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            A REAL GOOD BAD THING

          

        

      

    

    
      I live my life by three simple rules. Don’t mix business with pleasure. Always work solo. And family comes first.

      

      But when I head to the tropics for a quick job and meet a fiery woman who makes my pulse roar, I can’t resist bending the first rule for her. 

      

      Trouble is, after we spend a scorching night together on the beach, I discover she’s my new enemy. The quick-witted and clever beauty is on a treasure hunt for the same damn prize – beating me in a race to find millions in stolen diamonds.

      

      See you later, sexy stranger.

      

      Too bad I keep bumping into my gorgeous rival all over this tropical paradise as we chase clues. 

      

      Maybe it’s better to partner up. But the more time we spend together sneaking into nightclubs and art galleries the harder it is to keep my hands off her. And soon, I'm not just sleeping with my very irresistible enemy.

      

      I’m starting to give her my heart.

      

      That breaks my biggest rule of all. Don’t ever fall in love. Because it always screws you over.

      

      This Jake Hawkins & Ruby Ashley’s Romance. Tropes include: rivals-to-lovers, vacation romance, and romantic adventure.
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        By Lauren Blakely

      

        

      
        To be the first to find out when all of my upcoming books go live click here!

      

        

      
        PRO TIP: Add lauren@laurenblakely.com to your contacts before signing up to make sure the emails go to your inbox!

      

        

      
        Did you know this book is also available in audio and paperback on all major retailers? Go to my website for links!

      

        

      
        For content warnings for this title, go to my site.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      A Real Good Bad Thing takes place in Flamingo Key. This is a fictionalized version of a Florida Key, quite bigger than Key West, farther west, and accessible by plane.

      

      *Note: A Real Good Bad Thing is a complete rewrite of the 2016 two-book duet The Jewel Series. The two-book storyline has been rewritten from 3rd person to 1st person, presented now in a complete standalone, and with entirely new characterizations, motivations and dialogue for the MCs, as well as a new location. In short, it’s a new story, inspired by one that is now off sale completely.*
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            THE TEN-MILLION-DOLLAR QUESTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      

      Always knock first.

      It was a simple rule, but it could save a ton of time and trouble. If someone was inside, you could feign being a delivery guy who got the wrong address. If someone wasn’t inside, well, that was often good news.

      Standing flush against the wall by the entrance to the flat, I had a view of the hallway, the stairs, and the door. No sign of anyone watching me.

      I knocked then pressed my ear to the door, listening for a cough, a bit of chitchat, any hint of activity. My intel said the flat should have been empty, but I didn’t take chances. If the guys were inside, I’d have to improvise, but it sounded like I was in luck. Nothing but silence.

      Another scan of the cramped hallway—all was quiet. I took my lockpicks from the back pocket of my jeans, quickly worked open the old French lock, and then slipped inside the thimble-size studio apartment.

      The place reeked of rotten fruit, moldy bread, and unwashed laundry, even though one of the windows was open, letting in a ghost of a Parisian twilight breeze.

      Trying to breathe only through my mouth, I rifled through a few cupboards and drawers, then crouched to spy under the couch.

      Nothing there but papers, dust bunnies, and bottle caps.

      Where could it be? I turned in a tight circle, hunting for nooks, crannies, and hiding places, and noticed a small bureau in the corner, piled high with clothes. Something about the bureau called to me in a whisper to see what was inside. My fingertips tingled. Kneeling between mountains of dirty clothes, I eased open the bureau doors and held in a whoop of victory when I spotted the prize.

      A gorgeous, glorious Stradivarius.

      With a new, long, and unsightly scratch down the body.

      I ground my teeth, cursing the bastard who’d treated such a precious thing with so little care.

      Come to Daddy. Those bastards don’t deserve you.

      I reached in and gently grasped the instrument by the neck. With the other hand, I unzipped my backpack and took out the violin case I’d brought. Because a goddamn Strad needed a goddamn padded ride. Once I’d tucked the rare instrument in the case and the case in the large backpack, you could just make out the distinctive shape under the nylon of the pack. So be it. No one would likely get close enough to see it, and if they did, well, I’d handle it.

      I’d just slipped the strap over my shoulder when voices floated through the window from the courtyard below. Bits of French conversation. Yup. You couldn’t trust easy. Someone was always lurking around a corner.

      Adrenaline surged, my heart pumping with the thrill of getting the hell out of Dodge with the prize. I closed the bureau—the only thing I’d disturbed—crossed the apartment in two strides and slipped out, shutting the door behind me. Adjusting the pack to hang low on my back, I headed to the stairs at a steady pace, sliding on a pair of sunglasses before I reached the foyer.

      Nope. Nothing to see here. Just an average guy, visiting friends in this building.

      I strolled past the mailboxes, even holding the door for the two men entering, which just happened to put my back to the wall until they went past. They didn’t thank me—just headed to the stairs without sparing me a glance.

      I ducked out the door into the warm early summer evening. Lucky break? Yeah, I’d take that. But now it was time to move.

      I hoofed it across the courtyard, keeping my gaze fixed on the street ahead, a few cars surging past and the footpath lined with locals and tourists alike. I was careful not to look like I was in a hurry. I’d been tracking the Strad for nearly a month, the last week of that here in Paris. I just had to get to the street, where I could blend in with the crowd, hail a taxi, and head for the airport.

      Bon fucking voyage.

