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      The afternoon sun bounced like rainbows of diamonds off the spray of water as the film production crew got situated for the newest Ian Stone movie west of L.A. Two dinghies and a larger barge idled a hundred yards from the perimeter of the final chase scene. At the director's hand signal, the larger of two speedboats moved across the water in front of the cameras, delivering a dramatic force of water toward the crew in their slickers.

      A smaller boat, not as fast by design but lighter and more maneuverable, skimmed the waves left by the bigger craft, and as it drove in front of the cameras, it slid across the waves sideways. The pilot dressed in military camouflage came into view, twisting the wheel in a tight turn. The boat jumped the waves and landed in a calm patch of water, gaining a slight edge, but the larger boat suddenly leaped ahead, the stuntman at the helm taking advantage of the powerful engines.

      As the scene progressed with the two crafts making wide sweeping paths, sometimes nearly colliding with actors in pleasure boats and fishing skiffs, each traded the limelight. The camera panned in for closeups of the star in the smaller boat.

      Ian Stone, the actor known as Ducane Beauregard Larue, handled the boat with ease after several years of doing his own stunts. The grime and black smudges across his tanned face, muscular chest and arms were left over from the fight he'd had in the scene leading up to the chase.

      His determined face and blazing green eyes filled the monitor screen as one camera zoomed in on the action. Beau's eyes narrowed as he shoved the stick forward and angled the boat closer to the other.

      From outside the live production area, a small aluminum boat bounced across the waves into their path, cutting across their wake. Beau jerked the wheel, veered away,

      and avoided the craft at the last minute.

      "Damn, that was close," a cameraman exclaimed. "What was that boat doing out here? There was supposed to be a statement in the local paper." The director waved his hand at the man to be quiet.

      On the boat, Beau glanced out of the corner of his eye at the craft he'd narrowly missed. What the hell? The safety staff was supposed to have taken care of the locals. He looked for the director's sign that he wanted to start over, but apparently; he liked that little bit of dangerous realism and wanted them to continue.

      From the director's barge, cameras captured the super-fast cigarette boat. Named Coq Man, for the villain, it was making a wide circle on the choppy water as its 1500 horsepower engines skimmed the tops of cresting waves.

      The smaller boat sped up, its dark-haired pilot gaining ground in his pursuit. Nearby, a film crew in three smaller crafts circled the action filming while the director pointed, communicating over the walkie-talkie in his hand.

      Then the Coq Man turned and headed toward the pursuit craft. The director called to the others, "This is goot. Now, cut, and we will retake from an alternate angle." But the whine of the powerful engine increased as the man at the helm of the long cigarette boat slumped against the controls.

      "Something's wrong!" yelled one of the crew from the emergency dinghy, and they took off toward the Coq Man.

      Beau tried to veer out of the way of the larger boat, realizing his predicament, but it was too late. The long bow of the big boat slammed into him, creating a fireball as the fuel lines tore loose and met friction.

      The impact sent wreckage and bodies into the air. "Oh, Jesus, Mother and Mary," said one of the crew who had forgotten to turn off the cameras. The men from the emergency craft dove into the water immediately, braving the fiery pieces of debris and pulling the two unconscious actors to safety. Within fifteen minutes a helicopter hovered, hoisted them into its bay and transported them to a nearby hospital.

      There was nothing left of the two boats to testify to the accident, only a watery grave that made them thankful the rescue had been mostly successful. The two film studio boats and one emergency standby were given their instructions by the director, and then they sped toward town to check on the actors involved and return to the nerve center that is the production offices. If this situation wasn't managed correctly, it would be a disaster.
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      Inside the helicopter, Beau Larue drifted in and out of consciousness,  the pain bringing him back each time as he remembered the accident.

      He'd pushed the lever forward and watched as the larger craft turned to the right. As planned, Beau turned his boat hard in the opposite direction, supposedly in the driver's blind spot, and as choreographed, the larger boat was suddenly facing Beau's boat.

      As scripted, he'd raised his gun, aimed at the pilot of the other boat and fired. The boat kept coming. That wasn't right. The actor was supposed to veer sharply as if dodging the gunfire. With a flash of sudden clarity, Beau realized his long-held opinion that he wouldn't live to see thirty-five was about to come true, but not for the reason he'd expected.

