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  The Story


Sometimes the greatest risk is daring to love. 
Dare to trust...
 Gail Grayson thought she’d finally found her happily-ever-after—until the man who stole her heart vanished without a trace. Now Aidan Walker is back, more dangerous and magnetic than ever, stirring up old wounds and impossible hopes. One look into those storm-tossed eyes and her battered heart starts to whisper... what if?
Dare to believe...
 Maritime piracy operative Aidan Walker lives by one rule: never stay, never need, never love. Walking away keeps him safe—because everyone leaves eventually. But Gail is different. Fierce. Unforgettable. The one woman who makes him question the walls he’s spent a lifetime building. This time, he’s not sure he can let her go... or survive if she lets him go.
Dare to love...
 With a ruthless cartel closing in and fate throwing every obstacle in their path, Aidan and Gail must decide if love is worth the risk. In a world where loyalty is a liability and every choice could cost them everything, can they find the courage to trust, to believe... and to dare forever?
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  Dedication


To all the writers out there who struggle to make this crazy business work. 

Hang in there and keep typing those words!








  
  Prologue


“What do you say we blow this party, find some nice, quiet, uninhabited place, and get to know each other a whole lot better?” 
Gail Grayson rolled her eyes, even as her ears tingled at the whispered words. That tingle wound its way past her brain as Aidan Walker settled an arm across the back of her chair.
She’d come to Mexico to help friends celebrate the renovation of a local village. Now, with the dedication behind them, the brightly painted gathering hall was overflowing with locals and visitors all bent on laughter and fun. Two hours ago, Gail had watched Aidan walk into the party like a predatory animal. He’d commandeered the seat next to her and hadn’t left. Apparently, the man had trained his sights on her.
Don’t think, her mind taunted in response to his question. Just go. Be with him.
It was hard to say no when she took time to appreciate the man whose hand traced the curves of her forearm. Brown hair, cut in a trendy, over-the-eye style, couldn’t quite hide the Irish in his green eyes. His lips quirked with mischief while he waited for her acceptance.
Gail’s heart joined the chorus, its beat picking up with each slow, tortuous stroke of his hand along her arm.
She wanted to go with him. Lord, how she wanted to. Gail watched as his finger wound a lazy trail back and forth, and she almost gave in to the hunger that had her ready to explode.
Wide, muscled shoulders and a trim waist only added to the effect he had on her. Aidan Walker was hot. Not just hot, he was tossing flames that threatened to engulf her.
Gail resisted the urge to fan herself, but she made the fatal mistake of looking into his eyes. Little lines crinkled at the corners as he watched her, then he raised an eyebrow in challenge.
He knew how her mind was ogling him.
Damn it. This was not how things worked. She always had the upper hand when it came to flirting. Always. This seduction had gone on quite long enough and it was time to take back control.
Resting an elbow on the table, Gail cupped her chin and leaned closer to Aidan. She used her tongue to moisten lips she knew were colored the perfect shade of red and was satisfied to see his eyes dip to follow the movement.
“Isn’t that what we’re doing?” she asked.
“Huh?” A hint of confusion in his eyes was the only indication she got, but Gail knew she had re-taken the lead.
“I said,”—she paused, giving him time to focus— “isn’t that what we’re doing? Getting to know each other?” She used the hushed, sensual tone of her voice like a spell and Aidan’s green eyes flared with a very gratifying desire as he responded.
“Not even close, darlin’.”
Gail allowed her lips to curve into a lazy smile, even as her heart raced. “What would you call it then?”
Aidan’s breath fluttered the short hair around her ear as he leaned in. “Foreplay.” The word rolled off his tongue like melted chocolate. Deep, dark, and sinful.
Gail craved that bite of chocolate so badly she found it hard to breathe. Sitting back, she ran shaky fingers through her short hair and drew a slow breath.
Round one to you, Aidan Walker.






