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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Escape to New Zealand with the first three books in the Lantern Bay series of contemporary romances. High on emotion but with no explicit sensuality, these heartwarming stories follow Max, Rachel, and Gabe Connelly as they search for love and happiness. But their journeys are never simple—especially when secrets, mystery, and intrigue lie in wait.

      

        

      
        Settle into the world of the Connelly family in Akaroa, New Zealand—an historic French and British harbor town nestled among volcanic hills—where family ties run deep, community spirit thrives, and love is always worth fighting for.
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        “It is during our darkest moments that we must focus to see the light.”

        ― Aristotle
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          “LAURA’S ARRIVED IN NEW ZEALAND! WHAT’S HER NEXT CHALLENGE? WATCH THIS SPACE!!” @TELLTALEGIRL #NUMBERONEFAN

        

      

    

    
      Max Connelly narrowed his eyes against the bright sunlight and gave a long low whistle as a young woman tore by on a state-of-the-art mountain bike. She wore ripped jeans and a tiny top. Strands of long blonde hair escaped her safety helmet and flew behind her as she hurtled at breakneck speed down the steep grassy slope. Within seconds she’d reached the edge of the bluff and flew off, into the air.

      Max held his breath like everyone else around him, waiting to see if she and her bike would part ways. Only the most experienced bikers ever attempted that jump. As she landed with a thud and a wobble, there was a collective outrush of amazement. But she didn’t stop. Instead, she hurtled along the ridge, either side of which precipitous cliffs plunged.

      Max gripped the balustrade of the terrace and cursed under his breath. Surely she wouldn’t risk everything merely to get to the edge—a challenge reserved for only the most extreme sporting aficionados. At the last moment she twisted the bike around. Dust flew up around her as she jammed on her brakes and came to an abrupt halt at the very edge of the drop.

      She gave a whoop of exultation and Max grinned—partly sharing her excitement and partly in relief. Her infectious laughter filled the small valley as she jumped off the bike and went to join her friends.

      Without looking away from the woman, he placed his drink on the table and leaned over the balustrade of the Lodge’s wide terrace, shaking his head in disbelief. “Did you see her? Man, she can move!”

      “Max!” He looked around to find his sister, Lizzi, grinning at him. “Is that the owner’s perk—checking out young women?”

      “Who is she?” Max asked, ignoring her question. “An actress or model or something?”

      “No idea. Whoever she is, she’s popular. Looks like she’s got quite a circle of admirers.” Lizzi laughed. “Good luck with that one, bro!”

      Max’s eyes strayed back to the woman who’d unclipped her helmet and was shaking out her blonde hair. Like everyone else, he couldn’t take his eyes off the girl.

      The bright light seemed to emanate from her like an aura, but he knew it was more likely the effect of them being over five thousand feet up in the Southern Alps.

      She was gorgeous. She was also either courageous or stupid—he didn’t know which but he decided then and there he’d find out. And there was something else, another quality, which was totally disarming. She moved with an ease and unselfconsciousness, as if she had no clue how truly compelling she was. She tossed her helmet to someone and now stood, hands on slender hips, legs slightly apart. Not girly feminine, but definitely attractive. Very attractive.

      “That’s Laura McKinney,” said Rachel, one of his other sisters who he’d managed to persuade to join him at his summer party at the mountain lodge. “She’s the new YouTube sensation. She accepts dares and films them as she goes. She’s quite something. Haven’t you come across her? She’s the darling of the media in the US. She’s over here for a few weeks.”

      “In Queenstown? For a few weeks?” Max turned to Rachel. “How come I haven’t heard of this?”

      Rachel rolled her eyes. “An oversight of your staff, I’m sure.”

      “My staff managed to get you here. That’s a near miracle.” He frowned. “How did they manage to tear you away from Wellington, anyway?” It was as if a cloud descended on Rachel and she looked away. Max looked across at Lizzi to see if she was aware of a change in Rachel, but Lizzi was in a world of her own since she’d met Pete. He was glad but it didn’t help him any. He made a mental note to find out what was bothering Rachel. But not now. Later. He looked back at the vision below him. “So how come they didn’t tell me about the famous Laura McKinney? She could be good for business.”

      Rachel rested her folded arms on the railing and looked up at him. His first instinct was correct. Something had unsettled Rachel. He could see it in her eyes but before he could ask her what the matter was a cheer went up as waiters, carrying bottles of Champagne, approached Laura and the crowd which had gathered around her.

      “Laura doesn’t do planning. She arrives, she surprises, and then she’s gone again. I doubt even Chelsey knew about Laura’s intentions.”

      “Huh,” grunted Max. “I pay her to know this kind of stuff.”

      “Why are you so annoyed?”

      “Because that’s the whole point of the summer party—to raise the Lodge’s profile, to draw visitors to it—both summer and winter. That’s why I have a PR team.” He huffed an irritated sigh. “And, besides, I’ve made arrangements to leave for Australia in a couple of days.”

      “Ah, I get it,” said Rachel. “Now you’ve seen Laura, you’d prefer to hang out here, rather than enjoy Sydney’s high life. Although, seriously, Max, I don’t think Laura is your type.”

      Max frowned. “And what’s my type?”

      Rachel and Lizzi exchanged knowing glances. “You know. Super sophisticated, wealthy types. Jimmy Choo shoes, Birkin handbags, Ray-Ban sunglasses.”

      Max’s frown deepened. “None of that means anything to me.”

      “No, but the type of women wearing them do.”

      “Give up, Rachel,” said Lizzi. “He’s a lost cause.”

      But Max was oblivious to their teasing and continued to watch the blonde below the terrace.

      “You won’t get anywhere there, Max, so I wouldn’t even bother,” said Rachel.

      The idea of a woman turning him down was a new one to Max. “Why? Doesn’t she like men?”

      “Oh, she likes them all right. Likes them enough to insist that she’ll never go out with anyone longer than a month. She’s publicly stated that long-term relationships are for idiots and marriage is ridiculous.”

      “My kind of girl, then.”

      Rachel laughed and shook her head.

      “See you later,” said Max, descending the steps towards the blonde.

      

      Laura breathed deeply of the fresh clear air, sucking it into her lungs, feeding the blood that surged through her veins. She lived for moments like these. Her perceptions were always intensely heightened after a challenge—a result of the adrenaline she assumed. Whatever it was, she needed that rush more than food or water.

      She glanced at the jump she’d leaped off and grinned. It looked impossible from this angle. Just as well she hadn’t seen it from this angle then. But she knew she’d still have done it. Doing the impossible gave her an even bigger thrill.

      “You’re crazy, Laura!” shouted her best friend and manager, Kelly, who handed her a bottle of Champagne. One of the men tried to take it from her to prize off the cork, but Laura held onto it.