      Like a movie of his own life, scenes flashed in his head as he jerked his hand on the wheel—Grandpa Earl telling him he was proud of him during a day on the bayou behind the old farmhouse in Louisiana; his Aunt Vic (Commander Larue to everyone else) hugging him as he left home for Hollywood; the high school seniors he'd spoken to yesterday dressed as Navy Seal Ian Stone about a military career. And Maddie…his lovely Maddie.

      As her face filled his vision, he thought he'd successfully avoided the other craft, but then, surprised, he saw the problem. The other actor, an experienced stuntman as well, was slumped across the wheel of his boat, then the long bow slammed into the starboard hull of Beau's, and pain and the grinding of metal and fiberglass was the last thing he heard.

      There were noises after a time: helicopter rotors, boat engines, people shouting, someone splashing in the water nearby. He couldn't make out the words. He was floating or lying atop the waves, something keeping him afloat. Shut up, his mind screamed. What were they yelling about? Didn't they know he was ready to go? He'd known this was going to happen all his life. Just let me rest. A powerful arm grabbed him from behind, and pain exploded in his leg. He screamed.

      A steady voice in his ear said, "Easy, I've got you. We'll have you taken care of shortly, sir." Beau opened his eyes to see a young man's face in an orange helmet and wet suit looking down at him. His fuzzy thoughts couldn't connect the man's presence with what was happening around him. He smelled smoke and something coppery and nearly gagged on the strong gas fumes that permeated the air.

      A shout reached his ears, "We found the other man! He's alive, for now."

      Someone else had called, "Keep an eye out⁠—"

      Beau couldn't make sense of any of it. It was just too damn hard to stay awake, and he was so cold. "C-ccold," he whispered, but no one came.

      As he closed his eyes, he heard gears grinding smoothly overhead and felt a swaying movement as several hands landed on him. Someone cursed, and another booming voice made him want to put his hands over his ears, "Keep searching for that boot!" Beau winced.

      Another voice. "Jesus, this is bad."

      Well, hell, he'd been right.
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      The counter on the gym's treadmill dinged when she hit the two-mile mark. Maddie had just hit her second wind as she looked down at the command center. She liked the early morning hours at Larue's local gym, Lifestyle Fitness. On weekdays the gym was busy with members exercising before work, but on Sunday morning, not so much. She had the place all to herself and thirty minutes to go before she had to be at work. She was off at the clinic but worked the regular weekend shift at the Battlefield Retreat, a halfway house for veterans.

      Maddie loved the work and being around the soldiers. Each one of them had a different story, but they were working together, learning how to turn wounds and challenges into a path forward. She studied them, hoping to figure out what the recipe was for taking disillusionment and pain and turning it into happiness. Or at the very least, peace.

      Maddie believed in the work the owner, Kelly Mitchell, was doing. Apparently Ridge Romano had too, having selected the Battlefield Retreat for a $100,000 grant last Christmas. There'd been a turnaround for several of the temporary residents there just in the last month. The place had maxed out before the paint was even dry on the Rec-room and pavement poured for the basketball court.

      A key sounded at the front door, and another member walked in. It was Jim Paxton, the grocery store manager from right there in the shopping center. Maddie nodded as she hit the three-mile mark.

      After stowing his duffle back in his locker, he grabbed the remote from the TV stand and aimed it at the TV. Maddie groaned inwardly. She rarely had company this early and hadn't brought a headset or earbuds to block out the sound, so she'd just have to endure whatever the man selected.

      Flipping through news channels and the early morning As-Seen-on-TV infomercials—thank you, Jesus—he landed on the Sirius streams and chose one with hits from the last decade. She could deal with that, she thought, as the strains of "Home" by Philip Phillips came through the speakers. She met Jim's grin and matched his pace. His feet stuttered a couple of times until he matched his steps to the beat. She liked a good hard beat occasionally, especially if her energy was flagging. It gave her an extra adrenaline boost.

      Maddie watched the miles per hour climb to almost 4.0 and then the music abruptly changed to a slower pace, a great beat but more of a cool-down speed. She pressed the controls, intending to scale her speed back to around 2.8 when the familiar tune hit her like a freight train. Her heart froze in her chest, and if she hadn't been gripping the handles, she'd have fallen off the platform.

      Everything around her fell away and became almost dreamlike as she was transported, her chest aching, images coming so fast she squeezed her eyes shut, immersed in the deepest well of emotion, memories too good to forget, too painful not to want to. Ultimately, the pain won out, and she choked.

