intense the kiss, the less he wanted to give
up her slender body leaning against his.

He slid his hand down the center of her back,
over the curve of her bottom. There wasn’t a place on her he didn’t
want to touch. Loneliness seemed a thing of the past. Then he felt
her tremble, or maybe it was himself.

“You’re crushing me.” She gasped when their
lips parted for a breath.

He stared at her, loosening his hold, giving
her the chance to pull away. He took a moment to decide what he
should do next. While his body throbbed from head to toe, he fought
the urges and released her.

For a minute, it was as if nothing had
happened between them. Laurel turned away and watched the waves
while kicking her toes in the sand. He looked at her knowing
anything that started with her would grow complicated. Women like
her, stubborn, yet passionate usually wanted more than a casual
affair.

“Ouch.” She cried, picking up her foot.

Matt stepped forward. “Let me see.” He knelt
and lifted her leg to exam the cut on her sole dripping with blood.
“There are a lot of broken shells around here.”

He let go of her foot and scooped her up.

“I can walk.” Even as she tried to protest,
her arm went around his neck.

You’ll get more sand and dirt in it.” He
carried her to the porch and limped up the steps.

“That’s what water and soap are good for.
Besides, your leg.”

“It’s a limp, not a handicap.” He didn’t like
how she pointed out his injury. It reminded him how he got it.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest… I just
didn’t know how recent—” She stopped talking as he sat her on the
chaise.

“Don’t move. I’ll get the first-aid kit.”

Matt left Laurel on the chaise and went into
the house. He searched the bathroom cabinet looking for the small
white box marked with a red cross. “Eric,” he grumbled, knowing his
brother was at fault for the missing case.

If tenants were coming and going from the
island, where might the thing have been stuck, he wondered. It
seemed logical to check the kitchen. In the pantry he found it on
the top shelf and carried it back outside.

“It’s just a scratch,” Laurel said, looking
up.

He knelt on his good knee, sitting the box on
the deck. “It still needs cleaned and bandaged.”

He saw her grimace when he touched the cut
with an alcohol wipe.

“You do that as if you have experience in the
medical field.” She made a small sound of pain.

“I have some.” He paused swabbing the tender
area of her foot and lifted his gaze.

Her face remained wrinkled in anticipation of
the stinging contact with the disinfectant.

“I was too close to a car bomb.” He
disclosed, looking back down, taking one more pass over the gash in
Laurel’s foot.

He didn’t know why he said it. Why he thought
he should tell her anything. What he did for a living wasn’t
anything he shared with just anyone. Even his brother didn’t know
he was a hired killer.

 


“Oh,” Laurel involuntarily jerked her leg
away from the sting. “Where? When? How?” The questions sputtered
from her without thought.

“Off the record?” He tore open a bandage and
applied it over her cut.

“Of course.” She nodded. “I’m just here on
vacation anyway.”

Matt put a hand to the chaise to steady his
rise. His jaw tightened, the muscle clenching as he got off his
knee. Laurel put a hand over his, rubbing his knuckles, wanting to
show sympathy without verbally expressing it.

“I was in Iraq a little over a year ago,” he
began. “A woman drove up to the hotel I was coming out of, and a
minute later, there was an explosion. Next thing I knew it was a
whole day later and I was in a hospital.”

“Were you in the military?”

“No. Now enough about that, I’m hungry.” He
stood up. “I suggest you wear shoes until that cut heals so you
don’t get an infection.”

“Were you there visiting someone?” she asked,
getting up.

“In a matter of speaking.”

“Well, you couldn’t be there as a tourist.
That place has been fighting since the beginning of time. I think
they can’t thrive without a conflict, whether in war or amongst
themselves. There are safer places to go if you’re just traveling
for fun.”

“I was there. That’s all you need to know. My
time there wasn’t very productive or interesting.”

“I don’t think a day in your life is boring,
Mr. Blaine.”

“Matt.”

“Well, Matt. While the event was horrific for
you, the car bomb incident cannot be construed as lacking in
interest. My curious nature would like to know why you’d be in the
middle of a war if you weren’t on vacation or didn’t have anything
to do with the military. I mean, what other reason does a man go to
such a hell hole?”

Laurel waited for an answer. Matt was like a
character from a book. Lean and muscular, handsome, and mysterious.
He made her wonder about all aspects of his life.

“I was there for work.” He moved, stopped,
and rubbed his thigh. “Before, when you were working on your
computer, I caught some fish for dinner. Sound okay to you?”

“Yes, great.” She followed him into the
house.

A photograph on the wall caught her eye, and
she stopped. Matt continued into the kitchen. She stared at the
three men. None of them was Matt. They wore fatigues, but no
military insignia. It reminded her of someone her newspaper ran a
story about. He wouldn’t let them have a picture of him without the
garb and camouflage paint on his face. He was a paid killer—a
mercenary.

