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            SUMMARY

          

        

      

    

    
      You’d think that being stuck working in paradise would be, well, heaven. But for Nicky, it means the end of her career and her lifelong dream of becoming an investigative journalist. After all, nothing exciting ever happens on a small island. The only perk to the job is having to work side by side with her new scuba instructor, the charming and extremely hunky Beau.

       

      Beau has only ever wanted to be in one place his entire life. The Hawaiian Islands are the most beautiful place on Earth, and trust him, he’s been to enough places to make that determination. When he’s hired to train and oversee Nicky’s crew, he thinks it’s just another job. But then the bullets start flying and the training that he gained in his years in Special Forces are the only thing that can save the pair of them. That and his knowledge of his beautiful home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Beau Montgomery lay in the sand and looked up at the sky as his breathing calmed and his hearing returned. Small perfectly puffy clouds floated overhead, making him believe, if just for a second, that everything was calm. Just another day on the large blue rock.

      Then bits of sand and rock flew by his head as another blast sounded not far from his hiding spot. He knew he had to move. His life depended on it. But for a few precious heartbeats, his body refused to obey his mind.

      The sound of another blast had him jerking free of the trance and rolling over. He crab-crawled for as long as he could, his heavy pack and gun slowing his flight.

      There was nothing more he could do back there. He’d seen the explosion that had taken out three members of his team. Had watched their body parts fly through the air. There hadn’t even been time for them to scream. Just… death.

      He knew the Beta team was a few clicks behind the Alpha team, which he’d been a member of for the past two years.

      He pushed the names and faces of his three comrades, his three friends, to the back of his mind. What he needed to focus on now was getting away and warning the rest of the teams.

      They’d been lied to by their informant. This route was still controlled by the enemy.

      It felt like he’d been crawling for hours. His elbows and knees ached with each push forward. When the sounds of flying bullets started fading, he glanced around and figured that he could either chance it by standing up and running for his life or he could lie there in the sand and join the rest of his team.

      He jumped up and sprinted as fast as he could. He thought about dropping his pack, of leaving all of the essentials he’d carted through the desert, but he thought better of it when he realized he’d need those supplies to survive.

      He’d lost so much in a single day and, as he ran, he wondered how he was ever going to recover.

      This hadn’t even been his team’s scariest mission. They’d been on radio silence since the moment they left base two days ago. The Beta team would be a full day behind them and he had to let them know they were walking into a trap.

      Suddenly, his lifelong dream surfaced. He hadn’t thought about it in a while and a calm peace came over him the more he thought about it.

      As he ran for his life over the next day and a half, he promised himself with each step that if he made it out of the desert alive, he would follow his heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Two years later…

      

      Beau lay in the sand. This time, the sound of waves crashing a few feet away from him soothed his soul. He carried scars on the inside from that day long ago, but outside, he appeared as calm as the wind on that perfect Hawaiian day.

      “Aloha, Beau,” someone called to him.

      He didn’t even lift his head to see who it was. Instead, he just waved his hand and called out, “Aloha.”

      When he’d returned home after his retirement, he’d followed his heart, which had led him to the most beautiful place on Earth. The Hawaiian Islands.

      He’d found his home through an old friend, whose parents had handed the place down to him after their death. He’d gotten the deal of a lifetime since Mateo had been stationed in Europe and had no desire to return to his childhood home.

      Beau had spent the first year remodeling the four-bedroom place and had even built a swimming pool with his own hands. Basically, in the past two years he’d done anything and everything he could to forget that day. He’d buried his brothers and sister in arms and carried the guilt and shame of being the only survivor from Alpha team.

      “There you are,” someone said directly overhead, blocking out the sun.

      Squinting, he looked up and held in a groan. Kailani stood looking down at him, her hands on her hips. He couldn’t see the look on her face, since the sun was behind her, but most likely it was a disapproving look.

      “I have been looking for you,” Kailani said firmly. “You have a job.”

      “Today?” he groaned, knowing he sounded like a child, but he had spent the last five days rebuilding the patio off the back of his house and every muscle on his body was aching. He’d hoped for a day off lying on the beach in the sun.