      She was vaguely aware of the gym manager glancing in her direction. She wanted to stop listening, needed to start breathing, and get off the blasted machine. But she was held by invisible chains of the music and lyrics of a song—their song—the one she'd banned from her iPod, car radio, house, her computer because it made her crave what she couldn't have..  What couldn't be.

      Her sense of time and space returned gradually, and the first thing she noticed was Jim, his finger pressing the down arrow on her control panel, reducing her speed. "Ms. Hart. Are you okay?"

      The music ended, and she almost cried, "No," but he was standing there staring at her, concerned. She stumbled to an uneven halt. Stay on your feet, girl.

      "Maddie, are you all right?" She blinked and looked down at her feet. She had a ridiculous urge to ask whose feet they were. Jim's hand detached the safety plug from its magnetic placeholder. She followed the hand up his body to his kind face.

      She inhaled, finally, and blood began to pump through her veins; her brain switched back on to take in the room—Jim, and then, following his compassionate gaze, she raised her fingers to her face and felt the tears on her cheeks. Oh, God. Her eyes went wide as they locked onto his face. His showed nothing but compassion, no humor and no derision. He just asked softly, "Can I call someone for you? Get you some water?"

      Maddie shook her head, embarrassed. Five minutes had flown by while she relived—no, don't go there again. Get out of here. "I'm fine, Jim. Thanks for your concern. I…don't know what that was about."

      He probably knew that was a lie.

      She thanked him again for his kindness and grabbed her keys, not looking in his direction again for fear she'd spot him on the phone posting her tearful face to some Facebook page where she'd be confronted by untold questions from friends. But as she walked to her car, she glanced back through the window to see him walking again, glancing toward her car to make sure the crazy hysterical woman was sane enough to drive. That was the question of the day, wasn’t it?

      Sitting behind the wheel, Maddie realized her hands were shaking violently, tears were flowing again, and she felt as if she might actually pass out. Only Tom's concerned and prolonged gaze on her vehicle spurred her to get moving  and pull her seatbelt on. Thank God her car had push start because she didn't think she'd have been able to get the key into the slender key slot of a traditional model.

      She made herself smile at him as if it was all a big lie, as if she hadn't just lost it on a stupid treadmill. Play the part. She was fine, just cranking up her little Honda to head to work, but she could tell by his hesitant nod he didn't believe it.

      She told herself to just get around the corner to the next parking lot, then she could stop and pull herself together. She put the car in Park a quarter of a mile later and leaned forward, plopping her forehead onto her hands at the top of the steering wheel.

      Her mind was in a fog—in neither the past or the present. She'd rigidly controlled what she'd allowed herself to think about for months, and it was as if now that the gate had opened she didn't have the will—or the desire—to lock it away again.

      Maddie groaned. Maybe she should just admit that she needed to see him again. Oh, that was a dangerous road to go down, one that would lead nowhere. Not only had she banned the music that reminded her of them together, but she hadn't watched a TV report or movie, had placed all of her pictures in a box under the bed, and avoided the online tabloids as well.

      It was an addiction, that's what it was. She should check herself into rehab until she could get better. But not an addiction to drugs—her drug was gone—out of her life. She'd tried to rid her house of all the tempting remnants, mementos, pictures, and still the ache inside her chest when she let down her guard nearly sent her to her knees.

      Besides, he'd been on her mind for good reason. There'd been reports in the media about an accident on the set of his latest movie. And no one had heard from him except for a brief message to Vic saying he was all right.

      Why had she thought she could handle those emotions, will them away as if they were insignificant? And of course, that was when Ducane Beauregard Larue was on the other side of the country, in Hollywood. What would she do if he was here? Her hand strayed to her chest as if that would slow the sudden quickening of her heart. She dropped her head back into her hands.

      A horn sounded on the highway, and Madison shook herself back to the present. She closed her eyes and filled her lungs with a deep, restorative breath. Releasing it seconds later, she told herself she was ready to begin her day again. She'd go back to the house, take a shower and get to work. Then her day would get better. It always did somehow when she was working around the former soldiers.

      What was it about the place? She knew, but she felt like a loser for saying it. It was one of two places she felt like she mattered, like she made a difference—there and at the imaging center, where she worked as a mammographer.