  
  Chapter One


“Hello?” 
Gail felt a gentle tap-tap on her head.
“Anybody in there?”
As her eyes re-focused, the skyline of San Diego coalesced into view. Damn. She’d been daydreaming again. Gail turned from the window to the woman beside her.
She’d been caught red-handed at it, too, if the smile on the woman’s face was any indication. Luckily, her boss also held the distinction of being Gail’s closest friend. Gail mumbled an apology and turned back to the conference table.
“Where were you?”
Green eyes flashed through her mind, gone as quickly as they came. "Just thinking.”
Julia Thoralssen settled into a chair and patted Gail’s arm. “’Fess up, my friend. Something’s going on. You seem like you’re in another world these days.”
I am. A world filled with laughing Irish eyes and a smile meant only for her. Except that it was all in her mind.
A month ago, in Mexico for the re-dedication of a small coastal town that was near and dear to her boss’s heart, she’d felt something click between herself and Aidan. Finally, she’d met someone who sparked a different kind of flame in her. They’d flirted outrageously and, well, some heavy petting had ensued before he took that phone call, chucked her on the chin and said he needed to leave. Gail sighed. She’d been certain he wanted a rematch. She’d given him her card, which had every scrap of contact information on it. Phone number, address, email, Facebook identity.
Everything.
“I’ll call,” he’d said.
Then, nothing.
Now, she ached with a regret that alternately added to her melancholy and pissed her off. She couldn’t stop wondering what had gone wrong. Hell, she couldn’t stop thinking about him, period.
She tugged on a spike of her short, dark hair while she tried to figure out what to say to Julia. Unable to come up with anything her friend might buy, Gail opted for a minimalistic version of the truth. “I’m fine. Just a little distracted.”
“Honey, teenage girls staring at their latest heartthrob on the big screen are distracted. You are somewhere in space.”
“I know. Sorry.”
“Is it Aidan?”
Gail’s head whipped up. “How the hell do you know about him?”
Julia threw her head back and laughed, sending strands of auburn hair flying. “It was kind of hard to miss. You two were rather, um, focused.”
“It did seem like that.” Gail looked out the window again.
San Diego was worlds away from the small village of Tierra Bonita. Until a month ago, Gail had thought Julia nuts for setting up housekeeping there. Her husband’s first wife had died in a mudslide and Julia and Hawk had spent a lot of time and effort rebuilding the village. That tall hunk of pirate she married was probably worth the exchange, but Julia was city born and bred. Until Gail had seen it for herself, she couldn’t believe Julia would thrive in such a simplified lifestyle.
Tierra Bonita had convinced Gail, though. Julia was as happy working on a communal meal of local dishes as she was negotiating some high-powered contract in the boardroom. Where they lived didn’t seem to matter to her friend as long as Hawk was by her side. And now they had a little one on the way.
Her friend had it all and Gail was ecstatic for her. At the same time, a small part of her wondered when it would be her turn. Instead of the forever thing, she was forever stuck in temporary trysts. The men in her life just didn’t seem to want to stick around. Hell, maybe she wasn’t meant to have the white picket fence.
Julia broke the silence. “He hasn’t called?”
“Nope.” Gail tossed her pen on the conference table. “No call, no email, not even a friend request on Facebook. I guess I made a real good impression, huh?”
“You always make a great impression.”
“Yeah, that’s why I’m still single, I’m sure.”
“Don’t do that to yourself. You have a lot to offer to some lucky guy. You just haven’t met the right one, yet.”
Gail’s voice lowered to a whisper. “I kind of thought I had a shot at that with Aidan. It would be nice to find someone...to have something like you and Hawk have, you know?”
Julia’s smile said it all as her hands settled on her growing belly. There was nothing better than being in love.
Would she ever know that with the same sureness as Julia? Gail was beginning to seriously doubt it.
“You know,” Julia said. “You will find your man someday. I feel it like I feel this baby kicking. It’s going to happen.”
“Yes, but I wish I could find him before I’m old and gray and no longer interested in sex.”
“You are aware that Aidan does a lot of undercover work, right? For the piracy division of the International Marine Bureau. Maybe he’s in the middle of some covert thing?”
“He could’ve gotten word to me somehow. He would have if I’d been at all important to him.” The whiny, nasal quality that settled in Gail’s voice added to her irritation. She shook her head.
Julia’s eyes mirrored the knowledge that she’d experienced Gail’s frustration in her own life. Reading the understanding in her friend’s gaze, Gail clamped down her frustration, unwilling to rain on Julia’s happy ending.
She straightened and turned to the mass of papers spread out on the long table. “Well, enough feeling sorry for myself. It’s time I got back to work.”