      After his first year on the island, he’d been asked to help out Mateo’s family’s business. Kailani was Mateo’s younger sister. She and her extended family ran a popular snorkeling, scuba, and excursion business near the best resort on the island.

      Which meant they had a lot of business. All of the time. Kailani had pretty much blackmailed him to helping them out a few days a week. Plus, she’d hinted that he had a bunch of free time and that there would be extra spending cash to help with the remodel. Plus, there’d be a steady stream of women hanging on him. The cash he needed, the women, not so much.

      At first, he’d been thankful for the distraction and the extra cash, which had indeed helped fund his remodeling. He also liked interacting with the tourists… some of the time.

      Today was not going to be one of those days.

      “I’ve got a big spender. A group that needs some special attention for a job that might last a couple weeks. A couple of them need some scuba instruction, but for the most part, it’s just taking them out each day and babysitting. You interested?” Kailani asked, motioning to a group of four people standing near the small hut that was the business’s main office.

      He was about to make some excuse as to why he didn’t have the next couple weeks free, but then he spotted the pretty sandy-blonde woman leaning against the hut, watching them. He didn’t know what was more impressive, the fact that she looked bored while standing on the beach, or the fact that she was actually wearing heeled sandals in the sand.

      But the instant spark of lust he felt for the blonde had him realizing just how long it had been since he’d felt anything close to attraction.

      “Are you interested or not? Cuz, if not I could get—”

      “No.” He sat up and then ran his hands through his dark unruly hair, shaking the sand from it. He’d let it grow long on top, which meant it was falling in his eyes all the time now. “I’ve got this.”

      Kailani smiled and wiggled her eyebrows. “I figured as much.” She nodded towards the blonde and then turned and started walking back to the hut. “She’s a journalist. She’ll see right through your bullshit,” she threw over her shoulder with a chuckle.

      He chuckled. Kailani had grown to be like a sister to him. He’d known her since she was five, when Beau and his family had moved to Hawaii after his father had been stationed in Honolulu. Less than a year later, his father had been killed during a shooting on the military base. Some twenty-year-old kid with a semi-automatic had taken his father’s life and those of six others that day.

      Beau and his mother had lived on the island until he was sixteen, when his mother had met and married Carl, a rancher on vacation, and moved back to Wyoming with him. Two years later, Beau had joined the Forces and left the negative-degree weather behind forever.

      Dusting the sand off his board shorts, he followed Kailani back across the beach to the rental hut. He noticed the blonde’s eyes following him as he approached and tried desperately not to trip in the sand and land on his face. After all, it been several years since he’d tried to do anything that resembled flirting.

      “Aloha. Morning,” he added, stopping by the woman. “Kailani tells me you need a boat and some scuba guidance?”

      A thin, balding man in long dress pants and a short-sleeved button-up shirt stepped forward and held out his hand. “I’m Jake Drammen, this is Leo.” He motioned to a heavy-set older white guy in khaki shorts and a button-up shirt, holding several large black bags. “This is Gordy.” He motioned to a younger black man in board shorts and a tank top, whose attention was fully on a group of young women playing volleyball on the beach. “And this is—”

      “Nicole Cardone,” the blonde said, stepping forward and giving her colleague a side look. She was wearing a white wraparound skirt and a soft blue button-up shirt. He could see a bright blue swimsuit underneath the outfit. Her long blonde hair was braided and lying on her shoulder. Her face was clear of product, and he imagined wouldn’t need any. Her natural beauty was almost blinding.

      Nicole? The name was a little too formal for someone like her. He wondered instantly if she went by Nicky.

      “I’m Beau. It appears I’ll be showing you the ropes and taking you out on the water,” he said easily. “Have you got all your gear settled?” He motioned to the scuba gear.

      Jake stepped forward. “I hope you’re a professional. As I was telling Kallina here…”

      “Kailani,” Beau corrected, even though Kailani was busy and helping a couple from the resort who were renting snorkel equipment.

      “Kailani,” Jake corrected impatiently. “My crew will be filming offshore for the next few days, possibly longer.”

      “Right.” He nodded. “Are any of you certified?” he asked the crew.