      Raven was waiting on the porch for her. The scruffy little cat had shown up the last time she'd seen Beau, drenched and cold needing a place to call home. Holding her up to her cheek, she let the kitten's enthusiastic purring comfort them both then filled her bowl with food and ran for the shower. Fifteen minutes later, in black jeans and a gray t-shirt with the gym's logo on it, she bounded down the steps toward her car.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      The stately farmhouse had quite a presence, even from a distance. Once the center of a vast cotton plantation, the former two-story antebellum farmhouse sat atop ten massive brick columns and still delivered an impression of a well-maintained working plantation. Surrounded by three barns, a pasture, and fields currently disced for one of many southern crops, the long, straight driveway was lined with live oaks and neatly groomed.

      As she drew closer and pulled her car into the small lot near the back of the main house, Maddie admired once again the brick and wood reconstruction. From the fourteen-foot windows on the main floor, residents could see the land stretch all the way across the fields to the woods on one side of the house and view boats entering the Rainbow Bayou harbor from the lake on the other.

      Maddie locked her door and took the wide, thick oak steps up to the second-floor kitchen. Kelly had done an amazing job of taking the old, broken-down house and outbuildings and turning it into this haven for wounded soldiers, and it wasn't the first time the house had reached out to those in need of refuge. It had a long history from the Civil War to more recently, being one of the few homes people could run to when the bayous rose. The builder had had special insights to build it on those columns above flood stage.

      It had been decades since the last floodwaters threatened the house, so Kelly was using the lower level as a garage of sorts for four-wheelers, lawn mowers, small tractors and other equipment. This had freed up one shed to be remodeled as a recreation area for the men.

      The retreat had been completed on time with the help of a grant from Ridge for the beds, kitchen, and Rec center equipment. It was just starting to fill with returning soldiers who needed a place to heal their souls while they transitioned to their lives at home. Kelly was a veteran herself who'd returned from her tour determined to make a difference at home.
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      Stepping into the kitchen, Maddie found her friend pulling two giant pans of biscuits from the oven. "What's for breakfast, Kel?"

      Kelly smiled. "Grits, eggs, country ham, red-eye gravy, biscuits, and plenty of fresh fruit. Can you dump that fruit into a bowl?"

      After Maddie set it on the long farm-style table, Kelly said, "I'll bet there are some hungry mouths waiting for the bell. You want to ring it?"

      "Sure." Maddie grabbed the large metal spoon Kelly used to hit the big brass bell and slapped it five times. The bell was more of a ritual than a necessity since two dozen hungry men waited patiently just outside, but Maddie rang it to fulfill everyone's expectations as the men filed up the stairs.

      Kelly called out as they filed in, "We got lucky today, no rain, so if you want to eat outside, just pick up a paper plate and put your trash in the bin by the picnic tables downstairs when you're done as usual, okay?"

      One man walking on two curved metal "feet" sort of rocked over to her and Kelly on two metal blades. He had a big grin as he approached. "Kel, I knew you put on a spread, but red-eye gravy and country ham? God, I haven't been treated this well since I was a kid." He leaned down and gave her a peck on the cheek. "Who's your friend?" he asked, looking over at Maddie.

      Maddie stuck her hand out. He took hers in a firm grip. "I'm Rand Dixon."

      "Madison Hart," she said, smiling.

      Kelly said, "Rand and I served together in Afghanistan. He had a close encounter with a tank."

      Maddie wasn't sure what to say. She felt like saying she was sorry for his loss, but his demeanor and the smile on his face told her he didn't feel a loss. At least he wasn't looking for sympathy. He seemed to have adjusted to his new reality just fine.

      "Nice to meet you, Maddie." He turned back to Kelly. "I'll be here about a week and then I'm going to some special facility Ridge knows about where they retrain soldiers so they can get in line to return to the field. It takes special authorization."

      "You want to go back?" Maddie was surprised, but also disgusted with herself. It was none of her business, and she didn't want to offend him.

      "Yes, ma'am. Just because I lost my legs doesn't mean I can't still serve. I've got new ones." He grinned. "If you'll excuse me…"

      Maddie stared at Rand's retreating back. "Wow."

      "He's a special one, all right. As far back as I can remember, Rand wanted to serve, and he wanted to make a career out of it. So it will take a steel wall and a huge setback for him not to achieve his dream. I'd put money on his chances."