      “Maybe.” She turned to the man and pulled the bottle away from his hands, with a smile. “But if I can make that jump, I’m pretty sure I can take the cork out of a bottle of Champagne.”

      Cameras clicked and flashed all around as the Champagne exploded in her hands and she lifted the bottle to drink from its foaming neck. She tilted her head, looking up at the bright blue sky and the white-topped mountains and swallowed Champagne, as more spilled down the sides of the bottle and flowed onto her hand and arm. She’d never felt more alive. And that’s what this was all about, wasn’t it?

      Choking slightly, she wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and looked up again as she heard a cry from above. She watched, mesmerized, as a large hawk flew directly overhead. For a strange moment she felt as if she were that hawk, looking down on them, all powerful, each beautiful wingtip responsive to the wind, adjusting, feeling, living, constantly moving. She could sense its vibrations in her own limbs.

      The hawk sailed past on the air currents and Laura looked down, straight into a pair of eyes which held the same acute focus as the bird.

      The eyes were narrowed in a tanned face, a strong face, and one which had an air of total authority. She didn’t think he’d even noticed the other people around her. He was the kind of man who was supremely confident, able to avoid anything that wasn’t of interest to him.

      Seemed she was of interest to him. She swallowed and licked her lips. There was no man she liked better than a confident one.

      “Hi!” She smiled and passed the bottle to someone, without shifting her gaze from the stranger.

      “Hi!” There was a silence between them which was all she could hear, despite the clamor, shouts and laughter of the people all around her. He glanced down at her Champagne-soaked t-shirt that stopped short of her pierced belly button. She didn’t mind being looked at. She was used to it after seven years of traveling the world in search of new challenges. And she particularly didn’t mind his look of appreciation. So long as it stayed at that. She dressed for herself, not for anyone else. She’d always hated to feel restricted by clothes. If a side-effect was that men liked to look at her, she didn’t mind. She could look after herself.

      “That was quite some jump,” he said, but she could see that his eyes held an interest in more than just the jump. It was reinforced by the smile that told her that he was thinking quite different thoughts.

      “Sure was. That was the whole reason I came here.”

      “Is that right? Not to see our beautiful country, the Southern Alps, the oceans, the fiords, the beaches?”

      She could listen to him talk forever. There was something in his macho Kiwi accent that tugged at her in a place it really shouldn’t. He was saying one thing, but her body was responding as if he was running his hand up her arms, and curving his fingers around her neck, stroking her. Get a grip!

      “I’m sure they’re all amazing, but it’s not what I’m in to.”

      “And what are you in to?”

      “Thrills and spills.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t spill.”

      “That’s kind.”

      “No, it’s not. I own this place and if you’d spilled, it could have dragged me down, too.”

      Laura wasn’t fazed by his rebuke. There was humor in his tone and his eyes still held that interested light which took the edge off his words. “I wouldn’t have wanted to drag you down.”

      “Come to think of it, it might have been interesting.”

      The electric buzz of attraction fizzed in the pit of her stomach. If she loved adrenaline, the double buzz of lust and adrenaline was a sure-fire winner. She stepped forward and drew her hand down his arm. “Would hate to have had that lovely shirt dirtied in the process, though.”

      She smiled as his eyes narrowed even more, in a way that made her stomach flutter with desire. She could just imagine the thoughts going around his brain, and his body. “I don’t mind getting dirty, darlin’. Just say the word.”

      She gave a throaty laugh and stepped away. His expression didn’t change. She had him where she wanted him—if she wanted him.

      “Hey, Laura!” She glanced around to see Rachel Connelly put her arm around the stranger. “I see you’ve met my big brother, Max.”

      Max looked from one to the other. “You two know each other?”

      Laura grinned. “Rach and I met in Wellington a few months ago. She invited me onto her cooking show. I didn’t do so bad, did I, Rach?”

      Rach grimaced. “Not so good, either. I didn’t see you eating anything you made.”

      “I’d only have done that if there’d been a challenge attached.” She looked back at Max. “So this is your big brother you were telling me about.”

      “You been talking about me, Rachel?”

      “Yep.” Rachel grinned, obviously enjoying his discomfort.

      “Nothing bad I hope,” said Max.

      “Nothing good, or else I wouldn’t have been interested,” said Laura.

      “So that means you are interested?” he asked.

      “Maybe. Although the way Rachel described you I thought you’d be, I’m not sure, meaner looking somehow.”

      “Rachel,” said Max in a low growl as he glared at his sister. “What have you been saying about me?”

      “Only that you’re my bossy big brother, who thinks he knows best in every situation. You don’t let anyone or anything stand in your way—business or pleasure.”

      “So basically a ruthless bastard then.”

      “That about sums it up.” Rachel shrugged. “Oh, and I might have said that you change women like you change jackets.”

      He shrugged. “Seasons change, needs change.”

      “Good point,” said Laura. “Sometimes, it’s warm and you like something light and easy. And sometimes, it’s cold, and you need something hotter.”

      “My point exactly. You see, Rachel.” Max didn’t take his eyes off Laura. “Laura and I have a lot more in common than you thought.”

      Rachel looked from one to the other. “Maybe you’re right. What do you reckon, Laura?”

      Laura shrugged, not wanting to admit that she reckoned she and Max had a whole lot in common. Max looked pretty confident, pretty sure of himself. She had an urge to put a dent in that sureness. “Well, we both dress to the season. But then so do millions of others. So… I don’t know. I’d have to know more about your big brother before I made a decision on that point.”

      “I’m sure my big brother won’t be unhappy to get to know you better.”

      Laura stood beside Rachel pretending to consider Max whose brow lowered in irritation. “I’m not sure if your big brother is looking very happy now.”

      “I’m sure he is.” Rachel wrinkled up her nose. “He pretends he doesn’t like being talked about but he does. It massages his macho ego.”

      Laura grinned. ”Still not looking happy.”

      “I will be when you stop talking about me as if I weren’t here,” growled Max.

      “Aww, Max, don’t be grouchy,” said Rachel, linking her arm through his. “It’s only because we love you.”

      “I don’t love him,” Laura pointed out.

      “Oh, you will,” said Rachel with complete confidence. “Everyone loves Max.” She thought for a second. “At least they do while he loves them. Happily, he loves his family, even if he doesn’t show it.”

      Max shook his head. “God knows why I love my family when they’re such pains in the ass.”

      There was a shout and Rachel glanced up to the Lodge. “It’s Lizzi. Looks like lunch is ready. Coming, Laura?”

      “I’d love to, but I’ve a TV crew waiting in Queenstown to interview me.” Laura stepped toward Max, unable to stop flirting. It was fun seeing a macho man on the wrong side of the balance of power for once. “But maybe I’ll see you at dinner, Max?”

