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  The Story


From high seas to shattered villages,hearts catch fire. 
Uncharted waters, unlikely love: Sail into danger and desire in this modern-day pirates, enemies-to-lovers story.
In the thrilling world of high-stakes adventure and unexpected romance, Claire Saunders and Dion Gaetani embark on a forced journey that will test their limits and challenge their hearts.
Determined to leave her troubled past behind, the last thing Claire needs is a band of pirates wreaking havoc in San Diego. But fate has other plans. Against her will, she becomes a passenger aboard a schooner at sea, entangled in a dangerous covert operation. As she sails farther away from home, her absence could shatter everything she has worked so hard to build.
Dion, a seasoned and guilt-ridden agent, can't believe he's been paired with a civilian. To make matters worse, she's a woman—an unwanted complication he doesn't need. Haunted by a past mission gone wrong, he must now navigate the treacherous waters of capturing a rogue band of pirates. With the stakes higher than ever, Dion's own boat, the Treasure, becomes the irresistible bait.
Forced to work in close quarters, Claire and Dion must confront their fears, trust each other,and face the undeniable desire that simmers beneath the surface. As danger looms and their mission intensifies, they discover that sometimes love can be found in the most unexpected of circumstances.
This first story in the Tropical Persuasions series is an enemies-to-lovers, forced proximity romance that features a schooner with a mind of its own and betrayal and intrigue on the high seas.   
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  Chapter One


San Diego, present day 
Claire Saunders closed her eyes and let her hands guide the way. She skimmed the surface, caressed the beveled edges, and moved on to the legs, searching each curve for imperfections. A small sigh of satisfaction escaped. Smooth as glass and not a single rough edge. She smiled and opened her eyes. There were no discernible flaws in the antique table. And if she couldn’t find any, no one else would, either.
She’d been right about the rosewood grain, too.
Claire stroked the surface once more, following the striations in the wood. Light and dark in perfect harmony. Under three layers of paint! It had taken a lot of patience, but the stripping and sanding had been worth it. The table was lovely.
As she pulled her facemask down and inhaled the pungent, woodsy scent, Claire braced herself for the memories, paying silent homage to the man who had taught her how to make the wood come alive. A master craftsman who happened to also be her father. This was his legacy, and the only connection to him she had left. At least, the only one she wanted to acknowledge.
“You’d have liked this one, Dad,” she whispered.
Except no one was there to hear. Not anymore. She’d give anything to have him back. Claire threw the sanding block to the floor as the inevitable resentment followed. If he were here, he could clean up his own mess. It would take her years to do it for him.
She wiped a hand across her brow, moving damp, honey-colored hair out of her way. A week into September and the unseasonably warm San Diego temperatures still topped eighty degrees by midday. Her workshop, a converted garage below her apartment, had no windows, and only a small, valiant fan near the big door worked to push the heat back outside. It wasn’t doing too good of a job at it, either.
A month of painstakingly slow work had cost her, but the promised elegance would be delivered on time. She hoped. As long as she could get the first clear finish coat on today.
Stretching to ease muscles cramped from too many hours hunched over, Claire reached for a broom as her stomach growled. She’d grab some breakfast while the dust settled, then apply the first coat. A quick glance at the clock on the wall confirmed that timing would be tight. She needed to be down at the waterfront by mid-afternoon.
Claire frowned. Her day job as an administrative assistant at the Harbor Island Yacht Club was a necessity, though not one she particularly liked. She should have never agreed to organize the four-day Festival of Ships. Even worse, she’d practically begged for the opportunity. It had turned out to be a nightmare of egos and regulations, and she’d come close to giving up more times than she could count.
Her apartment felt like a cooler in comparison to the workshop. With no air conditioning, though, the feeling wouldn’t last long. Still, Claire thought as she rubbed the goose bumps on her arms, I’ll enjoy it while I can.
The incessant chime of her cell phone called her. Breakfast would have to wait a couple more minutes. Tracking the phone down in her bedroom, she tapped voicemail. There were three messages, all from her boss. Each one said the same thing.
Call me immediately.
Great. What did he think was wrong now? Claire punched her boss’s number.
“Good morning, Mr. Seton.”
“Claire?” his voice boomed. “Where are you?”
“I’m home at the moment, sir.”