      Two of them, including Nicole, raised their hands. Gordy shrugged. “I got through two lessons.”

      “This is my most experienced team. It’s why I chose them,” Jake said, sounding even more annoyed.

      “Right.” He motioned towards the docks across the sand. “After an hour of basic instructions, maybe a little more for Gordy, I’ll have you three in the water and on your way.”

      “Keep me posted,” Jake said to Nicole. “I’ll see you back at the hotel later.”

      “Right,” Nicole said with a nod before bending over and helping with the heavy scuba equipment that Kailani had already set them up with. He had his own on his boat already, along with extra oxygen tanks and other standard gear.

      Beau stooped and easily picked up a box to help.

      “Your boat?” Leo asked. “I hope she’s big enough.”

      “For the four of us?” he asked. “No doubt.”

      “How long have you been doing this?” Leo asked.

      The older man looked a little red and was already breathless, and they hadn’t even made it halfway across the sand.

      “This?” he asked, stopping, and taking the man’s heavy bag from him so that he didn’t strain himself.

      “Thanks,” Leo said. He continued to follow him towards the docks.

      “I’ve been scuba diving since I was nine. I’ve been taking others out for the past year,” he answered.

      “Only a year?” Leo asked, trying to keep up with him.

      “How many dives in Hawaii have you been on?” he asked the man since it was obvious that he needed to put the man at ease.

      “Two,” he answered.

      “How about the rest of you?” He threw the question to Nicole and Gordy.

      “Never,” Gordy answered quickly.

      “Around a dozen,” Nicole answered, sounding bored. “It’s why Jake picked me instead of…” She stopped and took a deep breath, then shook her head.

      “Have somewhere else to be?” he asked Nicole.

      “Not Hawaii,” she said under her breath.

      “Kailani didn’t mention where we were heading,” he said, giving Nicole all of his attention. He’d assumed that the crew would be heading to Shipwreck Beach like most of the tourists he took out on the water.

      “We’ll be going about thirty miles west,” Nicole answered.

      Beau’s eyebrows shot up. “What’s thirty miles out?” he asked, already knowing but asking anyway as they stepped onto the dock.

      “Something, I hope,” she answered under her breath.

      He stopped at the Ho’omau and set the box and bag down. “This is us.” He motioned to his boat. It had taken over a month for him to sand and repaint the hull himself.

      “Nice,” Gordy said, jumping on board and looking around the powder-blue double-decker Viking 77.

      “This is all ours for the duration?” Leo asked as he stepped on board.

      “She’s mine, but I’ll let you ride in her,” he joked as he helped Nicole cross onto the deck.

      She took his hand and started to step over the gap but stopped.

      “What does…”—she glanced down at the bold black letters he’d painted on the back— “Ho’omau, mean?”

      “Steady as you go,” he answered with a smile.

      She seemed to think about it for a moment, then nodded and passed over the gap.

      “You can store the scuba gear in the bins there.” He motioned to the long white storage areas along the back of the boat. “We’ll put your camera gear inside out of the weather,” he told Leo before he gathered the rest of the stuff and stepped on board himself.

      “In here,” he told Leo and Gordy, who followed him across the main deck on the back of the boat. After all of their scuba gear was stored, all three of them followed him up the few steps into the main cabin area.

      His boat wasn’t the nicest or biggest around the islands, but it was close. He’d decided to splurge, since he planned on spending a lot of time on it. And, besides that, it had already paid for itself with charters he’d earned over the past year.

      Stepping into the main cabin, he took the left stairs to below deck.

      “You can store your equipment in one of the quarters.” He ducked at the base of the stairs and opened the door to one of the two crew quarters. Each one had two bunkbeds and shared a bathroom across the narrow hall.

      “Wow,” Gordy gasped as he stepped past Beau. “Why don’t we just stay here instead of that stuffy resort?”

      Leo grunted in response. Gordy turned as the heavier man was struggling to get down the narrow staircase.

      “Right,” Gordy said. “Sorry, Leo. I forgot you don’t like being on the water.”

      “You don’t?” Beau asked, concerned. “You don’t get seasick, do you?”

      “No, just… I’m claustrophobic,” Leo answered.