      [image: ]As she left work that night, Gail decided she’d had enough of this pity party thing. How many nights had she spent sitting by the phone? How many times had she turned her blow dryer off because she thought she heard the phone ring? And how many nights had she slept with her cell clutched in her hand?
She was done with waiting around for Aidan Walker to call. So what if he didn’t think she was worth a phone call. There were a lot more guys out there and one of them would turn out to be her Mr. Right. For now, though, she just wanted to hear pretty words, have someone pay her some attention, and ease the bruising her ego had taken.
She hadn’t been out clubbing for weeks and suddenly missed it. Martinis and a little harmless flirting seemed just the thing to get her back on an even keel.
An hour later, Gail gave herself a final check in the mirror. Her short, almost black hair was in a state of artistic disarray. Her makeup looked flawless, if a little heavier than normal to hide the sleep loss. She’d chosen black capri pants with just a touch of flare at the bottom to showcase calves made even shapelier by the four-inch heels she added. The shimmery khaki-colored top left one shoulder free and accented her throat. The perfect chic casual outfit that said come-hither-but-I’m-not-trailer-trash.
Twirling, she grinned. Pappy, her gray Schnauzer, showed his agreement by bouncing against her leg. He jumped up on her black and silver satin comforter, bounded off to the other side and raced around the modern, stylistic furniture in her bedroom. He came to a stop in front of her, wagging his stub of a tail like a flag on steroids. Then he was off again on another circuit around the room. Gail laughed at his antics and, when he flipped over on his back, gave him a good tummy rub.
It seemed everyone was in a good mood tonight. Dressing up made everything better. A horn honked out front, signaling her taxi had arrived. Grabbing her form-fitting red leather jacket and matching clutch, Gail headed out for some well-earned fun.