      When I was almost to the courtyard gate and home free, luck turned her back on me. A cry of alarm came from the second-story window.

      Seriously? Those guys had picked now to get conscientious?

      Don’t look back, Jake. Don’t run. Running attracted attention. Running made you look guilty.

      Someone burst out of the door behind me, shouting in French, which, even if I hadn’t understood the language, didn’t require translation to get the gist of.

      Too late to stay inconspicuous. As the great Kenny Rogers said, you’ve got to know when to walk away.

      And when to motherfucking run.

      I took off, hightailing it out of the courtyard and onto the sidewalk. I skirted around two men in suits, both talking loudly on their phones, and nearly trampled a gray-haired French woman wearing a tweed skirt and knit hat and pushing a shopping bag.

      “Excusez-moi,” I told the startled woman.

      I glanced behind me. The two Stradivarius abusers rushed out of the courtyard, spotted me right away, and pushed their way toward me. I gently ushered the French lady—and her shopping—safely to the side, and said “Bonjour, madame,” before I took off again.

      Six years of Army PT came in handy. I lengthened my stride, barreling past a café with its scarf-and-coat-wearing and espresso-sipping crowd, and past the red awning of a butcher shop, keeping an eye out for cops, who might not take “No, officer, I’m not stealing this priceless musical instrument. I’m stealing it back,” as a justifiable excuse for my behavior.

      Ahead was my goal—a busy boulevard full of traffic, where I spotted a green taxi, passenger-less and idling at a red light.

      I sprinted to the door, grabbed the handle, and slid inside. The cabbie turned his head and arched a bushy eyebrow. “Oui?”

      I gave the address of my hotel in the Seventh arrondissement, adding in French, “Quickly, please.”

      “How fast?” the cabbie asked without moving.

      “As fast as you can.”

      The two thieves stepped out onto the boulevard. The driver shrugged laconically. “It’ll cost you extra.”

      “Yes. I know,” I rushed out.

      The light changed, and the cab peeled away, leaving two Stradivarius thieves behind me on the outskirts of Montmartre. I caught my breath as I settled into the backseat, slinging the backpack around so it was safely beside me.

      “You running away from something?” the cab driver asked as he tore through side streets toward the Seine.

      “No. I don’t run away,” I said. “I’m returning something to its rightful owner.”

      Some called me a private detective, others called me a bounty hunter, and sure, technically, now and then, my clients needed to find other people. But mostly I hunted down items—usually precious objects—that had disappeared for some reason or other. So I preferred the title retrieval expert.

      That was what I did—found things and brought them back.

      And once I’d delivered the Strad into the loving arms of my client, I was looking forward to bringing myself back home to Key Largo where I could recharge with a run on the sand, a bike ride on the boardwalk with my nephew, and a spot of fishing with my brother. Paris had a lot of nice things, but it didn’t have a beach, and it was an ocean away from my family.

      
        * * *

      

      Nothing ever went according to plan—one of many things I learned in the Army.

      My plane had barely touched down back home when my sister called. I stretched and ran my hand through my hair before tapping the screen.

      “Where are you?” Kate asked as soon as I answered.

      “I just exited the aircraft,” I said as I walked along the jetway. “Your timing is scary.”

      “Well, don’t get too comfy. We have another job.”

      I groaned. I’d been traveling for a week. Goodbye recharge plans.

      Kate quickly assured me. “This is easy. All you have to do is find a guy who’s barely trying to hide.”

      But I don’t trust easy. “If he’s barely trying to hide, sounds like they don’t really need me,” I said dryly.

      “Come on, Jake. You’ll like this one. It involves art and chocolate and one of your favorite things.”

      “A day on the boat? Season tickets to the Miami Aces? A cold beer and a barbecue?”

      “Try gorgeous tropical beaches and new places to scuba dive.”

      I started paying attention with more than half my jet-lagged brain. “Tell me more about this job.”

      
        * * *

      

      The client, Andrew, was looking for a man who turned chocolate into art, but not like they did in The Great British Bake Off—in a stolen-money kind of way.

      I took off my shades and looked Andrew in the eye as the sun cast golden rays on the Key Largo boardwalk. He’d come down from Miami, where his business was based, and hadn’t balked when I’d moved the meeting from the office to the boardwalk midday. The gray-haired man wore slacks and a button-down. I was dressed for a dip in the water with my nephew when we were done.

      “Let me get this straight. You think your business partner embezzled money from chocolate investments, put the money into art, and took that art to Flamingo Key?”

      My client nodded as we stood to the water side of the boardwalk, looking like two friends just catching up for a chat—not a bounty hunter and a customer. “It’s easier to move art than money.”

      I had one eye on my nephew, Mason, making sure he didn’t get too far away as he pedaled his bike down the boardwalk, but I was listening. “So you’re saying Eli Thompson—Eli ‘launched a hedge-style fund of sorts for ordinary guy investors with seed money from his wife’s craft-fair jewelry sales’ Thompson—has been skimming pennies off his clients’ accounts for two decades?”

      “She’s his ex-wife now.”

      “How much money are we talking?”

      “Over twenty years? About ten million.”

      “Damn.” Swearing reminded me to check on my nephew, and I spotted my sister’s kid speeding off in the distance. “Mason! Don’t go past the ice-cream shop. Circle back this way, buddy.”

      He turned around and pedaled toward me and my potential client.

      “Did you see how far I rode?” Mason shouted from yards away, grinning.