“At home? Why are you still at home? All hell is breaking loose down here! How many times have you told me you could handle this? Now here we have this mess and you’re not here?”
Her goose bumps returned, and her legs threatened to buckle, so Claire sat down on the nearest piece of furniture, her bed, or the mattress on the floor that passed as her bed. It wasn’t much, but it supported her now.
“What’s wrong? Everything was ready when I left last night.”
“It’s not about the preparations, it’s about the boats. They’ve arrived early! They aren’t supposed to be here until tomorrow, and there are already ships out here waiting for berths. What are you going to do?”
Claire’s shoulders slumped in relief. “It’s fine, Mr. Seton. Some of them won’t be in the parade of ships. They were scheduled to arrive early.”
“Why didn’t I know this? Why wasn’t I told?”
Claire raised her eyes to the ceiling in a silent prayer, remembering the exact conversation she’d had with him only one week ago to overview the plan.
“We have too many ships for the line,” she explained again. “Plus, some of the ships need to be docked before ones in the parade can come in.”
Quite sure at that moment that she heard a “harrumph” on the other end of the line, Claire stifled a laugh at the vision of her boss standing on the dock with one arm wildly waving as he spoke, his face red and slightly puffed. A tall man with a commanding presence and a full head of white hair, he would be noticeable.
“Well, I don’t remember this at all. Besides, just how are they going to berth without you here to direct them? They have no idea where to go. This is your fault, Claire Saunders. You wanted this responsibility. You are supposed to be here.”
The fleeting smile disappeared. “I’ll be there shortly, Mr. Seton,” she said stiffly. “Anthony is there to direct the ships, and I’ve already spoken with him this morning.”
“Anthony? Who, pray tell, is Anthony?”
“He’s the harbor patrol liaison who volunteered to help out with the festival this year. You met him last week.”
“Oh. Um, yes, I believe I do remember him after all. Now, what did he look like again?”
“Dark hair, older, not too tall. He should be out there, radio in hand, giving orders, and directing movement on the water.”
“Yes. Yes, I see him now.”
“Mr. Seton, it’s important that you stay out of his way,” Claire begged. “He needs total concentration to get these yachts into the right slips. Do you understand me?”
“Of course, I do. I think I’ll just go see if he’s got everything under control.”
“No, Mr. Seton! Please—”
Her plea came too late. Her boss had already hung up. Claire knew from experience that he would bungle everything. Damn. Why couldn’t he trust her this once? She had everything under control.
She hoped.
A second “damn” came out as she rushed to change into clean clothes grabbed from the neatly folded piles around the room. She needed a dresser, but didn’t have the money for one yet. She needed a bed and something to replace the cardboard box beside it, too.
Her living area was perfection defined. She had meticulously restored cast off furniture from others to create an illusion of comfort and wealth. That had led to outside orders, like the table currently waiting in her shop. Along with her meager salary from the yacht club though, it still fell short. As yet, she hadn’t the money to pay off the mountain of debts and close in on her dreams. Her bedroom was certainly visible proof of that. This festival had to be a success! The new job she’d been promised meant her goals would be in sight.
Claire splashed some water on her face and glanced at her watch. Damn. She grabbed her makeup bag and keys and raced out. Stopping to lock her workshop, she took one last, regretful look at the table sitting there.
She would miss her deadline on the table. She needed to be down at the waterfront now instead of in three hours—thanks to the irritating ineptitude of one Mr. George Seton, of the Mayflower Setons, of course.

      [image: ]It had turned into the day from hell. Everything that could go wrong, did, from her boss guiding boats into slips willy-nilly, then this schooner berthing where she shouldn’t be. Claire just wanted to get off the waterfront with her sanity intact. Was that too much to ask?
“Ahoy, the Treasure,” she called out.
Claire took a moment to appreciate the old-world character of the schooner, with its wood construction and graceful lines. She knew the specs on each ship participating. Small by festival standards, only sixty-one feet on deck, sixty-nine overall, this one easily evoked memories of sailing times long past. The schooner’s previous owner had been a major contributor up until his death the prior year. His grandson owned the boat now, and everyone involved with the festival had been enormously grateful that he’d continued his grandfather’s contribution. She’d heard somewhere that he lived overseas. Still, flagship of the festival had seemed a fitting show of gratitude to the old gentleman. Keeping the donors happy was a major part of her job.
