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      Friday May 18th

      Nothing to wake a person up like a face full of warm seawater. Typically, Skylar Avery preferred to get it on purpose, taking a swim. Today it was courtesy of eleven year-old Jimmy Hasselbeck as he paddled ahead of her into the calm Gulf waters around Anna Maria Island, her new home. For the summer, anyway. She sputtered and shook it off then lifted her head to check on her other charges, five in all, ranging in age from Jimmy’s eleven to Mrs. Alcomb’s seventy. Each was doing okay, paddling one arm at a time like she’d instructed on the beach.

      When they got out far enough, she turned sideways, parallel to the surf, swung up and straddled her board while her class followed suit. It took them a few tries. “Remember to be calm and as still as you can. There you go. Nice job, everybody. We’re not catching major waves today. This is all about learning and getting a feel for balance, so don’t worry if you fall off. Everyone does at some point, even very skilled surfers like Miss Sky.”

      A couple smiles and a few nervous laughs at that.

      “Hey, we’re lucky. A few good swells right out of the gate. If you aren’t ready to take one, just stay sideways and let it lift you and put you down again. When you want to give it a try, face your board toward shore, lie down on your chest, and then push up with your hands and get your feet under you on the stringer like we practiced on the sand. Remember, don’t stand straight up. Keep your knees bent and shoulder-width apart. Always look up. If you look down, you fall down. We’re not going through any barrels, so it’ll be a pretty straight shot. Any questions?”

      They shook their heads. Chances were, they didn’t hear a word she just said and would forget everything they learned earlier, but that was part of the fun, too—learning as you went. Memories surfaced of her own first lesson. A suit full of sand, and a gallon of Pacific Ocean in her belly. Some bruises and bumps. But what stood out most was the overwhelming feeling of awe and the certainty of This is what I want to do with the rest of my life.

      And here she was. Well, something else had brought her here exactly, but floating in her element, it was almost easy to forget that. “Okay, this first one’s mine. Watch what I do!” As a five-foot swell approached, she angled her board toward land, lay down then popped up as the wave took her. It was a baby. She could surf it with her eyes closed and without paying too much attention to posture, but for the sake of her students, she exaggerated her stance so they could see and hopefully reproduce it. She hopped off when she hit sand and stood her board up beside her, using a hand to shade her eyes as she looked out over the glistening water. It was gorgeous. So different from the darker Pacific of Southern Cali where she’d grown up. The surf of Anna Maria was crystal clear at first, meshing into bright turquoise and then shimmering sapphire.

      One by one, her students caught waves with varying levels of success. The only one to ride all the way to shore was Mrs. Alcomb, who celebrated with a whoop and a splashing, Texas two-step.

      Sky laughed and clapped, but it was cut short by screams that stopped her heart. Somehow Jimmy’s ankle strap had come off because he was flailing neck-deep while his board skimmed to shore. Sky grabbed her board and paddled out as fast as she could, watching him without blinking. When she got close enough, she hauled him up and held onto him as a small wave carried them back. He coughed and panted, trembling but okay. There was no undertow, no rip current. The ability to swim was a prerequisite to taking the class. He’d just panicked.

      “Thank you … Miss Sky. My strap came loose. The board got away. And then a wave was coming…”

      “It’s okay. You’re okay. Maybe that’s it for right now though, huh?” She crawled off the board and helped him stand, making sure he was steady before she let go. He nodded, keeping his chin up, though his eyes were glossy with tears kept in check. She patted his shoulder. “Could happen to anyone. That’s why we always surf with a buddy. The ocean can be tricky, and we need to have each other’s backs.”

      He nodded again, solemn this time, and trying to be macho while his mother squeezed him and covered him in kisses. He hauled his board farther onto the beach so the waves wouldn’t carry it away, looking like a tough guy except for the slight tremble in his lower lip.

      Sky smiled. “All right, everyone. Good session. I’m very impressed. I’ll see you again tomorrow morning. Go get some lunch and enjoy this beautiful day.” She hung back while they gathered their things and headed for the parking lot. When she was alone, she released a slow deep breath, her heart still racing. She’d had lifeguard training, had known what to do without having to think about it. But now that it was over, the thoughts rushed forward. What if she hadn’t gotten to him in time? What if a current had pull him out farther? But she had, and it hadn’t. Surfing always came with a risk. She just hadn’t expected to meet it head-on her first day.

      After unstrapping her ankle from the board, she carried it toward the Surf Shack, her new place of employment. It sat like a bright pink cupcake up where the sand met the grass. She was so focused on getting there that it came as a complete surprise when her foot hit something warm and solid and sent her flying. Her board sailed out of her hands, and she landed on her forearms and stomach with an oof.  This was just a gold star morning.