      “I did. And good job turning around when I called you.” I circled my finger, indicating the area around us. “Just stick closer, okay? We’ll get the chocolate peanut-butter-cup scoop when I’m done here.”

      “My favorite!” Mason said as he pedaled off in the other direction.

      I joined Andrew in leaning against the boardwalk fence, getting back to business. “I gotta ask—how did nobody notice? You said you and your brother were Thompson’s right-hand men.”

      Andrew sighed. “We all manage investments in our own area of expertise. There’s a lot of movement. A discrepancy of pennies goes under the radar. Even a big loss isn’t rare—that’s the nature of this type of fund. Then this cocoa bean farm went belly-up, taking a lot of investments down with it, and at the same time, Eli suddenly retired and opened a nightclub. With his new wife. Well, fiancée.”

      I almost laughed but ten million wasn’t funny. “So, big red flag.”

      “Yeah.” He sounded embarrassed—even apologetic. “Only then did we look back over his accounts and realize there was a pattern. Believe me. I feel like a fool for not catching on sooner.”

      “Don’t beat yourself up,” I said, trying to reassure the guy. “Just give me the details. You believe he embezzled all this money over the years from these little hidden investments,” I recapped. “Now here’s the ten-million-dollar question: got any proof?” I felt for the guy, but I didn’t move without hard evidence.

      Andrew nodded and opened a file on his phone. “Besides the financial audit, we did a data search. Twenty years of data, memos, and documents. I can send it over.”

      I wanted Kate to verify it all. She had the expertise and the analytical mind. I had the bullshit detector, but it wasn’t pinging with this guy. He seemed legit.

      “So, why not go to the cops?” I asked. “The SEC?”

      “I’d rather resolve this as quickly and quietly as possible. We want to recover our clients’ money and get it back to them. Headlines won’t help us do that.”

      I nodded, liking that answer. “Send me the paperwork today. We’ll get back to you with a final decision.”

      We parted ways, and I made good on my promise of chocolate peanut-butter-cup cones. Wasn’t going to risk my status as the cool uncle by not coming through.

      
        * * *

      

      Two hours later, this cool uncle was carrying a conked-out Mason into the office. I settled him on the corner couch without disturbing his snooze then went to ask my sister what she’d learned so far.

      “All the docs from Andrew checked out,” she said. “Looked into Thompson and his fiancée. Willow runs a classy art gallery, and she’s made some impressive deals over the years.” Kate clicked through a few pages of her research. She was fierce while digging into a case. We shared the same drive, the same motivation. No surprise there. She’d practically raised our much younger siblings after our parents were killed in a car crash several years ago. “Here’s where the gallery is. Convenient for tourists.”

      I leaned over her shoulder. “Show me the bars and cafés near the gallery and nightclub.”

      A few clicks on the map where she’d zoomed in covered the street with pins. “Never say never. You’re planning to—gasp!—socialize while you’re there?”

      “Not a chance, matchmaker.” I straightened and took out my phone to book a flight. “Always start in the bar when you’re looking for information.”

      I did not socialize on the job. Work and women didn’t mix. A stunning brunette named Rosalinda had taught me that while I was on the trail of a stolen Medici artifact in Venice. Damn good lesson I never wanted to repeat.

      No woman was worth risking my livelihood and my family’s well-being for.

      Especially a backstabbing thief of a woman.

      My focus was work and only work. That was exactly how it would be in Flamingo Key. I’d be there to do a job, perhaps squeeze in a spot of snorkeling, and head home—and nothing, and no one, would get in my way.
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            FAIR PLAY

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby

      

      A school of fish shimmered like bright blue jewels as they swam past me, making dainty ripples in the crystal-clear water. One darted close enough to brush my leg, making me laugh—silently, since I had the regulator in my mouth.

      I waved at my brother and pointed to the underwater camera he held, motioning for him to capture all this. Cole gave a thumbs-up. The Miami sun filtered through the water like a faint spotlight on the sunset-pink reef. I swam alongside glittering blue tang fish and plants that danced in the current, tranquil and silent. As I skimmed the sandy bottom of the shallow ledge, a dazzling pair of purple parrotfish shot past, racing into an underground cavern too narrow for humans. I signaled Cole, moving my hand in a circle. It’s a wrap. The parrotfish would be hard to top.

      We kicked toward the surface, reemerging into a world of air and sun and sound after the dark, silent serenity of thirty minutes underwater. Cole tugged off his mask. “Great footage, Ruby,” he said. “The parrotfish rocked it.”

      “Thanks. I rehearsed with them earlier.”

      He laughed. “Always said you were a fish-whisperer, Ariel.”

      I grinned at the childhood nickname, and we swam for the dive boat where my friend Lance waited. “You’ll be swamped with bookings after we upload this promo,” Cole said over the lapping of the waves.

      “I hope so!”

      I needed them.

      Lance reached over the side and I grabbed his hand to hoist myself up. He was a longtime friend who ran day fishing tours, and he’d been doing us a favor, manning the boat while we filmed underwater videos to advertise Ariel’s Island Eco-Adventure Tours. Cole was a professional photographer, and I was grateful to have their help.

      “Get what you wanted?” Lance asked while we removed our dive gear and stowed it away. “Wait. That was a silly question.” He held up a hand and flashed his catnip-to-women grin. “You always get what you want.”

      “Not always.” I’d worked my butt off most of my life, but that wasn’t the same thing. “But from now on, yes. New Ruby”—I tapped my chest and adopted a tough glower—“takes no prisoners. The new me is merciless.”