      “Oh. Then go ahead and head back upstairs. We’ll store all this.” He took the bag from Leo’s hands and then motioned towards the stairs.

      When they were alone, Gordy shook his head. “I’m not sure why the boss wanted Leo on this assignment. The dude is a week away from a heart attack. I don’t know how he’s going to…” The man shut his mouth suddenly and shook his head. “There were younger cameramen.”

      “Well, there’s no substitute for experience,” he said, setting down the last bag. “All this is cameras?”

      “Cameras and other equipment we’ll need.”

      Since the man was in a talkative mood, he figured he’d get a little more info out of him.

      “What does Nicole do?” he asked.

      “Nicky? She’s the journalist. The one we put in front of those.” He shook his head. “A damn good one too. I’ve only worked with her a few times, but damn… the girl is good.”

      So she did go by Nicky, Beau thought with a smile as the man continued to talk.

      “I’m not sure why they decided to move her here though. She had a promising career in San Fran.” He shook his head.

      “She lives here?” he asked, interested.

      Gordy shrugged. “Until they decide to relocate her again.”

      “What is it you three are actually filming thirty miles out?” he asked after he realized the man had been avoiding the topic.

      “Um.” Gordy’s eyes moved to the door. “We’d better head out, don’t you think? Losing daylight and all.”

      “Right.” He started up the stairs and found Leo and Nicky talking in the main cabin area.

      “This is certainly more than we’d expected,” Nicky said, motioning to the cabin.

      “We aim to please,” he said casually. “So, before we embark, there are a few safety features that we need to talk about.” While he ran through where all the life vests and fire extinguishers were located on the boat, he watched Nicky closely and wondered if she felt the same pull of attraction that he did.
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      What the hell was she doing in Hawaii? She had been a few heartbeats away from a promotion to top investigative journalist at Shock Wave Editorials back in San Francisco, a position she’d been vying for since moving there almost three years ago.

      Plus, she was supposed to be halfway around the world at her cousin Isabella’s wedding tomorrow in Venice.

      Instead, Jake had convinced everyone that she should be assigned to Maui for the next few months so she could take lead on this story. She liked the lead part, but the story? Not so much. Jake claimed it would be the story of the century, but he’d barely divulged any details to her yet. He’d said he would give her more details after meeting his informant and before he headed back to the mainland.

      For the next four weeks, she was going to be stuck on a boat off the coast of Maui. And for what? A hint of a story that may or may not be true? She doubted that Jake knew what was going on himself. From what she had researched herself, there was no evidence of any conspiracy or even a threat of one. This story was a waste.

      She still didn’t understand why Jake had chosen her for this project. Her only working theory was that he was trying to keep her from getting the lead position back home. That’s what she’d been thinking the entire trip across the ocean. Then she’d stepped into the dining room of the hotel late the previous night and had caught Jake and a very busty blonde making out in the bar.

      She’d never been so angry. Her boss had dragged her across the ocean so that he could sit in an upscale resort and have an affair on the company’s dime.

      Then, during their breakfast meeting, he’d told them that he wouldn’t be joining them out on the water that day. He claimed that he’d eaten something off and wasn’t feeling well, but she knew. She’d seen the blonde woman standing around the outdoor tiki bar, looking bored and glancing their way several times.

      After the three of them had finished getting fitted for both snorkeling and scuba gear, which they would be using for the duration, she’d watched Kailani walk across the sand and get their tour guide.

      Just seeing the sexy, shirtless hunk lying in the sand had her heartrate spiking. Her only defense when his rich brown eyes had landed on her across the sand was to look bored.

      He moved like an islander, as if there was no power on earth that could make him hurry. He was either dark complected or extremely tan.

      She’d tried to maintain the bored look all through his introductions. She’d succeeded with her ruse up until Beau had taken her hand and helped her step onto the boat. When his hand had taken hers, she’d about lost her cool. She’d said the first thing that had come into her mind and asked what the name of the boat meant.

      Steady as you go. Yeah, that described the man to a tee. He was steady. Rock solid and full of yummy muscles that she’d like to play with.

      He remained shirtless, which meant she had plenty of time to admire all the toned muscles that ran across his arms and chest and down over his stomach and hips. God, that little spot just above his hips that dipped… She shook her head clear.