      He didn’t move, only shifted his eyes to look at her as she stepped away with a smile. “Oh, you will. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Maybe we can discover if we have anything else in common other than changing jackets according to season?”

      She left before he could answer.
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        * * *

      

      “Damn, damn, damn, damn, damn!”

      Chelsey Jones, Max’s marketing manager, paced away from Max toward the window, but Max knew she wasn’t admiring the view. She stood with her hands on her suited hips, blonde hair smoothed into a French twist, as elegant as ever, but unusually disconcerted.

      “Damn!” she added for good luck before turning back to Max. “They made the booking under another name. I had no idea.”

      “Rachel tells me Laura and her team are out of here the day after tomorrow.” He tapped a finger irritably on the wooden armrest of the couch. “If only we’d known we could have capitalized on her visit with some publicity of our own.”

      She shook her head. “I know. I’m sorry, Max. I dropped the ball. I should have been on to it as soon as they arrived. But I was in Wanaka and…”

      As irritated as he was that they’d let the opportunity slip through their fingers, Max couldn’t stay angry with Chelsey for long. They went back a long way and, from the slight droop of her shoulders, he could see she was more angry with herself. “That’s okay. Everyone’s entitled to time off.”

      She turned to face him, her expression stern. “No, it’s not all right. If I’d only known I could have arranged some meetings… a few situations to showcase the Lodge and all it has to offer. I could have done what you employed me to do—make Queenstown Lodge the place to be in the Southern Hemisphere.”

      He rose and went to her and laid his hand on her tense shoulders. “Chill, it’s okay.” He lifted her chin so she was forced to face him. “But tell me…”

      She frowned. “Yes?”

      “Why only the Southern Hemisphere?”

      She smiled and stood straighter. “Because your ego needs to be contained, Max Connelly.” She paced away from Max once more, tapping her cellphone against her lips.

      Max sighed. It was always a bad sign when Chelsey was deep in thought. It usually meant work for him. She turned and caught his gaze.

      “What can we do to keep her here?” she asked.

      He shrugged. “She doesn’t strike me as the sort of person you can keep anywhere.”

      “If you can make her stay for at least a week, that’ll give me time to get some national media attention.”

      “She’s on YouTube all the time. Won’t that do?”

      “Not by itself. We need to get you two together, engage the media, and get them pointing to Laura’s YouTube channel, and it should snowball from there.”

      “Me and Laura. Together.”

      “You know what I mean. Judging by the video clips from this afternoon, it’s not going to be hard for either of you.”

      “You think a little flirtation would be good for business.” He didn’t phrase it as a question. He knew it was what they were both thinking. He also felt unaccountably ill at ease with the idea.

      “Don’t tell me you have qualms about that, because I won’t believe you. Business always comes first with you.”

      “You know me so well.”

      She walked up to him, and tapped her cellphone on his chest. “Yes, I do.”

      She looked up at him with a wistfulness which disarmed him. He’d called off their relationship a year ago and he didn’t think he’d ever be able to do enough to recompense for the hurt he’d caused her—a hurt that rarely showed through. He’d thought he saw a glimpse of it now, but it was too quickly gone to be sure.

      “I’ll get in contact with Kelly, Laura’s PA,” Chelsey continued. “If she’s as smart an operator as I think she is, she’ll see the benefit in staying around for another week. Leave it with me. You go and flirt outrageously with Laura and I’ll do the rest.”

      “You’re using me for my hunky appeal, Chelsey.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t tell me you don’t like it.”

      “True,” he said, walking toward the door. “We all have to play to our strengths.”

      He closed the door on Chelsey’s groan.

      

      Max’s meeting with Chelsey had made him late for dinner. He took a short cut along the front terrace, noting the old lantern hanging, unlit, by the entrance. Most people assumed it to be a broken antique, there for its charm alone. But in his grandparents’ day it had worked. His grandmother had said it was a guide in the darkness to bring friends and family home. It was a tradition his mother had brought to his family home in Akaroa—and one he’d let slip. He closed his eyes briefly as grief at losing his late mother hit him afresh. When he could bear to think of his mother’s passing without pain, he’d fix the lantern, not before.

      He paused on the threshold of the restaurant and looked around. The place was packed with Lodge guests and casual diners enjoying the finest wines and food prepared by the French chef he’d persuaded to move here. The chandeliers glittered overhead, sparking light from the crystal glassware. The concertina windows were pushed back to allow the cool night air into the warm room.

      He was proud of the Lodge, what it had been, and what it had become. He’d built on the old-fashioned charm of the original Lodge, keeping its character but bringing it into the twenty-first century. But his ambitions for it hadn’t stopped—not by a long way.

      A quick scan revealed Rachel sitting next to Laura, surrounded by others. Ignoring Rachel’s knowing grin, he walked over, persuaded the person sitting on Laura’s other side to leave with the lure of free wine, and took the place himself.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      “And what if I say no?” said Laura.

      “Then you’ll have to inform the owner who, I’m afraid, has my best interests at heart.”

      “Maybe I will,” she said, sitting back, an eyebrow raised in query. “What do you think he’ll do about it?”

      He flashed a quick smile at the waitress who set a new place for him. “Probably tell you that you should reconsider.”

      “Really? And why should I?” She leaned in toward him, flirtatiously. “Is he such great company? Is he so utterly charming, witty, and interesting?”

      Max raised his eyebrows. “He’s all that but, more importantly, he’ll sulk if you don’t let him sit beside you. And you really don’t want to see a grown man sulk.”

      Laura laughed, a laugh that wrapped around inside him and gave a sharp tug. It was adorable—strangely natural and innocent for all her worldliness and flirtatious, danger-seeking nature. “You’re right. I don’t. You’d better make yourself comfortable then.”

      Max signaled the waiter who brought him a plate of hors d’oeuvres. He helped himself as a wine waiter poured him a large glass of his favorite Central Otago pinot noir. “So how are you enjoying Queenstown?”

      “It’s wonderful. It has everything I love here. Extreme sports, beautiful scenery, but with an airport so you can escape to the city if you want to. I could live here.”

      “You should.”

      “No, I won’t. What I mean is, if I had another job, another personality, another life, I could live here.” She shook her head. “But I don’t settle.”

      “I can understand that. I only returned here a year ago after traveling pretty much constantly overseas.”

      “What did you do?”

      “Everything. Made money through various businesses. Tried my hand at different things.”

      “Successful?”

      “Yep. Made enough to buy this place and some other properties in the area.”

      “So why come back?”

      Max didn’t speak immediately. He drank from his glass and put it down carefully on the table before turning to her. “I’d had enough. I wanted to stop, spend time with my family, my friends. I wanted to know them. I wanted to know this place. After a while, traveling becomes tedious. You must find that.”