      [image: ]Aidan Walker got off the elevator and the blast of noise infiltrated every pore of his body. Music spilled out of the doors in front of him, blaring some chart-topping song he fought to ignore.
What he couldn’t ignore was the throng of people who blocked his entrance to the club. Altitudes was a twenty-second story open-air lounge in downtown San Diego that attracted players and seekers alike. Different colored light panels offset palm trees and the dark night sky. High tables and chairs mingled with couches and were filled with people networking and socializing.
He’d seen the likes before. Hell, he’d found company for the night in places like this too many times to count. He balled his hands into fists and reconnoitered the room. That idea was exactly what brought him to this place now. Gail was here.
Tired from an op he still needed to do a mountain of paperwork for, he’d found his thoughts too focused on Gail to concentrate. So he’d made the short hop to San Diego. Her apartment had been easy to find, but empty. Frustrated, he’d stopped by Hawk’s place for a quick shower.
Getting information about Gail’s whereabouts from Julia had been a problem. With a frown on her face, she’d vigorously protected her friend. Finally, after Aidan had explained he’d been whisked away on an emergency with no computer or phone or even privacy available, she’d grudgingly told him where Gail would be.
Out prowling at some damn club.
Obviously, their little flirtation hadn’t meant much to her. At least, not like it had to him. Aidan frowned. He didn’t care for the way he was drawn to this little pixie of a woman, but he sure as hell didn’t seem to be able to stay away either.
His sharp eyes scanned the dimly lit bar as he maneuvered through the throng. He chuckled when he saw that the guys with girls all had beers in hand. And all the ladies sipped at a variety of colored martinis. Yep. He knew this scene well. Normally, he liked it, but not tonight. Tonight he was on a mission. He would find her, talk to her, then set her aside. That way, she’d be out of his mind for good and he could get on with his life.
He froze as his eyes settled on spiky hair that he would recognize anywhere. Hell, he didn’t even like short hair on women. So why did his gut start churning as soon as he laid eyes on her?
Her back was to him, but her clothes hugged curves that had invaded his dreams. The woman had an ass meant for...
Aidan was hard just thinking about it.
Then he saw the shadow at the end of her table. Some yahoo leaned over and whispered in her ear. Blood began to pound in his head as he heard her lilting laugh answer whatever the man had said.
Calling upon years of undercover work, Aidan tamped down his annoyance and sauntered over to the table to place a proprietary arm across Gail’s shoulder. At the same time, he nudged the guy back across the table.
“This one’s taken, so why don’t you go belly up to the bar, man.”
He felt Gail stiffen beside him, but ignored her to deal with the jerk who mistakenly thought she would be easy prey. The man looked as though he would argue, so Aidan leaned toward him, placed his free arm on the table and took a few moments to flex muscles honed to a strength he knew this guy couldn’t match.
The man got the message. He gulped some air, then turned and left without another word.
Which left Aidan alone with Gail at the table. He closed his eyes for a moment, taking in the spicy scent of her he’d missed. Which was why he didn’t see the hand that caught him square across the cheek until it was too late.
“How dare you.”
She pulled back to slap him again, but he caught her arm and pinned it to her side, pulling her against him. Leaning in closer, he got distracted by a whiff of her perfume.
Gail struggled to get free, but he held on tight. “Promise not to do that again and I’ll let you go.” His tone was low, but not low enough apparently. A glance across the room showed one of the bouncers he’d seen at the door walking intently toward them.
Aidan released Gail as Muscles reached them.
“You okay, Gail?”
She glared at Aidan, then spoke to the man. “Yes. Thanks, Jim. I can handle this guy.”
She was on a first-name basis with the bouncer? Aidan looked the guy over. He was taller than Aidan and just as muscled. He showed it off with a tight T-shirt that sported some body-building logo on it. No way would Gail go for a guy like that.
“It looked like he was man-handling you,” Muscles said. “You want me to boot his ass?”
Aidan’s eyes narrowed as Gail took too much time to consider the request before finally answering. “No. It’s okay. He’s the friend of a friend.”
“Well, okay. You just give me a nod if you want him outta here and I’m all over him.” He glared at Aidan. “I’ll be right over there by the door.”
After muscle-man left, Aidan was able to concentrate on Gail. Before he could get a word out, she beat him to it.
“What the hell are you doing, marching in here and bullying my friends?” Her tone was sharp and the heightened color in her face lent credence to the fact that she was pissed. Very pissed, as a matter of fact. Aidan rubbed his cheek.
“I’m sorry,” he said, trying to soothe her. “But you don’t need some smooth-talker like that trying to score a night with you. And that’s all it would be, you know. I’ve seen his type before.”
Gail gave a single hooting laugh. “Yes. So have I.”
Aidan combed hair off his face with his hand, settled on the tall bar-chair next to her and watched her stir her drink like it was some vile medicine. He braced a hand on the back of her chair to talk to her, but peripheral vision showed Muscles taking a step in their direction and glaring at him. Aidan pulled his arm back. Not that he couldn’t take the man. He simply didn’t want to make a scene here in the bar.
“Let’s get out of here and go somewhere we can talk.”
“No.”
She wouldn’t even look at him. What the hell was going on? Could she be that pissed just because he’d bounced some gigolo?
“Look at me,” he said.
“No.” Stubbornness was rooted in her voice.
With a glance to Muscles who was momentarily distracted, Aidan reached over and nudged Gail’s chin up.
She was swelled up like a puffer fish. Only this wasn’t fear. Her creamy skin was showing signs of blotchiness.
Oh, yeah, she was pissed.
Still, the hint of shimmer in her eyes said there was much more than anger going on here. What the hell had her so riled up?
“What are you doing here, Aidan?” Resignation overlaid the anger in her tone like the bass tones of whatever song the DJ was currently fading out.
Deciding it was time for a lighter vein, he pulled out his best Irish brogue. “Why, daerlin’. I’ve come to see yer bonny face.”
It was a long moment before she reacted, then her face settled back to its normal loveliness as the anger melted away. Gail shook her head and chuckled. “That’s the worst Irish accent I’ve ever heard. In fact, I think you’ve managed to mix Ireland and Scotland together.”
“It’s not one of my best attributes.” He leaned in and winked. “I have others.”
He stood up. “C’mon. Let’s blow this place and go someplace where we can really talk.”
Another hesitation, one that tipped his heart like the edge of a knife, was followed by a small nod. “Sure.” Gail grabbed her leather jacket and purse and headed for the door.
Aidan paused as he watched her exit. He couldn’t remember when he’d seen a backside that perfect. He was getting an erection just watching her sashay.
Damn, but he loved stilettos.
As she disappeared out the door, he hurried to catch up to her, tossing an I-win grin at Muscles as he flew through the door.