Getting no answer to her hail, Claire tried again, tapping her feet.
“Ahoy, anyone aboard the Treasure?”
Still no answer. Finally, after a third hail, a head appeared above her, slowly followed by a body hard to ignore. Tanned, muscular legs gave way to khaki cut-offs, complete with frayed ends. The t-shirt was modern but dirt-smudged and tight enough to show off an impressive chest and arms. Further up, longish, brown hair, scruffy stubble, and unreadable dark eyes completed the illusion. The man looked like a pirate. Claire glanced up at the mast, half expecting to see the infamous Jolly Roger flying there.
He didn’t say a word, and her cheeks flared with heat as he observed her. Using her clipboard as a fan, Claire let her brain delude her into believing the warmth seeping slowly through her body was weather related.
That’s when he raised a leg to place a sandaled foot on the boat’s railing, flexing well-defined muscles. The tempo of her fanning increased.
Yes, this man could easily pass for a pirate. One of those old-time swashbucklers who stole their women away to ravage them in the privacy of the captain’s quarters. Tall, dark and…scowling? Wait a minute. That wasn’t the way the fairytale went, was it?
Struggling to regain some composure, she adjusted her sunglasses and dug deep to remember why she stood here.
“I’m afraid you’re not supposed to be here.”
He just stared at her. That’s all. No response, no raised eyebrow. Nothing, damn it.
“Did you hear me?”
“Yes.”
She quickly suppressed the small shiver that trailed down her back. “Well, then?”
“Where is it you think I’m not supposed to be?”
“Here!” she said, pointing at the dock for effect.
He simply stared at her again. Claire stiffened. She had a long to-do list today and, muscled or not, this sailor stood directly in her path.
“You need to move this boat.”
“No. I don’t,” he replied casually.
“What?” She tried very hard not to shriek.
“I said, ‘No, I don’t.’” He turned away and disappeared as if the conversation was over.
Claire’s mouth dropped open. Instinct overrode thought as she hurried to the gangplank. She struggled to quickly navigate the steep angle and halfway up, tripped.
That figures. Limping now, she chose to ignore the standard “permission to come aboard” courtesy and kept going until she caught up to him.
As she took a moment to consider him, something began to thread its way around her anger. He was taller than her, but not too tall. Danger oozed from him in waves of intimidation. His eyes weren’t just dark. They were like deep night, black, distant, and dispassionate. His mouth was the opposite of unemotional, however. Nothing more than thin lines showed, and Claire faltered.
He really did resemble a pirate, even more so up close. She glanced back and realized how far she’d have to run if escape became necessary.
“Permission to come aboard granted,” he said with slow, smooth precision.
Claire swallowed. “Look,” she started, pleased to hear no quaver in her voice.
His eyes narrowed.
Claire took a step back and tried a different tack. “I’m sorry,” she said, holding out a hand which shook only slightly. “We’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. I’m Claire Saunders, from the Harbor Island Yacht Club. I’m the festival liaison.”
He didn’t take the hand, instead watching her until she dropped it to her side.
“And you are?” she tried again.
“Busy.”
“Well, I can understand that. You’ve just docked. However, you have to understand. The Festival needs you to move. This slip is assigned to a different boat.”
“Not anymore, it isn’t.”
Her jaw fell again, her eyes widened, and a very unladylike, “Huh?” was all that her brain could format for speech.
“I said, ‘Not anymore, it isn’t.’”
“I heard what you said. But—” Claire stopped and tapped her clipboard against her leg. There had to be some way to resolve this. She stared at him for a moment, then switched gears again. “I’d like to speak to the captain.”
He glanced around. “I guess that’s me at the moment.”
“Well, then, did you receive the paperwork indicating where you should be docked?”
He reached behind him then, and she backed up a step. Only she didn’t have another step. The raised cabin roof stopped her short and, off balance, she fell backward. Her clipboard clattered to the deck as strong, calloused hands broke her fall and righted her by pulling her close to a hard body.
He smelled of musky earth, sweat, and sea salt. Somehow, it worked for him. And for her. Instinct took control, and Claire leaned forward.
She almost missed the hint of emotion in those dark, unreadable eyes. They flared, just for the tiniest moment. Then he set her away from him, holding her with one hand until she found her balance.
His other hand held a letter.
Straightening, she reached for it.