      Kelly turned to the line of men coming through the door to the kitchen as Maddie thought about Beau. A "steel wall", Kelly had said. That's what Beau ran into. Going into the service had been his dream from the time he'd understood about his father's service, even after he'd lost him in the Gulf War and gone to live with Sam and Victoria and their brood. That had only reinforced his goals, what with his Aunt Victoria being a career Navy commander.

      When Madison met Beau that fateful day in the junior high parking lot, he'd been coming from gymnastics practice. After they'd started going together, he was always training at some kind of physically challenging sport. He was the local champion in martial arts and the captain of the shooting team. All of it was preparation for the day he would sign on the dotted line.

      Beau hadn't been singularly focused, though. With role models like his aunt and uncle and raised amid a large family spread across two generations, it wasn't surprising that she and Beau discussed having a family when they talked about the future. He wanted a career in the Navy; he felt that would give him the financial stability to allow her to get her degree in pharmacology. They both agreed on career and education first, and then they would talk about a family.

      He was just like the rest of the clan; they had powerful instincts for what would make them happy the minute they saw it. Maddie wanted the same things, but most of all she wanted Beau to be happy. By their second year in college, Beau had the classes he needed to enter the Navy as an officer. They'd celebrated the night before his appointment, made love by the lake under the stars and talked once again about their plans.

      "How many kids do you want, Beau?" she'd asked him. She'd seen his sweet way with the little kids he helped after school for extra credit.

      He smiled. "I never really thought about it." But Maddie knew he'd thought about it. "It must have been crazy growing up with the horde." The horde was the affectionate name for the older Larue siblings, all girls, and the Commander, Beau's aunt who'd served all her life in the Navy while his uncle stayed home to raise their family and Beau. She couldn't imagine living with a big family, having grown up an only child, alone and in foster care by the time she was ten.

      "I was always around a lot of kids, mostly cousins and their children. I didn't tire of it though. I can be swayed as to the number, but at least one or two." She'd stared into his eyes and dreamed about their children running around, having been alone until she met him. She was ready to share her future with him, his family, and the one they would make together.

      Maddie sighed, the melancholy of the morning settling on her once again. She set her stool aside and looked out at the men sitting shoulder to shoulder eating and at Kelly going from table to table. She could hear their conversations from a story up through the screened window. She should be down there doing what Kelly was doing, but her mind kept replaying the last days with Beau as a couple.

      Beau had had such optimism that night. His smiles had been for her, but also for the future he'd planned for his whole life. But everything changed for him, for them, when the Navy rejected him because of his physical, which had shown a deterioration of his kidney function.

      She'd asked if he'd felt the change, experienced symptoms. He'd actually avoided answering. She knew then that he had suspected something was wrong, but had hoped against hope, or maybe he'd been in denial, that it wouldn't show up in the exam.

      And he'd kept trying, only to receive one rejection after another. Maddie realized then that he had a serious health problem, but he'd stopped discussing it with her. He was determined to prove the military wrong.

      After the rejection, it was as if he'd simply unplugged from their relationship, and then he left for Hollywood. His depiction of a hell-raising mercenary in a bit part had landed him an action movie, and years of conditioning for a military career had given him a leg up on the competition for stunt work. After his first Stone movie, Thunder in the Sky, his success had been assured.

      Maddie had read he got more than ten million dollars for his most recent movie, but she didn't search the rags for stories about him anymore. It just made her yearn for the past and want to see him again. Just one last time, like a fire burning away the last vestiges of fuel, and then she'd call it done.

      Really, she would.
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      She made her way down to the outside dining area, but there wasn't much cleanup required. The men were military-trained and cleaned up their tables, emptied the trash, and moved on to the work Kelly had lined out for them. Maddie was here to help Kelly with the administrative duties, to run errands, and as an added female presence when there were no female service members on site. But by 4:00pm she'd done all she could do with the invoices until Kelly looked them over, and it was time to get home to Raven, who would be wondering where her momma was.

      She took the long way home though, for some reason, and winding through the moss-laden cypresses near the lake's less populated side, she realized she was on the road leading to Beau's cabin. Not entirely surprised, after all, he'd been on her mind since early that morning, she glanced over and gasped when she saw the filtered light coming through the curtains in one window. Someone was there.

      When she got to the end of the driveway, she turned left—and cursed. What was she doing? But Maddy knew where she was headed. She was obsessed, and she had to get this out of her system. She'd just drive by Beau's house…why? What did she think she was going to accomplish? Ever since that morning, she'd had the feeling, call it an awareness that she needed to do something.