      [image: ]Outside, Gail used her cell phone to call a cab and tried to figure out why she was giving this guy any chance at all. He hadn’t called her in an entire month! She should slam the cab door shut with him on the outside and never give him another thought.
She took a sidelong glance at Aidan while he scanned the street. He side-stepped a bench without looking at it, as if he were instinctually aware of everything around him. Gail knew he did undercover work and wondered if alert was his usual mode because of it.
His hair moved in the breeze and the longing to run her fingers through the strands welled up until she had to gulp to resist the urge.
She balled her hands into fists and warned herself yet again about being attracted to this man.
An elderly couple walked by, and Aidan’s eyes crinkled as he smiled and greeted them. Gail wanted to touch those lips. Lips she’d only gotten a fleeting taste of in Mexico. Okay, so maybe she wanted to do more than just touch them.
No. She shook her head. He was the love-’em-and-leave-’em kind. She didn’t need another one of those in her life. Better to get away now. To end this before it went further than her heart could handle.
She pursed her lips and prepared to explain her intention to get in the cab alone and go home.
Instead, she froze. He had turned her way and was staring at her with such raw need that it stole her breath.
Aidan moved closer and reached up to caress her cheek with the back of his hand. “I’ve missed you,” he said.
Her tongue wouldn’t form words. “I...I...”
One slight touch and her body and heart overrode her brain. She reached for his hand and held it against her cheek, leaning into it.
Aidan bent down.
Her lips parted.
He paused just before kissing her, staring in her eyes, showing her his need.
Then his lips touched hers, igniting a fire deep within that only one thing would quench. She snaked her arms around his neck and nestled into his body.
Aidan deepened the kiss and she parted her lips to let him in, relishing that first renewed taste of him.
Aidan groaned. His hands moved to her hips as he pulled her against his erection.
Someone coughed and he tore himself away and spun around. Gail could see the club’s doorman watching them with keen interest.
Thankfully, their cab arrived at that moment and Aidan helped her inside. Joining her, he said “Where to?”
She stared at him for a long moment before deciding.
“My place.”






  
  Chapter Two


Gail watched as Aidan’s finger traced a tantalizing path between her breasts, winding leisurely along her stomach, then back up until his hand cupped her. 
She wound both hands through her hair, arching her back in pleasure. Fresh from a love-making session that had rattled her world, the man seemed ready for another go round. She nudged her leg closer to him. Well, almost.
They both stilled as the scratch, scratch came again at her bedroom door.
“That damn dog of yours doesn’t like me.”
Gail laughed. “Sure he does. Or, at least, he will once he gets to know you. Pappy’s a darling.”
“Yeah, sure. That’s why he bit my leg when we got here.”
“It was a love bite. Really. He never broke the skin.”
The noise beyond her door went silent and Aidan went back to working his way around her breast.
Gail sighed. She could drink this heady elixir again quite easily. The singles scene had been her playing field for quite a while now, yet Aidan Walker excited her in ways no one else came close to matching. With the body of someone who regularly worked out and no sign of any beer gut, she could get hot and bothered just looking at him. Flashing to the scene outside the club late last night, she remembered how accurate that thought was.
She brushed brownish-red hair off his face, a bit intimidated by the powerful desire she saw in his eyes. Yet she was also drawn to his hands which, at the moment, captured her complete attention. Quite certain he could have pummeled Jim, the club bouncer, with ease, those long sculpted fingers were now tender and gentle. This man rocked her in a way that, once she took time to think about it, would more than likely scare the pants off her. Oh, wait a minute. Gail smiled. He’s already managed that.
“You’re even more beautiful than I remembered,” he said.
“Then...why didn’t you call me?”
He stopped and propped himself up on an elbow to look at her. “Is that what all that attitude was about last night? Because I didn’t call you?”
Gail’s eyes narrowed and she started to move away from him, but he held her in place. She lay back on the pillow with a shrug of her shoulders. Between his ability to turn her on like flipping a light switch, and her lingering anger over the weeks of silence, relaxation was out of the question. “Not calling for a month doesn’t exactly indicate an interest on your part.”
He returned to doodling over, under and around her breast. “I got called away and didn’t have a chance to contact you beforehand. Some of these...jobs...mean having no contact with anyone I know until it’s over. I should have done something, though. Found some way. I can see that now. I’m...not used to thinking beyond
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