      Laura looked uncomfortable. “Not really. I find it exciting. Besides, I like to keep things simple. And it’s simpler to keep moving.”

      He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “That sounds kind of… restless.” She didn’t respond. “You don’t find that way of life lonely at all?”

      “Are you kidding me? I’m always surrounded by people.”

      He looked around. “And you’re close to all these people?”

      Whether it was the way he’d asked the question, or the question itself, something made her pause. Her green eyes flickered over his and he could see enticing glimpses of doubt behind the bravado. Bravado was alluring, but doubt was intriguing.

      “No,” she said. “Only a couple of them. The rest are”—she shrugged—“just there. That’s enough for me.”

      “Really?” he asked gently, his curiosity piqued by her response. “And I thought I liked a minimalist life.”

      She raised an eyebrow and indicated all around with her glass of soda water. “Minimalist? With all this? You’re kidding me!”

      “Good point. This is probably the least minimalist part of my life. I came here with some mates a year ago and, once I’d seen this place again, I couldn’t let it go.”

      “You fell in love with it.” She looked around. “I’m not surprised—it’s a wonderful place.”

      “Oh, I’d fallen for it over thirty years ago.” He smiled at her confusion. “You see, it belonged to my grandparents. My mother used to bring me here as a youngster to get me away from my dad.”

      Laura shot him an interested look. “You don’t get on with your dad?”

      “No. Still don’t. Anyhow, this place meant more to me growing up than my own home. My grandparents died while I was overseas and it was left to a cousin of mine. Mum had passed away by then and Dad wasn’t interested. But when I came back here the place was falling into ruin.” He shook his head. “I couldn’t walk away from it.”

      “So you bought it off your cousin?”

      “Yeah. He was relieved. He had no interest in it and had been trying to sell it for years. But it needed a lot of money pouring into it.”

      “So… you poured the money in and you’ve made a wonderful place. But…” She hesitated.

      “Go on,” Max prompted. “Ask away.”

      “But why? I wouldn’t have taken you for the sentimental type. And you’re so far away from most other countries it must be hard to keep it commercially viable.”

      Max didn’t answer immediately. Was he sentimental? He’d never thought of himself like that but it was true, he’d done it because, somewhere deep down, he’d heard his mother’s voice saying it was the right thing to do. He’d always been guided by that voice because it had never failed him.

      “I’m not sentimental. I do what I think is right. Simple as that. And it’s going just fine. And we have plans. Big plans.”

      “You’re going to make your grandparents proud.”

      He nodded. And his mother. Though he wasn’t going to tell Laura that. She might call him sentimental again and he had an image to maintain.

      “They’d be pleased. It was the holiday place to come to in the 1920s, when my great-grandparents ran it. And if you think it’s out of the way now, you should have tried to get here then. It took a week to get here from Christchurch and half of that was from Cromwell, where the rail line ended. It was a challenge all right.”

      “One I’d have been up for.” She grinned.

      He smiled back. “You know? I can just imagine you here, in the middle of last century, clipping on your wooden skis, trekking out to get wood for the fire.”

      “Right. I get the picture. You see me as some kind of pioneer, a colonial woman come to claim her place in the world. I’d have liked everything except the claiming part. I don’t want to claim anything for my own.”

      “Looks pretty much like you’ve claimed the world if the number of views on YouTube are anything to go by.”

      She raised her chin. “You’ve been checking me out online.” She grunted softly. He liked the sound.

      “Simply keeping myself informed about my visitors.”

      She pushed away her empty plate and sat back in her chair, nursing her glass of soda water, and shot him a challenging look. “So tell me, what have you learned about me?”

      “I’m pretty sure you know what I’ve learned about you. Your life is an open book. But I can read between the lines,” he said, unable to resist teasing her.

      “Between the lines? Nothing there but empty white space, I should imagine.”

      “Should you? Then you’d be wrong.” He paused, intrigued by the flash of doubt which lurked behind her eyes—darker, more mysterious now. He liked mystery, and he also liked women.

      Her phone beeped and she picked it up. “Excuse me.” She rose and walked outside. He watched her as she went and realized he wasn’t alone. Those diners who hadn’t moved to the bar next door, were glancing her way. She had that knack of making people look at her, without revealing a shred of self-consciousness.

      She returned to the table, sliding the phone onto it, and cocked her head to one side. “So, it seems Kelly wants me to extend our stay a week. Kelly and your marketing manager believe it’ll be good for business.”

      “You okay with that?”

      “Is there enough around here to keep me occupied for a week?”

      “I’m sure of it. Lots of things to explore. Lots of attractions.”

      “Is that right?”

      “I can guarantee you’ll enjoy yourself.”

      “Well”—she rose out of her chair and turned, arms crossed under her perfectly formed breasts—“in that case, how can I refuse?” Without waiting for a response, she turned and walked across the room, toward the door. “Goodnight,” she called without turning around.

      “Goodnight.” He watched her walk, barefoot, along the wooden veranda, her long blonde hair skimming her back and shoulders. His gaze dropped to her rear, perfectly enhanced by the worn jeans.

      This was going to be an interesting week.
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          “WHO’S THAT MAN FLIRTING WITH LAURA? AND, MORE IMPORTANTLY, WHAT’S SHE GOING TO DO ABOUT IT?” @TELLTALEGIRL #ROMANCEISINTHEAIR

        

      

    

    
      There was no sign of Laura the next morning which was just as well. It meant he could focus, or at least try to focus on his other guests, and his family. He adored spending time with his little niece, Aimee, which he and Rachel purposely did, giving the newly loved-up Lizzi time with his good mate, Pete. He really wanted it to work out for them.

      But, as much as he enjoyed being with Aimee, he couldn’t help glancing over his shoulder whenever he heard a shout, or a group of people approach. Because he’d worked out that Laura was never alone, her entrance was always heralded by an excited buzz of voices and laughter. He wondered whether her need for company extended to the bedroom. Despite her flirtatious nature, there were no scandals surrounding her, no talk of lovers, spurned or otherwise.

      After lunch he and Rachel waved off his sister, Lizzi, Pete and Aimee before returning to the Lodge’s terrace. Rachel’s phone rang and she tapped it, and glanced up at Max with a heartbreaking expression of sadness and anger. The phone stopped ringing and she sighed with relief. But before she could slip it back into her pocket, a text came through. She read it, grunted with anger and tossed the phone onto the table. It landed with a clatter.

      “Not in the mood for a phone call?”

      She turned to him with surprise, her expression grim. “You could say that.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Not sure there’s much point.”

      “Try it and we’ll see if a point eventuates.”