      Lance chuckled as he started the engine. We sped toward the skyline of South Beach, my wet hair whipping behind me. After I’d almost lost my business a year ago, I didn’t take the bliss of working outdoors for granted. Thanks to my mother’s help, and favors from people like Cole and Lance, I’d started anew.

      We reached the marina, and Lance slowed the motor, navigating around other vessels returning to the beach.

      Cole ran a hand through his hair, golden from years in the sun, like mine. “When do you leave for your next adventure tour?”

      I rubbed my hands together. “About a week and a half. I’m so excited for this one. I’m running a rock climbing and diving gig in Flamingo Key.”

      “Nice. First job there in a while, right?”

      Crossing my fingers, I nodded. “Took me months to get this one.” Business in Flamingo Key had been hit hardest by my ex-boyfriend Duke’s slash-and-burn departure from my life. But I’d been steadily rebuilding my tour company’s presence.

      I turned to include both guys when I said, “I can’t thank either of you enough for your help. Not just today, but over the last year.”

      Cole raised a closed fist and knocked it against mine. “Here’s to success and saying fuck you to the asshole who tried to tank you.”

      “I second that,” Lance said as he steered Sally into her slip.

      I jumped to the dock as soon as it was close enough and helped tie the boat to the cleat.

      “See you in a few hours, Captain,” I told Lance with a salute before I headed for my car. I had a sunset snorkel tour off Key Biscayne and had hired Lance’s boat for the trip. More work tonight meant no cocktails now, but no complaints.

      “Roger that,” he said.

      “Say hi to Mom for me!” Cole called, and I waved him off with a smile before I took off for South Beach and parked in a nearby lot, then found our mother at her favorite fish taco joint on the main drag.

      “You’re too tan, sweetheart,” Mom said when I reached her. “You need to wear sunscreen. Or a hat.” Her own wide-brimmed headgear was large enough to provide a landing pad for creatures from outer space.

      “The tan is kind of an occupational hazard.” I sat in the empty stool next to her, then gestured to my getup—a green bikini covered by blue swim shorts and a loose tank. “I can slather myself with the stuff, but even then, the sun leaves its mark.”

      “Slather yourself more,” she instructed, as if telling me to do my chores. But I was thirty-two, not twelve, and didn’t have to be told to clean my room. I kept it, and my condo, quite neat, thank you very much—even before I’d kicked out my ex.

      “The mojito and virgin piña colada?” a waiter asked, two tempting drinks on his tray.

      “I took the liberty of ordering in advance.” Mom touched my arm, then waved her hand in the air. “And the mojito’s for me, please.”

      Once our drinks were placed on the table, Mom leaned closer then paused. “Hello,” she said, lowering her sunglasses and peering from under her floppy hat. “Incoming hotness at two o’clock,” she whispered out of the corner of her mouth as a muscular man in board shorts and flip-flops strolled by.

      “Mom,” I admonished.

      “Not for me. For you. You deserve a little fun,” she urged. “Go say hello.”

      Thanks but no thanks. “I don’t have time for romance. It’s distracting.”

      She dropped a hand to my arm, squeezing gently. “But it can also be wonderful,” she said, ever the romantic, in spite of the screwing she got in her recent divorce and her ex’s cheating during their marriage. “Romance can be worth the trouble. And it’s been a year for you.”

      One year, three months, and nine days.

      “And it’s taken that long to rebuild my business and my life.” I was finally close to where I was before Duke slammed my professional reputation online after the breakup with negative review after negative review. My voice softened. “Which I couldn’t have done without your support, Mom.”

      Mom waved away my gratitude. “I’d do anything for you, Ruby.”

      My heart squeezed. She would. I knew that about her in a soul-deep way. Even though we saw each other a few days ago, we easily chatted about her chakras, and cute guys at her yoga class, and who was dating who until we were near the end of our drinks, but it seemed Mom wasn’t out of gossip.

      “So, I heard from Andrew.” She stirred the mint at the bottom of her mojito glass. “One of Eli’s former business partners.”

      The name was familiar. “Wasn’t he your old college friend? I did a dive tour for him some time back.”

      Mom fiddled with the silvery necklace she’d made and looked away, embarrassed. “Right. I’d worried he’d hold it against me, that I’d introduced him to Eli. At the time, I knew Eli was looking for someone with Andrew’s skills and…”

      And the rest was painful history, as it often goes with exes. And Eli was the worst of them. Shame that he’d been such a good stepdad for nearly two decades. He’d helped raise Cole and me after our father died when we were young, and had been like a father to us until he’d screwed Mom over in their divorce, after screwing someone else while they were married.

      “Anyway,” Mom continued as if shaking off thoughts of her second husband, “Andrew has been trying to reach him, but apparently, he’s too busy to answer the phone, living it up in Flamingo Key with his new fiancée and his new club, Sapphire.” She breathed the name like it cost her something.

      “Flamingo Key?” I asked because life was funny sometimes. “Where I’m headed for the tour?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Where we used to go on vacation when you were little. And when you were a teenager too,” she said with a laugh. We’d spent a lot of time there, and I knew a lot of people there, still counted many friends on the island. She paused, perhaps for dramatic impact. “And there’s more. Andrew thinks Eli might have started the club with money he stole from the business. He’s hired a PI to look into it.”