Laurel shook off the idea and went to the
kitchen to offer to help. Matt wasn’t a killer. Although, he did
mention shooting her in the head as if the idea were nothing at
all. But he apologized. It was a silly kind of statement people
make when upset. How many times had she said, ‘I’m going to kill
you’ when she saw what her dog chewed up?

“What can I do to help? I brought a ton of
rice.” She told Matt, pretending everything was all right between
them.

But it wasn’t. He had kissed her. How did she
ignore his gentleness and his passion? How long had she yearned to
be kissed with such vigor? Her dates were mild, impassionate, and
sex free. Matt ignited a craving she hadn’t had in forever to be
intimate with a man.

“That’ll be fine.” He took one fish from a
bucket of water and laid it on the cutting board.

She thought it twitched just before he
whacked the head off with the cleaver. Her thought began spinning
the mercenary occupation around all Matt’s moves, the way he held a
knife, the swift control he used wielding it, cutting open the
fish, gutting, and filleting with precision.

“These won’t take long to cook. If you’re
going to have rice, you should get it started.” He didn’t even
glance up from his chore.

“You do this a lot? Fish?” she asked,
reasoning he lived on an island, so the skill came from
practice.

“Whenever I get the chance. I like to
fish.”

“Just saltwater, or freshwater, too?”

“Both.”

He took another fish from the bucket and
slapped it down on the cutting board. Laurel’s insides jumped. She
turned away to get a pot and water for the rice. It didn’t help not
to watch. She knew his moves. How he was slitting the belly,
scooping out the innards, parting the bone from the flesh. Her skin
crawled picturing the process.

Once he had them on a plate, he was
meticulous with cleaning the area. That was a thankful sight to
have the guts gone.

With the rice started in the electric rice
cooker, she glanced around at her kitchen supplies spread out on
the counter. Matt’s clean nature, from the cut on her foot, to
washing everything as he prepared the fish, made her think he’d not
appreciate her clutter. What if he hated her untidy habit?

Laurel put everything back in the cardboard
box she’d brought it in. She opened the pantry and slid it under
the bottom shelf.

Matt’s gaze was on her when she came out.

“I was just getting it out of the way until
morning.”

He nodded and went back to coating his meat
in seasonings.”

Then, with each glance he gave to her
movements, she grew nervous. She decided to busy herself with
setting the table in the other room. The nervous flutter in her
knotted stomach kept her on guard with dreadful ideas that he may
still be planning to kill her. Was this her last meal before he
swiftly executed her by some horrible means? She positioned and
repositioned the silverware, napkins, salt, and pepper shakers on
the table. What set a lunatic off to go psycho? She should have
known but didn’t. Time spent in an asylum hadn’t taught her
anything about the human psyche other than it could be fragile.

“Laurel?” Matt called and she nearly jumped
out of her skin.

She bumped into the table and turned to see
what she had disrupted. Everything still looked in the perfect
place.

She didn’t want to be afraid of him, but he
hadn’t expressed much to make her feel all safe and secure. One
kiss, taken on impulse, showed he had a take-by-force nature. Who
wouldn’t say mercenary was written all over that macho attitude?
But while he had started out as a rogue, he didn’t force his kiss
on her. He asked if she had an argument against it. And she gave
him permission with a shake of her head. She didn’t regret it.

“Yes? Is there something else you want me to
do?” she asked, determined to be as helpful and accommodating as
possible. “Did I forget to put something on the table?”

She watched his wide shoulders move beneath
the shirt. His taut body twisted from the stove to place cooked
fish on a plate.

“I put a lot of seasoning on these first
pieces, but I can leave it off it you prefer it less spicy.” He
dipped the filet in breadcrumbs and placed it in the skillet.

“I like spicy. Spicy is good. Whatever way
you make them will be all right with me. I eat Mexican food all the
time, the hotter on the tongue the better. Did you know if
something is too hot, like a jalapeno pepper, milk is the best cure
for that burning sensation? There’s something in milk that
neutralizes the hotness. Though, I’ve never had to test the
theory.” She heard the jabbering of words and couldn’t stop until
he glanced at her.

“I meant spicy, like pepper, onion salt,
tarragon, and such, not anything exactly, burn your mouth
spicy.”

“Oh. That’ll be fine too. I was just thinking
you meant hot spicy, not flavoring spicy. I guess because when I
use the word spicy, it’s because I mean hot.” She stopped babbling
again.

A curious twinkling in his eyes made her
think he was amused. She just loved looking into his beautiful
eyes.

 


The sizzle of oil in the pan on the gas stove
turned Matt back to panfrying the fish.

“Is something wrong?” he asked over his
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