      She shrugged. “My latest fling. Except I didn’t realize it was only a fling until now. I don’t know why I always end up with men I work with.”

      “Cameraman or director?”

      “Cameraman,” she said with a sigh. “I held such high hopes for him. Turned out the reason he wanted that revealing photo of me was to put it on his Facebook page.”

      “Bastard! What’s his name?” Max was incensed.

      She patted his arm. “Thank you, big brother. But you can’t go and sort it out like you used to in the playground.”

      “Want to bet?” Max was ready to jump onto the next plane and make sure this pathetic individual was never able to upset his sister again.

      “No, actually I don’t. But I don’t want you to do anything. I’ve dealt with it.”

      Max grunted and turned to look at the view, his gaze narrowed as he wondered, not for the first time, why his gorgeous sisters—both Rachel and Lizzi—had such trouble with men. It wasn’t because they weren’t strong. They managed to sort him out all right.

      “Did you fire him?” he asked.

      “Yep.”

      “So at least he won’t be there when you get back to Wellington.”

      “I’m not sure I’m going back to Wellington. This is just one time too many. I need a change.”

      “From your TV show? But you’ve worked so hard on that. Built it up from nothing.” Max couldn’t imagine his little sister, who’d been dubbed New Zealand’s answer to Nigella Lawson, doing anything different.

      “No, I’m not going to give up my career. But I may take it some place else. I’ve had approaches from the US.”

      “Cool.”

      “Yeah. But there’s a few issues to iron out so I’m going to head home to Belendroit for a while before going overseas. I haven’t spent any length of time there for years.”

      “Dad will appreciate your company. Not sure how long you’ll be able to stand it though, not after the excitement of your show-biz life in Wellington.”

      “At the moment a non-show-biz life, hundreds of miles from Wellington, sounds pretty damn good. At least for a while.”

      “Then do it.”

      She glanced at her phone and nodded. “I think I will.” She gave him a hug and chucked him under the chin. His sisters were the only people he’d ever accept that from. “You don’t mind if I clear out early?”

      “Do what you have to do. How long do you think you’ll stay in Akaroa?”

      “I’m not sure. There are a few things I want to do there—six months tops.”

      He watched her walk away. “Call me!”

      Rachel waved a hand of acknowledgement. “Sure thing.”

      Suddenly a phone rang and he looked down. It was Rachel’s. He picked it up, still unlocked from her previous conversation, and looked into the face of the caller. Max cleared his throat and prepared to put the fear of God into Rachel’s ex.

      Satisfied that Rachel wouldn’t be bothered by her ex anymore, Max returned to his office. His sanctuary.

      Chelsey teased him about it—called his style ‘grunge-minimalist’. He didn’t mind, she could call it whatever she wanted, so long as she didn’t try to prettify anything. One old couch placed in front of an open fire, an over-sized screen, and fridge and other gadgets hidden behind a bank of seamless doors, was all there was. It was enough.

      He didn’t want distractions. He had work to do. He’d taken on this place with one aim only—to bring his mother’s old home back to life, to make her proud, to remember her. And to do that, he intended to make it a huge success.

      Other people might assume he was driven by money, and he was to some extent, but that wasn’t the whole story. But he didn’t want people to know the whole story.

      He put his feet up on his office couch, one of the few things he’d kept from his grandparents’ days. The orangey-brown material was worn on the arms—it even had stuffing coming out. A single piece of nostalgia. Everyone should have at least one, he reckoned.

      He flicked a remote, entered Laura’s name, pressed play and lay back to watch a re-run of yesterday’s mountain bike stunt.

      Laura’s face filled the whole screen, revealing just how nervous she was. She spoke a few words and then let her sunglasses drop onto her nose, took a deep breath, and pushed off down the hill. There was one long cry and then silence as Max saw her grip tighten on the handles—her focus complete. She skilfully maneuvered the course, but even her obvious experience didn’t prevent her from hitting some of the obstacles full on, forcing her to readjust, challenging her on every level.

      It was a professional recording of her descent from the peak with various cameras positioned along the route, each taking up where the other left off. Max was impressed. Not least with the woman herself.

      Rachel had got it partly right. He was interested. But as to her not being his type, his two sisters, Rachel and Lizzi, were quite wrong there. Laura McKinney was exactly his type. Not interested in marriage, not interested in children, but very interested in fun.

      Max put his feet on the arm of the couch, his arms behind his head, pressed the pause button, and gazed at the lovely Laura McKinney just as she reached the bottom of the slope, her face frozen in sheer relief and joy. If that was how she looked after she’d experienced the thrill and landed, he wanted to see that face, close up and personal.

      He swung his legs off the couch and entered the address of her Twitter feed. He wanted to know what she was doing and where she was doing it. He soon found his answer. He jumped up and stood in front of the large screen. First he looked at her photograph—laughing, her smile lighting up her face, her hair swept back as she was caught, mid-flight, on some contraption or other. He shook his head and checked the hashtags. What next? #bungyjump. He should have known. He made a note of which operator she was going to, switched the screen off, and pulled his phone from his pocket.

      She was a woman who liked challenges, and he had just the challenge for her.

      

      An hour later Max arrived at the river and met his friend.

      They shook hands.

      “Good of you to let me barge in.”

      “No problems, Max. It’s not as if you haven’t done the job many times before. Just make sure you don’t stuff it up, though.” He glanced up at the crowd of people on top of the bridge 140 feet above the raging river. “I don’t want this to be the one challenge which breaks Laura McKinney.”

      “Nor do I, mate. Nor do I. I reckon we’ve worked often enough together that I could do this in my sleep.” Their joint gazes watched as people milled around on the bridge. Only the occasional flash of blonde hair revealed Laura’s presence.

      Unnoticed by any of the crowds, his friend pushed the boat off into the river and Max steered it through the currents, pulling up in the lee of some rocks. Here he looked up, shading his eyes from the sun with his hands.

      Laura had emerged and was standing on the platform ready to dive. Unlike the people who’d gone before, there was no one holding on to her. She’d waved people away as she stood up on the ledge. She hesitated but Max instinctively knew it wasn’t from fear. She was born to live life in the limelight. She thrived on the public’s response, she moved and responded to the crowds with every bone in her body. Flashes of camera and gasps emerged as they watched her raise her hands in the air. She even went on tiptoe for a few seconds. Max smiled. It was all for dramatic effect. She really knew how to wrap people around her little finger. Himself included. Maybe he was as bad as Rachel at being attracted to the wrong people.

      Then a noise erupted—equal gasp, equal cheer—as she jumped off, and plummeted earthwards, the bungy rope fixed to her ankles unraveling behind her, like some giant snake following her to earth. Even Max, who’d witnessed more bungy jumps than he cared to remember, had his heart in his mouth as he watched her strong, lithe body hold itself firm against the rushing air, her hair streaming out like a bright flag behind her.