      She tossed her hand in the air. Like what? Now, she felt it—the sure sense that this was it. She just had to make herself do this one thing, and maybe then she could shake off the feeling that her life wasn't her own. She just needed another dose of reality so that when he came home, when his latest release hit the theaters, she wouldn't ache to see him. Like now.

      Her foot hit the brake, and she slid to a stop, surprised. Shaken.

      And here he was. Home.

      Maddie saw Beau's Range Rover in the drive. Her foot pressed harder on the brake. What was he doing home? Why hadn't she heard? Did his family know? Surely Buffy would have mentioned it, but maybe not, given their past. And Del, who surely would have been contacted by the movie studio to provide some kind of security, not that Beau ever wanted it in his hometown.

      They probably thought Beau could sneak in and out of Larue without Maddie being aware and getting upset. But she wasn't upset. Sure, her heart was racing, and she could feel the hand on the wheel guiding it to the right, turning her car toward his front door. What was she doing? This was crazy. Surely she would come to her senses by the time she got to the first live oak. But then she was idling in front of the porch and turning the key in the ignition. Then she was walking toward his front door, like a dying star being pulled toward an invisible source of life, or into a giant black hole.
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      Beau leaned against the porch railing, inhaling the scent of home, a combination of swamp water, bugs, humidity and clean air. No smog, no noise, no traffic. He sighed. He'd forgotten how much he missed it. But peace was far from him when he thought of his reasons for coming home. Once again, he was a failure. Six years ago, his most fervent goal had been dashed by the one organization he'd hoped to build his future with, the US Navy, followed by all the other branches and any subsidiary thereof.

      So, he'd taken an offer from the producer he'd met after doing a bit part in a Louisiana movie and moved to Hollywood. He'd show them, he'd thought. Show them he could physically handle the job, tough enough to make it in a tough business, and able to shine a positive light on the service even in that career. He'd done it, too. But hadn't he known it wasn't meant to be?

      His father's death while serving hadn't doused his belief that he would have a career in the service, but losing his mom and then having his own health issues as a kid gave him a different perspective, one that wasn't necessarily positive.

      Reflecting now, Beau had to wonder if maybe he'd been gung-ho to be in special forces for a different reason. Had he had some kind of death wish all along? Had this latest event been unavoidable?

      He didn't really believe he'd allowed another boat to run over him and end his movie career. It just didn't make sense. But maybe he really didn't care what happened to him, knowing it was inevitable. And now, what did he have to offer anyone?

      Gravel crunching on the driveway made him back toward the door. He hadn't called anyone to tell them he was coming home. The studio had his Range Rover delivered after he went in the hospital, a sign that they didn't need him for more movies. He'd taken a taxi from the airport, which had been expensive as hell, but he couldn't drive yet.

      He slipped inside and peered out at the driveway. He didn't recognize the late-model Honda that rolled to a stop in front of the porch, but he'd seen the face that stared at the house from the other side of the windshield in his dreams, many times. Maddie. He swore.

      How had she known—wait, maybe she didn't know. Maybe she was just driving by and saw the Range Rover. Curious as a kitten. His heart squeezed once, then he inhaled and cleared his head. He couldn't let on that her presence was affecting him. She didn't need this. She definitely didn't need him. He hadn't worked all this time at staying away from her just to ruin it the first time he saw her again.

      He leaned against the inside of the door, pretending not to be home. Go away, Maddie. But he didn't know if he was willing her to go away or to knock.

      He heard her step onto the porch and stand there, probably wondering the same thing. Should she knock or drive away? Back against the door, he gave in to the enticing draw of being so close to her, even with all that wood in between. Would she smell like she used to, of that special floral perfume she loved so much?

      He could remember the softness of her skin, almost feel her firm legs wrapped around him. A step on the porch made his eyes fly open, and he realized he'd been daydreaming about her. His jaw clenched as he threw up his guard once again.

      This couldn't happen. He'd put on that face, the one Stone was famous for—taciturn, hard, emotionless. He was an actor, so he'd act.
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      When the door swung open, he was proud of his performance—cool, detached, like his character, Stone. He steeled himself to inhale her, feast on her with his eyes, her quiet sincerity reminding him that he'd almost slipped and succumbed to her gentleness and caring over the Christmas holidays.