      She scrambled around to face what tripped her and froze. It was him. One of them, anyway. A Sullivan brother. She’d built this moment up in her mind since she’d first learned of her adopted sister’s birth family. The Sullivans. They lived on this island and were her true reason for coming here. She’d expected to run into them at some point. That was the whole point. But not literally run into them. In her fantasies, she’d be cool and collected, not give anything away. Learn all about them before deciding if they were worthy of knowing her sister, the one they’d given up. If Scarlet knew about any of this, she’d be furious. First. But then she’d be grateful. Maybe. She’d long ago given up hope of finding these people. Sky had only pretended to give up. Now that the moment was here, it was all she could do to close her gaping mouth.

      “Hey.” The muscled and bronzed god sat up on his elbows, brushed the sand from his stomach and lifted the shades so they sat atop his perfect blond hair, revealing eyes as blue-green as the Gulf. Lucas. The middle brother. The hockey player. The beach had been empty when she’d started her lesson. When did he get here? He gave her a slow scan, and his smile could charm the rash guard right off a girl if she weren’t careful. “Nice save out there.”

      “Thanks.”

      “I was about to jump in myself, but I saw you had it handled.”

      “Part of my job. I’m Skylar. Sky. Sorry for tripping over you.” She held out her hand.

      “Lucas. Luc.  And I’m sorry for being in your way.” His big, warm hand enveloped hers entirely, and it set off a chain reaction of sensations that by all means should have steamed the remaining water from her suit.

      Oh damn. So much for keeping cool. In fact, as the sun reached its peak directly overhead, she was boiling. “Um, don’t take this the wrong way, but I gotta get out of this.” Pushing to her feet, she unzipped and peeled off the rash guard. It put up a fight, but she won and tossed it free, left only in her tropical print, string bikini. A couple, quick twists emancipated the rubber band from her hair, and she shook it out. A cool wind came off the water, and she tipped her head back. Ecstasy. “God, that’s better.”

      “Definitely better.”

      She glanced down to find him drinking her in, and a corner of her mouth quirked up. “I didn’t do it for you.” Okay, maybe a little. The goal was to get to know him, and if she had to use attraction to achieve that, then so be it. The only hitch in that plan was that the attraction appeared to go both ways if her racing pulse had any credibility.

      “Doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate it just the same.” He flinched after a beat. “Sorry. I just met you, and that makes me sound like a creepy ass wipe. Haven’t been myself in a while.”

      She snagged her board and dragged it back before dropping down to sit on it parallel to his towel. “Intrigue. Who are you now?”

      “Confused. Frustrated. Scared.”

      “Sounds heavy.”

      He sighed and scrubbed a hand over his face. “That’s the feeling I get. Don’t know yet.”

      “If you want to talk about it I’m not a licensed therapist, but I do have a few hours until my afternoon lesson.” Too strong? Coming on too strong could scare him off and wreck the whole thing.

      He studied her for a few anxiety-ridden seconds then smiled. “Do you like fish tacos?”

      She tried not to let the inner sigh of relief out. “Is that even a question?”

      “I happen to know the truck up there has the best on the island. I’ll be right back.”

      “You don’t have to—“

      “Trust me. I’m getting the better end of the deal.” Another of those heart-skipping smiles, and he was gone, headed for the lone food truck up on the road.

      If he only knew. A white squall of guilt crept up, but she pushed it back. She was just getting to know him. That’s all. Not hurting him in any way. Besides, she was doing it for Scarlet. All those years of wondering about her birth family only to hit wall after wall. All those unanswered questions that gnawed at her even though she did her best to hide it. Scarlet deserved answers. Peace. She’d given up looking, but Sky knew that deep down her heart was broken and wouldn’t heal until she had the truth.

      It’d been tough when Sky had first discovered the Sullivans. Her gut reaction was to race to Scar’s apartment and scream the news. Then the doubts crept in. What if the Sullivans didn’t want to know Scarlet? They’d given her up after all, in a closed adoption. That wasn’t exactly encouraging. And they had three children they didn’t give away including Scarlet’s twin. Would the answer hurt her more than help her? That’d been the deciding factor and the birth of Sky’s plan, the one that led her here. To Anna Maria Island. About to eat fish tacos on the beach with NHL star Lucas Sullivan.

      He returned in about five minutes with a few plastic bags sporting a logo that said Fish Food on his well-toned arms and two water bottles in his hands. He tossed her one as he sat on his towel. She set it on her board then accepted two foil-wrapped tacos and a small container of tortilla chips with fresh salsa.

      “Wow. This looks amazing. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. I don’t get to talk to too many people who aren’t my family.”

      “You’re a hockey player, right?”

      His chin jerked down in a nod. “I was including my team as ‘family.’ You a fan?”