      Max revved the engine and steered it into the middle of the Kawarau River just as Laura plummeted to earth. He was so close he could see her shut her eyes as she rushed headlong toward the water. She’d chosen to not stop short of the water, but to dive head first into the chill, glacier-fed river. A risky choice but for someone so young and fit, a calculated one. As usual she was dressed only in a brief white bikini, stunning against her tanned body. Seemed being practically naked in the eyes of the world didn’t worry her.

      She kept her arms crossed over her chest as she entered the water, the bungy rope stretching until only her ankles were visible for one instant before the rope rebounded and jerked her up, out of the water with a gasp, trailing a blast of bright sunlit water.

      He expertly maneuvered the boat around, ready to pick her up. She gasped as she dangled there and then, with an agility which didn’t surprise him, she swung herself up, catching hold of the rope and righting herself. With the instinct of a circus performer she held out her free arm and leg wide and swung around the rope in a picture of elegance and athleticism. Applause roared through the valley.

      Slowly the winch lowered her until she was in the boat. He pulled his cap lower and helped her in, not that she needed it. She dropped in as if she’d jumped off a bus.

      “Cheers!” she said to him with barely a glance before waving to her audience, both up on the bridge and on shore.

      She sat down, braced her arms behind her and laughed, turning her bright face up to the sun. She was irresistible. There didn’t seem to be anything between her and anyone else. Most people had built walls around them, layers of armor to protect themselves from hurt, from feeling, from a hundred other things which had been chucked their way in the course of their lives. Not Laura. It seemed she didn’t need any armor—all she wanted was to feel alive.

      He waited for her to give the signal.

      “Okay, let’s go!” she said.

      He nodded, noting her GoPro camera was still filming, checked his route and gunned the motor, tearing off downstream instead of back to shore.

      She fell back into the boat with the force of the acceleration. Water splashed up, soaking them both.

      “Hey! Where are we going?” she spluttered, as she pushed her wet hair from her face.

      He grinned and glanced at her. For the first time she looked at him, really looked.

      “You! What are you doing? Have you kidnapped me?”

      “I thought you might appreciate a different kind of challenge to the predictable bungy jumping.”

      “But—”

      He looked back to where he was going. “If I were you, I’d stop talking and hang on tight.”

      She screamed—half-panic and half-pleasure—as he took the rapids straight on, all four hundred meters of turbulent water. He’d done it plenty of times before and knew the lay of the rocks beneath the water like the back of his own hand. There was no danger but he’d somehow forgotten to tell her that.

      Now out of sight of the curious onlookers, he continued on down the river until they came to a secluded spot. The cliffs soared high above them, turning into mountains. There were no roads around here, no access way, no one to see them. He spun the motor boat into a quiet inlet.

      She turned the GoPro on herself. Max saw the red light blinking. “I can now add shooting the rapids and being kidnapped to my list of challenges accepted. Although”—she shot him a look—“they weren’t really offered, more thrust on me. Where are we exactly?”

      “Miles from the nearest road, nearest person. We’re quite alone.”

      “Oh.” She frowned.

      “Another challenge… being alone.”

      “But I’m not. You’re here.”

      He leaned forward and took the Go Pro camera from her and turned it off. He raised an eyebrow. “Anticipation is good for publicity. Let them wonder what you’re up to, what you’re doing. Your ratings will be even higher.”

      He let the boat glide into shore, pulled out a chilly bin and stepped with it onto the small beach. The sun was high overhead and bathed the canyon and small beach in its hot rays.

      He turned, half-expecting her to have dived into the river and swum off. But she was right behind him. Seems the unexpected didn’t faze her. She pulled the inflatable dinghy onto the small sandy beach.

      “I can do that,” said Max, turning to help.

      “So can I,” she said, pulling the boat in securely before standing, hands on hips, looking around her.

      He resolutely tried to restrict his gaze to her eyes. “So it would appear. A woman of many talents.”

      “Oh, yes.” She approached him. “I can look after myself.”

      She passed him by with a glance which told him in no uncertain terms that he wasn’t to mess with her. Shame, because that’s all he could think of doing.

      “Drink?”

      “Water if you have it? Or, let me guess, is it only Champagne in there? Chilling, I should imagine, in a bucket of ice.”

      He held the bottle up for her to see. “Sorry to disappoint you, I’m right out of Champagne.” Her eyes widened with surprise. “No. I have hot dogs and beer.”

      Intrigued, she peered inside the chilly bin. “I don’t see any hot dogs.”

      “Because they’re not cooked yet.”

      He reached into the boat and withdrew a barbecue and set it up on a rock, and uncapped the beers, using each one as the opener for the other. He held one out to her. “There’s some water in the chilly bin, if you prefer.”

      She took the beer. “So what’s this all about, Max? Trying to surprise me?”

      “Why would I bother with that?”

      “Because I interest you. No doubt because I haven’t fluttered my eyelashes and fallen into your bed.”

      “I see you’re an expert on the male of the species.”

      She shrugged. “People always want things they can’t have.”

      “You do realize there’s only one way to test that hypothesis.”

      She shot him a look of mock annoyance. “I don’t intend to make myself available simply to see if you’re still interested, if that’s what you mean.”

      He laughed. “Fair enough. But now you have me curious. What is it that interests Laura McKinney?”

      She came up close to him, her eyes searching his face. Then she relaxed her expression and raised an eyebrow. “That hot dog you mentioned.”

      “Right.” He laughed, lighting the BBQ, aware that it would take more than a kidnapping to get Laura to reveal that part of her she hid from everyone, which intrigued him more than anything else. A beautiful girl was simply that. But a beautiful girl who was full of contradictions and mystery was something else entirely—a physical, emotional and intellectual puzzle to unravel. Something which definitely piqued his interest. “Hot dog coming up.”

      

      Hot dogs consumed, she took a swig of beer and leaned back on the rocks and closed her eyes. “Ah, this is nice.”

      It certainly was, he couldn’t help thinking.

      She opened her eyes suddenly with a frown. “Do you think they’ll be worrying about me?”

      “No. I told Chelsey what I was doing, and she was going to let Kelly know.”

      “Ah, all part of the plan, then.”

      “Yes, as is this.” Max picked up the GoPro and aimed it at her. “Something for the fans when we get back.” She didn’t fiddle with her hair or looks, but continued to look at him, a slow smile on her face. “Say hello.”

      He turned it on and nodded at her. Like the professional she was, she spoke straight to camera, describing how she’d been whisked away by someone tall, dark and handsome, for lunch in a deserted spot on the river. She looked up at Max and winked.