      I stared at her, hoping this was a bad joke. Because that was next level. “Are you kidding me? He stole from the company?”

      “That’s what he said.” She stabbed the straw into the soggy mint at the bottom of her glass. “Something about shares in a mysterious cocoa bean farm. Did the investment tank or did the money go elsewhere?” she mused.

      “Like into his nightclub?” I asked.

      Mom lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper and beckoned me closer. “You should drop in on the club and then steal his Rolex while you’re there.”

      That surprised a laugh out of me. “He does love that stupid Rolex.”

      She reached over and patted my hand. “On second thought, concentrate on your tour, sweetie. You can’t take people rock climbing from jail. And talking too much about my ex is bad for my chakra.”

      
        * * *

      

      The conversation nagged at me until my sunset snorkel when I put it aside. After I said goodbye to Lance and my satisfied clients, my mind turned to Eli once more as I drove through the familiar Miami streets toward my condo.

      My mom had given everything for love—her heart, her time, and her money. She’d given Eli the start-up funds for his investment firm many years ago. It hadn’t been a loan, but a gift. She’d wanted to help make his dreams come true.

      For him to turn around and battle so coldly to keep everything when they split had left me empty inside.

      And pissed off too. I wanted what was right. That was how Mom had raised me. Hell, that was how Eli had raised me.

      To play fair.

      When I reached my home, I headed straight for my laptop and impulsively—or maybe it wasn’t so impulsive since it felt goddamn necessary—changed my flight. I needed some extra days on the front end, and I’d use that time to do some digging.

      To find out what Eli was up to because he was obviously up to something.

      Then I’d make him do right by Mom.

      Play fair. Just like he’d taught me when I was a kid.
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            BAR GAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      

      The Pink Pelican was everything I loved about dive bars. The wood walls were lined with seashells. Jack Johnson played from a stereo system. A dartboard hung on the far side of the joint, and the whole place smelled of beer.

      Heaven.

      It was an investigator’s paradise too. The bartender, Maris, with her long brown hair braided tightly, was friendly and chatty. A few well-worded questions gave me key details about the nightclub at the end of the block—info I’d never find online.

      I wanted to get a bead on Eli and his art investment. He might have the art hidden at the club, or he could have turned it into cash already and used it to buy the place. I’d visit the club later, when the moon was high and the place was busy and I could blend in.

      But at five p.m., The Pink Pelican was just the right amount of crowded. I could prop my elbows on the bar and chat with the friendly and informative staff and be just a man on vacation. Plus, the easiest cover was one that could be true. I was thirty-eight-year-old Jake Hawkins, former soldier, now in the “recovery” business, and here on a fishing trip with his buddies. Maris was born and raised in the Florida Panhandle and considered herself an avid fisherwoman—the tattoos of waves coasting down her brown skin were her homage to the sea so we’d exchanged tales of the ones we’d caught and the ones that had gotten away.

      “Tomorrow should be a great day on the water,” Maris said as she wiped the counter. “I bet you’ll have a fantastic haul. Marlins and groupers galore.”

      “Excellent. That’s what I want to hear.”

      “What else will you do while in town? Snorkel trip? Dive? Stingray kiss? I love all things water, so you’d better say yes,” she said, playfully bossy.

      “I’ll probably do all of those things you mentioned,” I said, since that felt true enough, and it also might endear me to a water lover. But I needed to get to the heart of my land mission. “But the other thing I want is island art. It’s a thing of mine when I go on a trip. Instead of vacay snaps on my phone, I have a painting on my wall. Like a fish jumping out of the water or something. I passed a place on this street,” I said, gesturing in the direction of the gallery I’d passed earlier—the one run by Eli’s new woman. I’d scouted it out but I wanted a local’s opinion of the place. “Can I get something like that there?”

      She shook her head. “No way. That gallery is more for fancier things.”

      Like ten-million-dollars fancy? “Like my Renoir?” I asked dryly.

      Maris took my droll question at face value. “The gallery sells some high-end stuff, but nothing on that level. If you decide you want to turn that Renoir into diamonds instead, we’ve got plenty of shops for that,” she said as she wiped down some glasses. “Down on Wayboard Street—those guys have the best deals.”

      “So Wayboard Street is where I should go after I sell my Renoir to the lady next door?” I asked with a grin.

      “Absolutely.” She pointed as if to show me the street. “You pass this swank restaurant, Tristan’s, then take a right, take the next right, and”—she paused for drama, fluttering her fingers like she was onstage—“prepare to be dazzled.”

      I laughed and filed that info.

      Maris tapped the bar in parting and went to take care of some customers who had just walked in. I finished my beer while I made notes on my phone, then tossed some bills on the bar, including some extra for Maris, who’d been a gold mine.

      As I stood to leave, that dartboard on the far wall tempted me. Satisfied with today’s work so far, I headed over and picked up a few darts, then backed up to the throwing line. Zeroing in on a target, I mimed tossing the dart once, twice, then a third time.

      “You’re shooting too high.”

      As I let the dart fly, my brain registered adjectives.

      Sexy. Pretty. American.

      I turned in the direction of the voice and…holy smokes. My assessment needed revising.

      She was…beautiful.

      Golden-blonde hair. Killer body. Legs a mile long and sculpted to toned perfection. She stood at the bar, knocking back a glass of whiskey, totally at ease.

      I glanced at the dartboard. Not only had I missed high, as she’d predicted, but I’d missed by a long shot. The effect of a gorgeous woman.