“Uh-uh,” he said, wagging his finger. “Look, don’t touch.”
Her glare returned as she bent slightly to read the note, which bore the yacht club logo at the top. Confused, she read:
To Whom It May Concern:
This letter serves as notice that the Treasure and her crew have been awarded carte-blanche to berth where they want, when they want. All members of the yacht club, security forces and any other official persons tied to the Festival of Ships will give the schooner their full cooperation.
It was signed by none other than her boss, George Seton! She didn’t know a thing about it, either. Claire felt like the word “idiot” had been branded on her forehead. He’d gone behind her back again. Was he trying to undermine everything she’d accomplished? She straightened as she realized how true that could actually be. After all, his own daughter had suggested an interest in the same job that Claire was up for…if the festival ended up a success.
“Why did they give you this authority?” she asked.
“Being the flagship for the festival has some perks, I guess.”
“I don’t understand.”
He reached down, picked up the clipboard, and handed it to her.
“If you would be so kind as to disembark, Miss Saunders, I’d like to return to my duties.” With that dismissal, he resumed his work.
His arrogance was as much a slap across the face as the letter. Fuming, Claire knew any options had disappeared with that note, so she clutched the clipboard to her chest and disembarked, leaving him to his damn sheets and halyards.

      [image: ]Dion Gaetani coiled the rope and tossed it toward a hook, but it missed and fell directly to the deck. The schooner seemed as out of sorts as he was. He stared at the rope for a moment, made a decision, and left it there. The rope could rot away on the deck for all he cared right now. Lifting one foot to the railing, he massaged his bad knee as he surveyed the waterfront. She was still there, at the edge of the pier. He watched her long hair sway from side to side as she nodded toward the Treasure, consulted her clipboard, then stared at the docks again. She’d been doing that for close to an hour.
Claire Saunders. She looked no different than any other of the self-proclaimed elite. She even had the standard uniform on—khaki pants, polo and the ever-present sweater across her shoulders. Dion had left the lifestyle of the rich and famous behind long ago. She appeared to be entrenched in it. Still, he could have sworn he’d caught a whiff of sawdust when he’d steadied her. She didn’t look like she’d ever done, or ever had to do, any sort of manual labor. He frowned.
She wore makeup she didn’t need. Wondering what beauty hid beneath it, he imagined himself gently washing it away, caressing her skin first with cloth, then with his fingers, slowly tracing the soft lines of her cheek, followed by gentle kisses, finding that dimple at the corner of her mouth, and finally rewarded as he reached those lips. They would be soft, inviting…
Abruptly, he pulled out of the trance and felt the hard ache his thoughts had brought on. Hell, did he need a woman that bad? Straightening, he scuffed his sandals against a spot on the deck and reminded himself that she was everything he’d turned his back on. She was trouble.

      [image: ]Claire walked slowly along the Embarcadero as dusk settled over the docks. The hot day had melted into night without her notice. A million small details were what made a festival like this a success, and she had spent the day dealing with the worst of them. Her boss took top spot on that list. What’s-his-face on that schooner, since he never had given her his name, placed a very close second.
Another huge snag of the day came from a meeting she hadn’t planned on. Security was already in place for the festival, but some new guys with the International Marine Bureau had wanted her to provide additional precautions for the smaller yachts, at festival expense, and at the last minute, too. She had heard about the recent hijackings and personally knew two of the families involved as they were from the club. It was impossible to increase the force on such short notice, and the two agents from the International Marine Bureau hadn’t taken too kindly to that news.
At that moment, the darkness deepened. Claire looked up at the shadowed form of the aircraft carrier, Midway, now permanently moored here. Normally reassuring, tonight it seemed more a portent of doom, and Claire hurried past. This festival had to go well. That was her mantra these days, and all her hopes were pinned to it. The position of director was the carrot her boss dangled in front of her, and exactly what she needed to finally leave the past behind. But everything she did would have to be flawless in order to beat the boss’s daughter.
Shaking herself free of her apprehension, she reached her car and left the waterfront behind. After a quick stop at the grocery store to pick up enough vegetables for a salad, she’d be done.
She picked up the wine being advertised as great with salads but replaced it, knowing it was over her budget. There were still too many days to payday.







  
  Chapter Two


The rope landed with a thud on the cabin roof as Dion bent over to pick up yet another food wrapper tossed to the deck by one of the visiting hoards. 