      That wink. It was all it took for him to deviate from the plan and want to show her something unexpected. He fumbled with the button on the Go-Pro, set it down on a rock, and came over to her. “Well, Laura.”

      “Well, Max.”

      She licked her lips and she reached out for him, grabbing his hand. “Come here,” she murmured.

      He didn’t need asking twice. He placed his free hand firmly on the rocks beside her, bracing himself away from her, not trusting himself to touch her body anywhere other than her lips. It was Laura who pulled his face to hers, his mouth to hers.

      His senses were bombarded with stimuli: the taste of her, the sweet smell of her and the feel of her soft lips—more vulnerable than he’d imagined and far more arousing.

      With the rushing of the water competing with the surge of his blood through his veins, the kiss deepened.

      Her breath hitched as his tongue touched hers and for one long moment their tongues caressed and all he could think about was hot sex—as hot as the sun which blazed down on them.

      He’d never experienced a kiss like it before. As well as sensuality, what surprised him was that there was a kind of refreshing innocence there, too. It was in the way she held his hand between them and kept her body slightly apart, slightly stiff, as if holding back. And yet the kiss was her—stripped bare.

      It was Max who pulled away first. He still held her hand, and with the other, brushed away a strand of still wet hair from her face. “You’re a very surprising woman.”

      Her eyes lingered on his lips. “That’s what they tell me.”

      “They? All the people you kiss?”

      “Like most men you’ve confused adventure with promiscuity. I don’t go around kissing people.”

      That made sense. It explained the rawness and unsophistication of the kiss, and the complete and utter sensuality of it. “Then I feel honored.”

      “No, you don’t. No need to say stupid things like that to me.”

      She stepped away and looked around at the scenery. Like the kiss, it was raw, passionate, the water of the river surging past, sending spray bouncing off the rocks, as it channeled through the narrow pass. He watched her pace across to the water’s edge.

      “Even if it’s true?”

      She glanced at him. “Especially if it’s true.” She returned her gaze out to the river and up to the slender stretch of blue sky, just as the sun dipped behind the cliffs. She shivered. “There’s something about this place. Something more challenging than…” She trailed off but he knew it wasn’t so much the place that had challenged her,  but the kiss. He knew because he felt the same.

      He handed her some thermals he’d brought with him. “Best cover up now the sun’s gone. It can get cold. We’ll get on our way. I’ll deliver you back to your adoring public.”

      “Right,” she said, but there was a trace of reluctance, sadness almost, in her voice which made him pause as he gathered the things and look at her.

      With her slender, tanned bikini-clad figure, sun-bleached hair which hung in messy tresses down her back, she was a goddess of nature, but he sensed there was an unease under the skin of this goddess which wasn’t often exposed. It intrigued him.

      He tossed the rest of the things into his bag, remembering the GoPro at the last minute, and placed them in the boat. She waded carefully through the water, got into the boat and pulled on the fleece.

      He unlooped the rope from the rock and jumped in.

      “Ready?”

      “Yes.”

      “You okay?”

      “It’s just the post-thrill setting in. You know, after an hour or so the adrenaline wears off.”

      “Maybe I should give you some more, then.” He tossed her a life jacket. “Better put this on.”

      He started the engine and steered them out into the middle of the river.

      She grinned and the public face of Laura was back again. “Why?” she shouted above the noise of the water.

      The water became noisier the further into the middle they went. It swirled dangerously around rocks between which a thin channel ran, the water fast and smooth as it rushed toward what appeared to be a sheer cliff face.

      Her eyes widened with fear. “Where’s the river gone?” she shrieked.

      “Through that cave. You didn’t think I wasn’t going to give you a thrill to remember, did you? You’d better hold on tight. And keep your head down.”

      He focused on steering the boat through the twists and turns, revving back when required, before shooting through the black tunnel, the roof of which came perilously close to their heads.

      They flew out the other side, skimming the water, and were momentarily held in the place between air and water, mist all around, emerging from it with a splash as they bounced once more onto the water of the swiftly flowing river.

      Shouts from the river bank rang out and Laura looked around and waved at the crowds who’d gathered to watch Laura McKinney take on the famed Dog Leg rapid.

      “How did they know?” Laura asked.

      “I may have mentioned it to a few people.”

      She laughed. “That was amazing! Can we do it again?”

      “I’m at your command. Just tell me when.” With that, he steered the boat to the shore. He handed her her bag and she was swallowed up by adoring crowds.

      His mate who’d loaned him the boat helped him haul it to shore. “You were longer than we thought.”

      “Got caught up.”

      “Huh. Don’t let any of her fans know, there’s a queue a mile long to get close to that one.”

      They both glanced at Laura who was talking ten to the dozen, interacting with her fans in front of a camera held by one of her team.

      “I’m not surprised. She’s pretty special.”

      His friend raised an eyebrow. “Max Connelly! Don’t tell me you’ve fallen under her spell.”

      Max shook his head. He hadn’t fallen under the spell Laura cast on her fans. But he was sure intrigued by the contradiction that was at the heart of the woman. So public, so natural, and yet… there was a part of her that was hidden, for all the exposure; a part of her, he suspected, which was afraid. But of what? He had no idea but he reckoned it would be more than a little interesting finding out.

      

      Laura climbed into the back of the Land Rover and tossed the GoPro into Kelly’s hands. “There’s the footage from the jump and also some of me having lunch on the shore.”

      Kelly caught it and popped it into her pocket. “I’ll check it through and then upload it as soon as we get back to the lodge.”

      “Kelly! No checking. I want the real me to come through, not some edited version. Okay?”

      Kelly shook her head and sighed. “You’re crazy, Laura. What if your boobs fell out during the fall.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “What if your nose was running when you emerged from the water?”

      “Wouldn’t worry me.”

      “Okay, okay. Just as it is.”

      “I’ve nothing to hide. I want it all out there.”

      “Sure thing, Laura.”

      

      It wasn’t until an hour later that Max emerged from his meeting with Chelsey and was able to retreat to his man-cave.

      The first thing he did was turn on YouTube to Laura’s channel. Seems he couldn’t get enough of her, just like millions of others around the world. But there was no recent upload.

      He kept it on while he went into the wet room and took a quick shower. Then he heard a roar from the TV and he recognized it for the bungy jump. He wrapped a towel around his waist and walked into the office, watching the big screen which was filled with shots taken from Laura’s GoPro of the rapid descent and the plunge into the river. It looked amazing. As did Laura herself after she’d gotten into the boat and turned the camera on herself and finished up the piece. The camera went blank and Max waited for the footage he took on the shore. Maybe it didn’t film for some reason. Then it came on, Laura glistening in the sunlight talking about her solo lunch.

      Max grinned and was about to turn the TV off at the end of the clip except… it didn’t end. The camera shifted as he placed it high up on a rock and went to turn it off. But it continued to film.