      Getting there. “Sort of. I thought I recognized you, and then I remembered. There’s a framed picture of you lifting the Cup at The Sandbar. I ate there last night right after I got in. Today was my first day as surf instructor for the Shack. I’ll be here for the summer.”

      “So this lunch isn’t necessarily a one-and-done.”

      “Not necessarily.” She smiled. The sparks in his cyan eyes threatened to ignite something inside her that couldn’t afford to catch fire right now, and she took a few bites of taco. It was nearly orgasmic. He hadn’t been kidding about how good they were. It didn’t seem possible to top the ones back home, but dear God, these just about did. An inadvertent moan escaped.

      He laughed. “Told you so.”

      If she weren’t so tanned, he’d see the fierce blush heating her cheeks. She wiped the back of her wrist across her mouth and cleared her throat. “Okay, Mr. Confused, Frustrated and Scared. Why are you not yourself?”

      He hesitated, appeared to mull something over, then shrugged. “I’m not sure exactly, but it’s about to come out. I think.”

      “Are you about to come out?”

      He barked a laugh. “No. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but no.”

      A small, traitorous ribbon of relief wound through her for some reason. Not like they could actually be together anyway. Dating her sister’s brother. Hello, Dr. Phil. “Good to know. Continue.”

      After finishing his first taco, he took a long pull of water and then a deep breath. “Last year my mom had a health scare with breast cancer. She went through treatment and is in remission, but ever since then I’ve had the feeling that there’s something they’re not telling me. First my parents, but then my brothers, too. Any time I’m around them, there’s this tense vibe and everyone gets quiet. When I ask what’s up, they brush it off, change the subject. Colby and Gavin have been avoiding me, which is weird. We were different growing up, especially me since I had no interest in following in the old man’s football footsteps the way they did, but we were close. We shared secrets. Now it feels like I’ve been kicked out of the club.”

      Her heart pinched but she tried to smooth it over. Sympathy would cloud her judgment. She needed to be as objective as possible with these people. “I’m sure you’re not out of the club, but that does suck; I’m sorry. You said something about the truth coming out soon?”

      “My whole family’s going to the game tonight, made a point of telling me because they want me to meet them in the box seats after.”

      “I’m guessing that’s not normal.”

      “They’ve come to my playoff games before but have never requested an appearance from me after. Usually, at least if we win, I go out with the team. I have to think—at least I’m hoping—this means they’ll tell me what the hell’s been going on. The way they’ve been acting, you’d think I was adopted or something.”

      Her heart missed a beat, and she froze for a second. He wasn’t, was he? Nothing she’d found in her digging had indicated anything like that. The Sullivans had given up one child. It wouldn’t make sense to adopt another a few years later. Unfortunately, pointing out that logic would reveal how much she knew and who she really was, and that couldn’t happen yet. This was going to be more complicated than she’d thought. “I’m sure you’re not adopted. It doesn’t make sense for them to wait until right now to tell you.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right. Especially with the Cup Finals around the corner.”

      All three brothers were professional athletes, which made sense given Scarlet’s Olympic talent for volleyball. As soon as Sky had found them, she’d followed them on social media. Colby’s football season was over. Gavin’s baseball season was just beginning.  And Luc was neck-deep in a playoff run that had been shaky from the start. It really was hard not to feel bad for him. “I wish there was something I could say.” Truer than he could possibly know.

      “Just talking about it helps. It sucks when it feels like your family’s keeping secrets from you.”

      Ouch. “I get that.” Her own family had no clue what she was doing. Being the secret-keeper sucked, too.

      “I feel better. I don’t know what they’re gonna say tonight, but at least I’m ready to hear it now. Thanks.”

      “Hope it was worth the price of lunch. These tacos are really good.”

      “Worth twenty tacos. I’ll have to pay you in installments.”

      She smiled despite herself. “I’m okay with that.”

      “Hey.” His eyes lit up like sun shining through the water. “Why don’t you come to the game tonight? I mean, if you don’t have anything else going on. I can hook you up with a ticket and parking pass. VIP seat. I might play better with a friendly face in the crowd.”

      “Oh…” Her first instinct was to say no, but wasn’t this exactly the kind of thing she’d been hoping for? Of course, it’d been an abstract, theoretical plan until a half hour ago. Part of her hadn’t expected to even formally meet these people let alone hang out with them. But the opportunity was too good to pass up. For Scarlet. “Sure. That sounds fun. Thank you.”

      “My pleasure. Honestly. For now, though, I need to get going. Get a nap and another meal in before the game. I’ll set everything up so you just have to give them your name. Skylar…”

      “Avery.”

      “Skylar Avery. Got it. I probably won’t get to talk to you for the rest of the night.”

      “Understandable.”

      “But we’re home for the next two days. Can I get your number?”