      She tried very hard to avoid looking at his stomach area so she wouldn’t get caught gawking, but hell, he was too delicious.

      While he showed her and Gordy around the boat and talked about all the safety measures, she tried to focus on what he was saying. Really, she did.

      The boat was gorgeous. She’d never been on a yacht before, but this was what she’d imagined it would look like. It was probably smaller than a full-blown yacht, but not by much.

      Below deck, there were two full-sized bedrooms, by boat standards, and two smaller ones that held two bunkbeds each. There were three bathrooms and a half bath up on the main level, which Leo was grateful for since he claimed he was claustrophobic and didn’t want to go down the stairs again.

      She’d only worked with Leo a few times before and had worked with Gordy even less. She would have preferred her regular camerawoman, Kathia, and her normal sound engineer, Steven. Kat knew just how to get Nicky in the right light, and she worked great with Steven. But Leo’s reputation preceded him at the network, and he was Jake’s right-hand man for some reason.

      Still, she wondered why this crew? Leo was seriously overweight, and Gordy was inexperienced with diving. She knew that both Kat and Steven were scuba certified since she’d gone on another job with them late last year.

      “So, were to?” Beau asked, breaking into her thoughts.

      She had the directions on her phone. Jake had sent them to her earlier that morning during their meeting. He’d also told her that it was imperative that their mission remain secret. He didn’t want all the locals spreading the word about what they were doing and where they were diving.

      Their informant had stressed to Jake that if the wrong people knew what they were looking into, there could be trouble.

      What kind of trouble could someone get into on a small island anyway? It was Hawaii, not the Middle East, a place Nicky had been to twice in the past three years.

      “Just head west,” she answered, following Beau up a narrow set of stairs. Her eyes bored into his backside. The board shorts didn’t cling to him but were tight enough that her imagination could fill in the rest.

      At least she’d have something nice to look at while she chased a stupid dead end that Jake had probably made up in the first place so that he could get her out of the way and get a paid vacation with his lover. At least she’d have a nice tan by the time she went home.

      Her bad mood was spreading as she followed Beau up the narrow stairs to what she assumed was the topmost level of the massive boat. At least she wouldn’t be stuck in a small fishing boat like the last time she’d been on assignment on the water.

      She’d been researching the disappearance of a family on a private yacht off the coast of Florida. The tragic ending hadn’t been the one everyone was hoping for, but at least the husband, who had faked his own death after killing his young wife, was now rotting in a cell thanks to her. Their young son, whom he’d kidnapped, was now safe with the wife’s sister.

      This trip was nothing like that one. The more she thought about the treasure hunt, the more she realized she should have submitted her resume to a few more companies last month when she’d thought about switching jobs. But, as with most things she did, she’d waffled and ended up on a wild goose chase.

      “So, princess.” Beau smiled at her. She knew he was trying to flirt, but she was in no way a princess.

      “Nope,” she said, shaking her head.

      “Yeah.” He chuckled. “It sounded wrong the moment it left my lips. You’re more of a koa.” He nodded. “Warrior,” he translated for her.

      She nodded, liking the sound of it much more. She was a warrior. She needed to be. “Sure, whatever,” she said with a shrug.

      “It would be helpful to have more information than just ‘head west’” he said, motioning to one of the three black leather chairs that sat next to the captain’s chair. She took the seat next to his as he started the boat.

      “For now, just head out.” She watched as he picked up a walkie talkie and coordinated their departure with a dock hand, who untied them from the docks. “Why such a big boat?” she asked as they made their way slowly out of the port.

      He glanced over at her. “Most tourists want to take long fishing trips or cruise around the islands and spend a few nights letting the waves rock them to sleep.” He shrugged. “I wouldn’t think you’d complain.”

      “I’m not, it’s just…” She shrugged. “It seems a little overkill for a scuba and snorkeling guide.”

      “It is.” He chuckled. “It’s my private vessel. Kailani asked me to lend a hand, and the Ho’omau came with me.”

      “Are you a native?” she asked, curious.

      “My mother is half Hawaiian. She’s in
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