“How in hell did Grandfather tolerate this?” he grumbled, still irritated by the sheer number of people who had boarded the Treasure over the past few days. He’d even had to pry gum off the wood in a couple of spots. Thankfully, tours had ended for the day an hour ago.
He was grateful to his partner, Roger Borland, for stepping into the role as captain. He’d have tossed some unruly visitor overboard before the first day’s end. And Roger loved playing the charismatic English Captain. It was right up his alley.
They’d been partners for close to ten years, and Dion had called him friend for almost as long. Towering over most people, Roger was British in both tone and demeanor. But who had ever seen a proper, pipe-smoking Brit with a ponytail?
Dion looked around. He hadn’t observed any suspicious activity yet. Of course, he hadn’t seen much of anything except all the bodies clambering aboard, leaving fingerprints everywhere, and their post-tornado mess for him to clean up. He and Roger had been busy scrubbing footprints off the deck for over an hour now. The other crew used the need to scout as an excuse to hightail it off the boat about the time cleanup had started.
“I’m going for grub. Can I get you something?” Roger called, fresh from a shower and already headed toward the dock.
“No. I’ll finish here, then go collapse.”
Dion picked up the rope and tossed it toward a hook, but it missed. Again. Scowling at the offending cord, he picked it up and forcefully placed it on the hook, then turned to the dock, surveying the crowds that still wandered the waterfront. Most of the vendors were still open, as well as the more permanent restaurants and tourist shops. The Treasure was perfectly situated for observing the masses, but lousy for footprints and bubblegum.
He saw her then, talking to one of the vendors. Claire. The enigma. An apparent princess by caste, yet he’d seen her on the waterfront off and on throughout the festival. She seemed to actually be working. The sweater wasn’t around her shoulders any longer. She had it on now. Her wrinkled pants spoke volumes about how active she had been. Why was she still here when all her people had been gone for hours?
Shaking his head, he started below. A wail somewhere on the dock stopped him. Before he could isolate the noise, he spied Claire already on the move to the side of a little boy, around three years old, who stood alone, in the center of the sidewalk, crying.
Dion jumped to the dock and winced as he landed on his injured leg. He’d pay for that later. By the time he reached them, Claire was seated in the middle of the cement sidewalk with the little boy on her lap. The dirt of a thousand footprints already clung to her light pants.
Here was another puzzle. People in her circle would never sit on cement, certainly not for some little urchin.
As she tried to calm the boy, Dion found himself drawn by the low, quiet quality of her voice. It circled around him, saying “trust me” in deep, silky undertones. It worked its magic on the child, too. He was noticeably calmer.
“Do you need some help?” he asked.
“I don’t know.”
He almost, but not quite, missed the slight narrowing of her eyes as she recognized him.
“I think he’s lost,” she finally said.
He looked around, silently agreed with her and noticed they had become something of a spectacle.
“Maybe we should move,” he said.
Claire nodded her head and tried to stand, a nearly impossible feat with the boy on her lap.
“Here, let me.” Dion carefully picked up the boy, at which point the child’s sniffles returned to a full-fledged howl.
Claire jumped up. “It’s okay, honey. It’s okay.” She kept her hand on the boy’s arm, following Dion to the bench where he quickly placed him back on her lap.
“It’s okay, sweetie. We won’t let anything happen to you. Can you tell us your name?”
“B-b-b-illy,” he said in between sniffles. “Mommy!” He began to wail again.
“I know, Billy.” She kept talking to him, soothing him. “We’re going to try to find her.”
She looked at Dion over the boy’s head and shrugged, obviously indecisive as to their next move. The boy was clean and his blond hair was combed, but his shirt seemed a little too small, stained, and faded from too much use. The shorts were thin in spots, and his sandals were about two sizes too big for his feet.
“You’ve got a police contingent on the waterfront for the festival, right?” Dion asked.
“Yes. Good idea. I’ll call them right now.”
At that moment, a young woman caught Dion’s eye. “Hold on a moment. I’ll be right back.”
He returned moments later with the bedraggled and worried woman. Billy’s face lit up with recognition.
“Mommy!”
“Billy!” The woman reached out to take him from Claire.
“I was so worried about you! Where did you go?”