      Letting her go had been the hardest thing he'd ever done, and he'd done it twice. The first time had been five years ago when he'd been turned down by the Navy, the Army, and the Marines, and finally, the reserves. He was defective—deemed not tough enough or durable enough to make the grade.

      He'd known kidney problems came with a limited lifespan—case in point, his mother. When he found out for sure he suffered from the same illness, he'd set Madison free, placing himself into a kind of hell away from her, and then he set out to prove them all wrong. He was tough and he would be a success using his physical skills, the skills he'd honed for a military Special Forces career, or die trying.

      Beau watched her gaze as she took in everything about him, starting with his eyes, his upper body and then down to where the hem of his jeans dangled halfway up his calf.

      He'd almost succeeded. Her shocked and tearful gaze met his, and he knew he couldn't keep up the pretense of indifference. This was Maddie, and she'd always cared—too much. Apparently, as hard as he'd tried to make her turn away from him, that hadn't changed.

      He stepped back, using a crutch to push the door open, silently admitting her.

      She hurried in as if she were afraid he'd change his mind, but once she was inside, he acknowledged, or his body did at least, the joy of having her near, in the same room. Even under these circumstances—maybe especially so.
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      The door closed behind Maddie, and she sagged against it. Then she just stared at him, drank in his wonderful scent, the fine black hair sprinkled at the open neck of his shirt, his strong forearms clinging to the crutch.

      Frowning, she looked into those piercing green eyes, so intense and so lovely. He'd been trying to intimidate her at the door. She knew that but once she saw what he was hiding, there was nothing that could stop her from knowing how he was. She knew when he gave it up.

      She wasn't one of his fangirls who lived for a tough ‘love 'em and leave 'em if only for a night’ hero. When she looked at him she saw only her Beau, the boy she'd fallen in love with when she was fourteen, the one she'd given herself to when she was seventeen, and the man she'd planned on making a life with until their plans had been ripped away. He'd been her knight in shining armor, the one who saved her life that night after the junior prom when the team wrestler—she couldn't even remember his name—had attacked her. He'd thought because she was a girl she would be easy pickin's.

      But Maddie had been a scrapper. She'd had to be, coming from the foster homes and moving from some of the roughest areas of New Orleans to this parish. She'd been blessed to land in Larue and through her part-time jobs while she completed her degree in radiology, she'd made friends with Buffy, Del and two of Luc's sisters. They knew what a devastating blow the rejection had been for both of them, so when the fiasco over the Christmas holidays happened, they'd shown up on Christmas Day, pushed her into their car and took her four-wheeler riding. That's when Grandpa Earl gave her his sage advice: "It'll go as it's meant to be."

      Now here she was with the man who owned her soul, standing silent, waiting as if he expected the worst. Of course he did. Her heart burst open with love, and she stepped forward, wrapping her arms around his waist and sighing against his chest, "Oh, Beau."

      For a second, he hesitated, then his arms came around her. She felt his sigh as he dropped his head to hers and held her tight.
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      Beau was going to pretend to be pissed that she'd disturbed his privacy but as soon as he opened the door and came face to face with her, he knew he wasn't going to be able to act as if nothing had changed, because nothing was the same, except Maddie. He wanted her so badly he might just take her right here, against the door.

      Where was that coming from? Man, do you really think she'll be interested after she sees what's left of you? He felt her arms circle his waist as she hugged him, her cheek against his chest. He stiffened, but she held on, willing him not to push her away, for himself, not for her. He knew this because despite how they'd ended, Maddie always thought of other people's needs before her own.

      Some would call that a defect, but Beau knew it was Maddie's strength, though she probably didn't know it. It was one of the things that had always drawn him to her: the goodness and caring at her core. Which just made him feel like slime every time he hurt her.
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      He pulled away and leaned awkwardly on the doorjamb, the fabric at the leg of his jeans dangling loose. Maddie could read the tension in every stiff muscle and every tick of his jaw, and the pain in his expression nearly broke her down, but she knew it wouldn't help him to see her tears. Tonight, she'd cry for him, but right now, she needed to know how he was and what had happened. Finally, she saw him relax and shrug, acknowledging, whether he wanted to admit it or not, that he was tired and alone.

      Alone, because she knew he hadn't told anyone about his injury or the accident. Vic didn't know... she was sure of it.

      "Do your folks know yet?"