      “Seems I’m in need of a dart coach,” I said to her with a slight grin.

      Setting her glass on the corner of the bar, she strolled past me and reached up.

      Don’t stare down her shirt. Stop gawking at that ass. Look away from the most perfect pair of legs you’ve ever seen.

      As she plucked the dart from the board, I tried to follow my own orders. I swear I tried. But then her short little tank rode up revealing, pale skin and a sexy-as-sin belly button piercing.

      Ah hell. That was just too tempting.

      As she stood, she flashed me a bright smile, her blue eyes twinkling. She handed me the dart. “I’ll see if I have any openings in my schedule, Tommy,” she said, a nod to the shirt I’d worn to look like a tourist. Her cute little tank said Happy Turtle. She lifted her chin in a challenge. “And, if you hit a bull’s-eye, I’ll give you your first dart lesson free.”

      “Can’t turn down that kind of offer.”

      She leaned against the bar and took a drink as she eyed the board. Like she was saying go ahead—impress me.

      I was no dart pro, but I’d killed enough time in bars that I could play decently. I’d only missed the first shot because of her.

      I took aim and let the dart fly. Straight down the middle. Bull’s-eye.

      She cheered. “Admit it,” she said. “You’re a dart shark.”

      “You’ve figured me out. But I’m still waiting to see how good my dart coach is,” I said, with an inviting sweep of my arm.

      She parked a hand on her hip. “You doubt my skills?” she said, as if I’d offended her.

      I shrugged. “Well, I’m waiting.”

      She stared at me with a challenging expression. “You think I marched in here, gave you advice, and can’t back it up?”

      “Time to show me,” I said, egging her on, and damn, it had been a long time since I’d flirted with a stranger.

      She took the dart from me slowly, making sure to brush her finger along mine. That felt damn good. She never broke eye contact as she stepped away, like she was inviting me to stare. I drank her in, adding up details both practical and physical. The deep tan said local was more likely, and the bikini top, covered up by the tank and surf shorts, suggested she was a beach bum or simply part of the tourist industry. The toned legs and firm arms said she wasn’t afraid to break a sweat.

      I could think of plenty of ways to get sweaty with her.

      When she looked away, she raised her arm, steadied her stance, and tossed. Right down the center.

      “Holy shit,” I said in appreciation.

      She shrugged playfully and blew on her nails. “My stepdad taught me.” Something dark passed over her blue eyes when she said that, but it disappeared just as quickly as it came.

      “He taught you well. But can you do it again?”

      “I’m a dart coach, remember,” she said, then she proceeded to demonstrate, landing shot after shot until I was thoroughly demolished.

      When the game ended, I extended a hand. “Congratulations. You are officially a goddess of darts, and I am humbly destroyed.”

      “I’ve always wanted to be a destructive goddess.”

      “By the way, real name’s Jake.”

      “Mine’s Ariel,” she said.

      “Works, even without the red hair or seashell bra.” It might have been her real name, but more likely it was a nickname or simply a bar alias. With two sisters, I understood about fake bar names. Worked for me, whatever it was.

      She leaned in closer, and I caught a faint whiff of her shampoo. Coconut. Perfect scent for an island woman. “Maybe I even have a seashell bra,” she whispered.

      Ah hell. That was an opening and I was taking it. “Let me buy you a drink and maybe you can tell me why you have a starfish on your belly button,” I said, and her eyes sparked in curiosity. I held her intrigued gaze for a beat.

      Maybe work and women didn’t mix, but one night at a bar after a long-term hiatus? What harm could come from that?

      I glanced at her stomach again, her hips, her waist, then looked back up to meet her gaze. “Since it’s ridiculously sexy.”
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            WEAK IN THE KNEES

          

        

      

    

    
      Ruby

      

      I’d had the piercing for so long I hardly ever thought about the sky-blue starfish belly ring. I ran my thumb across the sparkly surface. “I practically forgot I had this. Got it when I was sixteen.”

      “Please tell me that was more than a few years ago,” he said playfully.

      I rolled my eyes. “A lot more than a few years ago,” I said. More like sixteen years ago. But I didn’t want to give away too many personal details to a stranger. No matter how handsome he was, no matter how much I liked the crinkles at the corners of his green eyes, the stubble along his jawline, and the golden streaks in his brown hair. And his tattoos. His right arm sported a sleeve of ink in bold shades of orange, green, and blue, like tropical leaves, standing out against his fair but sun-kissed coloring.

      “Well, you might have forgotten about it, but I could barely take my eyes off it,” he said, his deep voice low and sexy. Then he feigned seriousness. “I meant, while I was trying damn hard to be a perfect gentleman when you reached up to get the dart—I might have noticed the starfish.”

      “Because it’s ridiculously sexy?” I asked, fishing for another compliment. They were unexpectedly…delicious.

      “The starfish and its owner,” he answered.

      I tingled all over from the remark. And maybe, too, from how it made me want to run a thumb along his sandpaper stubble, feel it brush against my chin, and mouth, and lips.

      I gulped, then blinked, like a computer rebooting, as I tried to chase away the dirty thoughts racing through my head. I was here on this island for work—and a little recon. I’d stopped in The Pink Pelican to find my friend Kalila, who had tended bar last time I was here. But Kalila’s sister Maris manned the taps now, and I hadn’t even had a chance to ask her any questions—perhaps because Jake had distracted me from the moment I’d spotted him. He was still damned distracting. And I liked the way his compliments made me feel. Warm and a little fizzy. “Well, thank you for saying that.”