“I saw doggy!” He pointed, but the dog was gone, and his face fell. The sniffling started in earnest again.
“It doesn’t matter, sweetheart,” the mother said and hugged him tighter. “I’ve found you, and you’re okay. That’s all that matters.”
She spoke to Claire and Dion, tears threatening to spill.
“Thank you so much. I don’t know what I would have done—” her voice cracked as it trailed off.
“You’re very welcome. He’s a sweet boy.” Claire ruffled the boy’s hair, then searched the mother’s face.
“When’s the last time you ate?” she asked quietly.
“We had a good breakfast this morning.”
“And dinner?”
“Well, we’ll get something later, I’m sure,” the woman said, worry lines deeply etched in her face.
“Do you eat at the mission?”
The color in the mother’s face deepened. “Sometimes.”
Reaching into her purse, Claire pulled out an envelope. Dion could see the word “groceries” written on it, but she didn’t hesitate, handing the envelope over.
“The mission is already closed for the night. Use this to get some dinner, okay? I think you both need food in your stomach and a good night’s sleep.” She smiled then and tapped Billy on the nose.
“It was nice to meet you, Billy. You stick real close to your mom now, okay?”
“‘Kay,” he said, bobbing his head up and down.
As they walked away, the boy turned in his mother’s arms and lit up the night with one last toothy grin and a ragged wave over her shoulder. When Dion turned back to Claire, she was beaming.
He was spellbound. He’d been right. She didn’t need makeup. A rare natural beauty shone through when she smiled. Tiny little freckles that she tried to hide dotted her face. The highlights in her hair made it the color of dark honey. Her eyes, deep cocoa pools, sparkled with her obvious contentment. He could fall for those eyes and be distracted by that smile.
Hell. He needed to get away from her and fast.
Claire chose that moment to turn his way, her smile replaced with a tight line. She stared at him for a bit, then ground out the words as if surrendering to the enemy. “Thank you for your help.”
Claire Saunders walked off then, and this time, it was Dion’s mouth left hanging open.
Oh, yeah. She was definitely trouble. He watched her leave and reminded himself that, for many reasons, he’d better stay far, far away from her. He didn’t need the complication or the responsibility. Frowning, he went back on board, tossed down a pain pill, then decided it was time to vacate the schooner for a while and went off in search of Roger.

      [image: ]Later that evening, Claire walked along the Embarcadero, looking with pride at what remained of the festival. It had been a success. Most of that was due to the hard work and long hours she and a host of volunteers had put in. The members of her yacht club had done little except be a presence, or, more appropriately, a nuisance.
“Look what I did,” she said quietly to the air around her. “Ah, Dad.” The bitterness was evident in her voice. “I wish you could see.”
Now, only a few vendors remained, tearing down their pavilions. Clean-up would start very early in the morning. For now, quiet had almost returned to the waterfront.
Walking past the Treasure, Claire stopped and, unable to help herself, glanced up. No one seemed to be on board. Maybe they were off for one last dinner on land before heading out to their next port of call.
She’d managed to avoid the pirate, as she’d come to think of him, for the rest of the festival, but a nagging awareness of him had driven her nuts. Hell, she didn’t even know his name. He was handsome, if you liked the dark and brooding type, which she certainly did not. As arrogant as he appeared, he had helped her with that little boy. Claire smiled as she remembered little Billy.
The man knew his way around a boat, but seemed to be a hired hand, probably some type of laborer.
A vision of her father again filled her mind and brought the instant sting of tears to her eyes. He’d been a laborer, too, of sorts, working in Martha’s Vineyard at some of the upscale homes when he’d wanted the work. Most of his time was spent with her, especially after her mother died. Smiling, she remembered the walks they had taken, the games they had played. He’d shown her how wood could be crafted into anything she could imagine.
He had been her world. He still was, even with what she knew now.
Crash!
The noise came from the boat, although no one seemed to be topside.
“Ahoy aboard the Treasure,” she called out.
Only silence answered her.
Claire saw no one nearby. She walked closer.
“Hello, schooner Treasure. Anyone aboard?”
Again, no one answered. At the top of the boarding ramp she tried again.
“Hello? Anyone home?”
Nothing. She stepped onto the deck, walking past the cabin to the other side of the boat. Claire didn’t see anything or anyone that could have caused the noise. She started to turn back, then stars exploded in her head and everything went black.
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