      "No. I haven't been able to. . .figure out what to say, especially to Aunt Vic." He inhaled deeply and released a soulful breath. Closing his eyes, he dropped his forehead down to hers and asked, "How did you know I was here? I didn't tell anyone."

      "I just," she lied, "happened to drive by." The rise of his eyebrow said he didn't believe her. "I can't…I don't really know why I decided to drive home this way, but then I saw your light. . ." Maddie shrugged. “And I found myself on the porch." She frowned. "What happened, Beau? Why haven't you called anyone?"

      He shook his head and turned away, reaching for the crutch, and eased down onto the arm of the sofa bed, which was open. "I couldn't. The accident was sudden, and I wasn't able to call for a couple of days, and then I figured it would just be better to handle it when I got home." He let out a frustrated sigh. "Now, I'm not so sure."

      "Were you in a car accident? Did this happen on the set? We heard something about an accident." His work was dangerous. She knew he'd been hurt before, but never this badly. She avoided looking at the leg, not because she was put off by his injury but she figured he might be sensitive about it.

      His eyebrow rose in a sardonic arch, and his beautiful lips thinned. "You don't have to avoid looking at it. The foot's gone forever." His tone said he wasn't used to that yet, was still angry, upset, and knowing him as she did, uncertain.

      So, she took a good look. He raised his leg below the knee with both hands and propped his calf gingerly on the footstool. The stump ended about eight inches below his knee.

      He studied her as if he expected her to start gagging and run for the bathroom. Finally. He shrugged and started explaining. "We were doing a high-speed chase scene on the water when the actor driving the other boat had a heart attack. His boat struck mine and my leg was severed. I was lucky to live, there wasn't much left of the boats. Jason recovered, though it was touch and go. He was thrown clear. Luckily for both of us, the film crew responded quickly—there's always a medical crew on site, though they weren't prepared for an impromptu amputation. They never found the foot. Probably some satisfied shark digested it weeks ago." His smile didn't reach his eyes.

      "I'm sorry, Beau. I didn't hear anything about it on the news." Madison sat down on the chair opposite, waiting for him to answer.

      "The studio did send out a news release about an accident on set, but they didn't mention Jason's name or mine, per my request. Probably thought I would sue, but they settled a hefty sum on me to come home and 'recuperate'." He laughed humorlessly, "As if they'll be needing a gimpy ex-stuntman for a lead role anytime soon."

      "I don't know. It doesn't take away any of your appeal." Maddie smiled at him, knowing he needed the encouragement and meaning every word.

      "Yeah, well…" his voice trailed off, and he looked out through the window toward the swampy backyard. "I know I have to call the family. I just…" He shook his head.

      "Just what, Beau? Would you like me to call your Uncle Sam or Victoria?" Probably not.

      His long silence told me he was actually considering it. "How about this? I could call Sam and tell him you need to see him. Once you talk to him, it'll be easier to see the rest of the family. You're still the same man, Beau, and this won't make any difference to anyone who loves you.

      That comment hung in the air between them longer than either of them wanted.

      His shoulders relaxed. "Okay, I'm taking the coward's way out, but I'd appreciate it if you could manage to get Sam over here without Vic and the rest of the family first."

      He turned toward the kitchen, obviously trying to get on more familiar ground. "You hungry?" His eyes lifted to meet hers and she knew he'd regretted his choice of words. She wanted to let him off the hook; it was only about food. Wait, no she didn't. Those bright green irises darkened, and an unfamiliar urge to tease him surfaced. His eyes narrowed on her hand reaching across to rest on his forearm, and she remembered the old comedy line, "the devil made me do it," then she whispered, "so hungry."

      Then it was as if a spark went off between them, like a starter pistol and he reached for her.

      "Madison," he choked, his hands on either cheek. He studied her, looking into one eye, then the other. She stood her ground, holding onto him, his mouth a breath away, then he muttered, "You make me crazy," just before his lips came down on hers.

      The need was so quick and strong her senses reeled, like one of the storms that rolled in from the West. She simply reacted, gripping him, giving him everything he needed. Their kiss was fierce, filled with longing, pain, reconnection—no comfort. It was affirmation that there was plenty between them, and the answer to the question—did he still care, was he affected by her, did he still want her?

      She wanted him—God, did she. But would he regret it, think it was something she was doing simply out of pity? Maybe. . .he'd missed her as much. . .

      Yeah, he'd missed
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