      “My pleasure. And it is also a pleasure to meet you, Ariel,” he said, extending a hand to shake. I took it, liking the way it felt.

      Don’t think about pulling him against you. Stop imagining what his body would feel like above you. No more staring at those full lips and wondering how they taste, and feel, and…

      Fuck it.

      “Jake’s a good name…” I didn’t let go of his hand. “For a hot guy a woman meets in a bar.”

      He smiled, a little crooked, a bit cocky. All sexy. “Thank you. Ariel suits you too. For…similar reasons.”

      That fizzy feeling intensified. “Seems we have a mutual admiration society at work here,” I said.

      “It’s very, very mutual.”

      When I finally let go of his grip, my gaze drifted to a white, raised mark on his forearm. “Cool scar. Is it new?”

      He tapped his forearm. “A very recent acquisition. Unfortunately.”

      “But does it have a cool story to go with it?”

      He shot me a sly grin. “What do you think, Ariel?”

      “Let me guess. You got in a knife fight in an alley, fending off enemy spies. No. That’s not it. You’ve gone rogue, and the CIA is after you. Or better yet, the knife slipped while gutting a fish after one too many beers, since I’m guessing you’re here on a fishing trip.”

      He pointed at me approvingly after my last words. “I am.”

      I mimed tossing a basketball. “She shoots, she scores! But is that how you cut your forearm though?” Then I shook my head. I was prying about something potentially personal. Scars were personal. “Never mind. Tell me more about your fishing trip. But remember, mermaids love all sea creatures.”

      “Then, I should probably tell you about the non-fishing parts of my vacation,” he said, nodding to my glass, nearly empty. “But first things first. Can I get you another whiskey?”

      “It’s iced tea, actually, and I’m trying to cut back, so I’m all good.”

      He didn’t get another drink, either, but we moved to one end of the bar where it was deliciously dark and a little bit private. We chatted more about the islands, though he never told me the cool story about his scar, and I never told him why I had the starfish on my belly—because the water truly felt like a friend, because the water felt like where I belonged. But that was fine. There were more interesting topics to discuss.

      “I swear, I’ve never seen a more beautiful sunset than here,” I said.

      “The tropics do have a lock on beautiful ways to end the day,” he said.

      “The sunrise isn’t so bad either,” I added.

      “I’m getting the sense you like spending time by the beach.”

      “What gave it away? The tan? Or my super-chill vibe,” I teased.

      “Both. But also,” he began, then leaned in closer, “you smell like coconuts.”

      He said it with a rumble that shot down my spine.

      It made me want to hear that sound again.

      Standing in the corner of the bar, enjoying the kind of privacy that comes with knowing next to no one in a room full of friends, I threw caution to the breeze. “Better make sure though,” I said, in an invitation.

      And oh hell, he took it. He stepped closer, curled a big hand around my shoulder, and leaned in to indulge in a long inhale that made my stomach flip. He pulled back, paused, staring hotly at me. My breath caught. I was in his arms, poised for this moment to unspool into something else. A ribbon of heat raced through me as his gaze held me hostage. His green eyes blazed as he stared at me like he wanted to eat me up. That fierce look made me shudder. I breathed him in, and his skin smelled like sunshine and showers. He was hard everywhere. Arms, abs, legs.

      His fingers curled around my shoulder, gripping me as Jack Johnson sang about banana pancakes and pretending it was the weekend.

      “I have three things to tell you,” he whispered, his voice rough. “One, I want to kiss you. Two, I’m going to kiss you. Three, if you don’t want me to, say no⁠—”

      “Yes.”

      I closed my eyes and waited. In that second before his lips met mine, my mind raced with hope and worry. The hope that kissing a stranger in a bar would be worth it. I hadn’t been kissed well in a long while.

      I wanted the kind of kiss that made your knees weak. That sent your heart fluttering. That spread warmth on a sweet, shivery path through your chest.

      His lips met mine, and…oh.

      Oh yes.

      His were so damn soft, and full, and delicious. He took his time, exploring my mouth, brushing his lips over mine, tasting me. That tingly sensation sped up, shooting through my body like an injection of pure, unadulterated pleasure.

      He was snug against me and I savored the delicious press of his body as he swept his mouth across mine. The kiss deepened as he ran his fingertips down my bare arm. He dropped his hand to my lower back, angling me closer. Pulling me tighter. I roped my arms around his neck, curled my fingers into the ends of his hair, and pressed my own desperation against his lips.

      With a groan, he yanked me even closer as he held my face in his hand, kissing so hard his stubble left a whiskery burn.

      My mind spun wild with images. Pictures of this night turning into something else. Kisses under the stars. Hips, legs, lips moving together. Him wrapping me tighter in his caress, whispering all the sweet, dirty things he wanted to do to me. In the heat of his kiss, in the urgency of his touch, I had the raw materials to feed my imagination.

      My heart raced. My blood pumped. I craved this stranger fiercely. We had no history. We had no past. We only had the same agenda.

      To spend the night together.

      He backed me up against the wall next to the dartboard, my spine hitting the wood with a thump. The sound of it was like a door shutting. Like the moment when a kiss turns from we’re trying this on for size to this kiss won’t stop at kissing. He cupped the back of my neck, and his other hand clasped my hip, yanking me against him, so I could feel him.

      All of him.