      Max watched aghast as he came into view, a very close up view, and Laura’s arms snaked around his naked back and drew him close to her and their lips met. The camera caught nothing of Laura’s caution, only the entirely sensuous, lustful nature of the kiss. It must have been something to do with the angle of the camera. Their faces filled the screen. You saw nothing of the distance of their bodies, nothing of the fact that both were clothed—Laura’s hair covered the thin white straps of her bikini and for all the world it looked like two naked people, kissing, a prelude to intense love-making.

      Max sat down on the couch as if he’d been pushed. Except they hadn’t been making love. Except he knew Laura wouldn’t have wanted to get this naked in public view. She’d really been caught out this time. And she’d think it was his fault—that he’d done it on purpose.
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      Laura sat astride the chair, resting her chin on its back as she watched the kiss one more time.

      “Jesus, Laura! You don’t hang about, do you?” Kelly said, freezing the frame on the kiss.

      Like most filming, it showed only one side of things—one aspect of the experience. In this case, it showed none of the chasteness, and all of the passion and electricity. Her stomach tightened with desire at the memory of Max’s lips pressed against hers, of the way he’d slid his tongue along her lips and she’d opened her mouth to him. A shiver of desire snaked down her spine.

      “Man, it’s hot in here.” Laura pushed up the old-fashioned sash window and leaned outside. A glint of light on the hill alerted her to the fact that a camera was trained on her. Let it, it didn’t worry her, unlike the intimate image on the screen. She turned around to look at it again.

      “I’m not surprised you’re hot. I’m hot. Anyone looking at that image will be hot. And your life has just got a whole lot hotter.”

      Laura shrugged and crossed her arms. “Thought that was what you and Chelsey wanted.”

      “I guess. But we hadn’t planned on something like this. Telltale Girl has already commented on it on her blog. What on earth got into you?”

      “I’d have thought that was obvious. If I’m hot now, he’s even hotter. Just look at him.”

      “You’re surrounded by hot men. But you don’t jump them all.”

      “I don’t ‘jump’ any of them.” She walked closer to the screen, picked up the remote control and pressed play once more. The kiss finished, they parted and Max was seen clearly. “I just went with the flow. Like I always do.”

      “You’ve never gone this far before.” Kelly rose and poured them both coffees. She looked out across the hills, now bathed in early morning sunlight. “There’s something about this place. You’ve been different here.”

      Laura grunted. “I’m no different here than anywhere else!” She accepted a coffee from Kelly who raised an eyebrow.

      “Really?”

      “Yes, really,” said Laura, taking a sip of her coffee. “It’s beautiful and all that… and those mountains.” She gestured to the ice-capped ridge of the Remarkables. “They’re something else.” She narrowed her eyes in thought. “Kind of inspiring.”

      “Inspiring enough to seduce a man… or be seduced by a man?”

      She glared at Kelly. “I’m into flirtation, not seduction. That’s not my style.”

      “It might not be your style, but I’d say that Max Connelly has the whole seduction thing going on.”

      “That’ll be useful, then, won’t it, for whatever you and Chelsey have planned for us.”

      “That kiss will take things a whole lot further than we’d planned. It could work. Although I still can’t believe you filmed it.”

      “I didn’t. He did.”

      Laura would have laughed at Kelly’s shocked expression if she hadn’t been so shocked herself. She embraced all challenges but they were always on her terms, her decision. But this time? Max had stolen the initiative and she wasn’t sure how she felt about it.

      Her initial feelings of anger and betrayal, at having been tricked, had swiftly given way to respect. He’d played her at her own game and won. It triggered her already well-honed competitive instinct.

      Kelly strode across the room and picked up the phone. “That’s not on! I’ll ring Chelsey.”

      “Why not talk to her? She’s only down the corridor.”

      “Some things”—Kelly emphasized her words with a shake of the phone—“are best done in a business-like way, from a distance.” She crossed her arm and turned away from Laura. “Chelsey? What’s going on? This wasn’t what we agreed!”

      Laura sighed, scrolling down the Twitter feed on her own phone. There was silence as Kelly listened. A few perfunctory replies followed and Kelly finished the call.

      “Seems she was out of the loop, too. Max pulled this one by himself.”

      “I don’t know what you’re worried about, it’ll be good for us both in the long run. That was what you wanted, wasn’t it?”

      “Hm. You could be right.” Kelly began to pace back and forward. “It’s something new for you, something that could stir up wider interest. Yeah, actually this could work.”

      For all of Laura’s words of reassurance to Kelly, Laura still felt unsettled by Max’s stunt. Laura swung between admiration that he’d bested her, indignation for the same reason, but above all, intrigue. She was intrigued to see how far this would go before one or the other of them went too far.

      That had been one hell of a kiss and he, it was turning out, was one hell of a man. Intrigued, definitely. Seduced? The jury was still out on that one.

      “Hey look, people are wondering if this is a challenge!” Kelly continued to scroll through the comments and looked up with a grin. “Seems you’re being challenged to date Max Connelly. You up for it?”

      Laura didn’t have to think twice. She stepped forward and typed in her usual response—a smiley face with a thumbs-up.

      
      Max had his staff circulating around the Lodge and grounds trying to find Laura. He’d only ventured out of his office once to be swarmed by people before he beat a hasty retreat. He tried her cellphone but it went straight to voicemail.

      He looked out the window at his resort which was over-run with people now that Laura’s latest video had gone viral. Seemed it was good for business. He turned away. He’d managed to create a video which had done precisely what Laura tried to do with all her videos. Then why did he feel so bad?

      He’d thought he’d turned off the video. He didn’t usually make such blunders but then, he was about to get up close and personal with a beautiful woman and his mind hadn’t been entirely focused on the camera.

      He didn’t even mind the footage from his own point of view—it was hardly damning, a kiss, maybe not entirely chaste, between two people. It had obviously brought him publicity which was always needed.

      No, what he felt bad about was Laura. She was always open and honest and she’d believe he hadn’t been. It wasn’t in his nature to trick people but she wasn’t to know that. He had to see her, he had to explain.

      He flicked on the computer screen and watched the comments come pouring in under her video. Broken hearts, both male and female, as well as cheers and encouragement. And, finally, asking her whether this was a new challenge.

      There was a knock at the door and Chelsey entered, without waiting to be asked. She raised her eyebrows in a ‘really?’ expression and closed the door quietly behind her.

      “Hey, Max. Are you sure you require my services? It looks like you’re doing a pretty good job on your own.”

      He thrust his fingers through his hair and shook his head with a sigh. “Not intentionally, Chelsey, not intentionally.”

      “Albeit in an underhanded kind of way.” She cocked her head to one
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