      Oh God, Lucas Sullivan wants my number. Relation to her sister aside, it was surreal to flirt with a professional hockey player. She recited the digits, and he tapped them into his phone then stood and gathered their trash and his towel.

      “It was really nice meeting you, Sky. See you later?”

      “Very possible.” She smiled, and he returned it full force, dimples flashing before he walked away. That view was nice, too. Whoa girl. Rein it in. She was here for one reason, and a hot hockey player was no excuse to lose sight of that. But it would not be easy.
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      Game Night

      We’ll be in the suite. We’d like to talk to you after. Never in Lucas Sullivan’s life did it ever occur to him to tell his family not to come to a game. Until tonight. Growing up, it had been a battle trying to get his parents to come to his hockey games when Colby had competing football games. After all, that was the sport the old man was famous for. Colby the first and favorite took priority. Now all of a sudden they were showing up and not just to show off for their high and mighty friends. And wanted to talk. That impromptu therapy session on the beach this morning had been the most introspection he’d had. Skylar. He could have said something before she tripped over him, but part of him had thought it’d be funny to see how long it took her to notice him. Would she follow through and be in the crowd? She’d missed warm-ups, but she could have just hit traffic coming into the city.

      Coach droned on in the background. Luc wanted to pay attention, but it was like being at school in the Charlie Brown cartoon. All he heard was, “Wanh, wanh, wanh, wanh.” So he just stared at his skates and flashed back to the way Sky had looked in that string bikini, long hair blowing in the wind. Right before his thoughts took an R-rated detour, his teammates stood and started filing down the tunnel to the ice. He was on his way out when Coach grabbed his shoulder.

      “Sully. Your head in the game tonight?”

      No. “Yeah.”

      Coach stared for a few seconds like he’d heard the first answer then nodded. Not like he believed or accepted the assurance—more that he’d resigned himself to being down an able-bodied winger for the night just like he’d been for the last few months.

      Thank God for the no-move clause. Luc’s contract meant the team couldn’t trade him without his permission for the next two years. With the way he’d been playing, that had to be a thorn in their asses.  That added to his guilt. Lately, he’d deserved the minor leagues at best, but he’d made such a name for himself over the last decade that the Thunder didn’t see it an option to demote him during playoffs. The fans wouldn’t be happy. Not that they were exactly thrilled with him at the moment, anyway.

      He’d been bumped from the starting lineup—no surprise—so while their house singer belted out the national anthem, Luc searched the stands. With the lights down low and a sea of Thunder jerseys, it was impossible to find anyone even knowing approximately where she’d be sitting. But then something shimmering in the strobe lights caught his eye. A turquoise sequin top under a white track jacket. Thunder colors done Sky’s way. The little mermaid decided to come after all. His heart tripped the way it did on a first date—the only kind of date he’d had in a long while—and suddenly, he wanted that starting spot back.

      Throughout the first period, Coach put him in for a grand total of two minutes. Luc tried to make each shift count, to contribute as much as he could, and he missed getting an assist only because the Panthers’ goalie shut him down on a one-timer that didn’t get a rebound. Even so, by the first horn the Thunder were up by one, and the home crowd had a lot to do with that. Their chanting seemed to create a small but viable hole in the Panthers’ defense.

      The rest of the game went back and forth, and by the time the final buzzer sounded, the Thunder won. The arena went crazy, and a flood of adrenaline and utter relief nearly took Luc’s skates out from under him. The whole team piled onto the ice in a massive embrace so enthusiastic, you’d think they’d just won the Cup when they’d only claimed the first game in the semi-finals. They’d been so worn down from the last seven-game round—literally and mentally—that one victory put them on top of the world.

      Luc wasn’t quite there. It felt good. Damn good. But a glance up to the box where his family was standing and clapping made his stomach drop. What were they about to throw at him? And why right now? Couldn’t they at least wait until the playoffs were over? A selfish thought, maybe, but an honest one. On the other hand, the past few months had been awful. The looming secret had made him feel more than ever that he was an outsider in his own family. What if I am adopted? It might actually explain a few things.

      As he was skating off, a shimmering mermaid waved from the stands then gave him two thumbs up. Sky. Despite himself, he smiled and lifted a glove to her. She had to be some kind of siren to break through his mope cloud even if it was just for a second.

      Interviews, showering, and getting presentable always seemed to take forever, but tonight no matter how he stretched them out, they were over in a blink. He was the last to leave the dressing room, took his time getting to the elevator, even stopped to sign a few autographs on his way to the box seats reserved for players’ families, and still he wasn’t ready when he stepped inside to be pinned by his parents’ serious stares. His younger brother Gavin glanced at him with a half-hearted smile and said, “Hey, congrats man.” Their older brother, Colby, was a stern statue.

      Luc nodded, but his throat was too dry to respond otherwise. His heart rate was double what it should be, and his
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