      Lust skyrocketed and I was ready to go somewhere, anywhere, and⁠—

      His phone rang.

      A Taylor Swift song.

      Instantly, he broke the kiss and sighed deeply as he grabbed his phone from his pocket. The name Kylie flashed on the screen.

      Shit.

      Was Kylie his girlfriend?

      He swiped his thumb across the phone. “Kylie, give me five seconds,” he said into the phone, then covered the screen.

      Jake quickly scanned the bar, on the hunt for something, it seemed. I wasn’t sure what he wanted, and I was still punch-drunk on that kiss, but also on guard at the same time. He shot out his arm, grabbed a napkin from the bar next to us, and handed it to me.

      “Give me your number. So I can call you later,” he said.

      But did I want to give him my number? Maybe this was best left at kissing.

      A sob sounded from the phone. I didn’t know whether to believe him or not.

      I pointed toward the bar. “I’ll leave it with Maris. I have somewhere I need to be now anyway. But you can reach me later, I guess.” The words tumbled out, like a car sputtering to turn on.

      “I’ll be back,” he said, then he walked out in a rush.

      I stared at the empty space where he’d been and replayed the last few minutes.

      On the one hand, he’d asked for my number.

      But on the other hand, he was…gone.

      Was that an innocent phone call from a friend? Family? Perhaps a date Mayday call? Or a lie from someone who was cheating? Absently, I raised my fingers to my lips. They still tingled. I ran the pad of a finger over my bottom lip. I hoped his excuse was legit because…that kiss. Wow.

      “Ruby!”

      I swiveled around, spotting Maris behind the bar. “I thought you said you wanted to chat when I was free,” Maris said, then flashed me a naughty look. “Seems instead you’ve been getting to know Jake the Fisherman.”

      At least Maris knew him. But pressing her for details on who he was felt…desperate. I’d have to ask him who Kylie was if I heard from him again. Because, dammit, I wanted another kiss like that. I wanted more. But I needed to get to the bottom of his situation first.

      “Do me a favor, Maris?” I snagged a pen from the register and wrote a few words on a napkin. No number for him just yet. If Jake wanted to see me, he was going to have to follow my trail. And answer some questions.

      “Of course.”

      “Actually, two favors. Tell Kalila I can’t wait to see her.”

      Maris nodded. “She’s camping. Should be back in a few days.”

      “She’d better call me while I’m here. Then give this to the hot fisherman if he comes back in here. But don’t tell him my real name, okay?”

      Maris rubbed her hands together and winked. “Ooh, lover games. And I get to be the messenger. Count me in.”

      I handed Maris the note, then took off for my first stop on my self-appointed job—to visit an old friend.
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            MY FIRST CLUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jake

      

      Pacing the street with my phone pressed to my ear, I used my most soothing big-brother voice to try to calm Kylie. “Everything is going to be fine. We’ll figure it out, I promise.”

      Kylie gulped between hyperventilating sobs. “I don’t know what to do. I barely understand a word the physics professor says. It’s like he’s speaking a foreign language. I don’t know how on earth I’m going to finish school without this science requirement. I suck at science. I can’t do this, Jake. I can’t do this at all.”

      “You’re going to be fine. If you don’t understand the subject matter, we’ll get you a tutor,” I said as I walked past a surf shop.

      “But what if it doesn’t help?” My little sister’s voice shot sky-high with panic. Kylie was a world-class worrier. She was the youngest of my siblings, a teenager when our parents were killed, and her anxiety had affected her schoolwork all through high school and now in college. Talking her through her fears required lots of time and patience, which was why I’d extracted myself from the bar.

      The aftereffects of Ariel still lingered though. “You’re catastrophizing, Kylie. You can’t get worked up over what hasn’t happened. Got it?”

      “I know, I know. I’m such a screwup,” she said, another sob catching her voice. “You probably never struggled in school.”

      “You’re not a screwup,” I said, gentle but brooking no argument. “Stop beating yourself up over this. You just need some help.”

      “But tutors are so expensive.”

      “Kylie.” I stopped walking. Time for some tough love. “Stop it right now. No more talk of being a screwup, or about money. I’ve got that handled. Your job is to focus on school.” I listened to her take a few calming breaths. “Better?”

      “Yes. Thank you, Jake,” she said sincerely. “I hope I didn’t interrupt anything important, like enjoying a beautiful beach.”

      I laughed. “Just talking to someone I met playing darts.”

      “A girl?”

      “None of your business,” I said.

      “Definitely a girl, then,” she teased. I let her rib me, then told her I loved her and said goodbye. By then, the sun had started to dip toward the horizon, pulling streaks of orange and pink across the sky like a tail. My watch said fifteen minutes had passed.

      Maybe Ariel was still at the bar. It was a big maybe, but I picked up the pace just in case. On the way back, I passed shops selling jewelry and sundresses, and then the surf shop advertising local tours in their front window. I did a double take at a familiar name on a poster and filed the info in my mental storage banks.

      When I reached The Pink Pelican, I scanned the whole place, but the woman I’d pictured taking home was nowhere in sight. I sighed, cursing myself for not grabbing her number.

      But the world’s most helpful bartender was calling me over with a mischievous smile.

      Maris held out a napkin to me. “A pretty lady gave me this for you.”

      I unfolded it, then chuckled when I saw what she’d written. No number. Just a clue.

      Hell yes. I loved clues, and this one was especially good. It basically spelled out another chance with her—tomorrow.
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