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    Introduction 
 
      
 
    At thirty-four, Claire Townsend found herself fatigued, fifteen pounds overweight, and in need of medical help. When Doctor Marie Petit prescribes a month-long stay at an exclusive spa on a remote island off the French Riviera, Claire believes she's being sent for some rest and physical rehabilitation, but when she arrives, the 'spa' is not at all what she expected, and neither is her assigned therapist, Cade Malone. 
 
    The handsome Aussie is both annoying and alluring by turns, confusing Claire and driving her mad as he invades her personal space, and then withdraws. Things become more muddled as the spa’s sexy head masseuse and the athletic activities director both make plays for her. Despite all the unexpected male attention, it’s Cade’s kisses she desires, his touch she craves against her better judgement after a sexy encounter in the warm sea that later leads to a sharp rejection. Her pride stung, Claire decides to cut her time short on Queen’s Island. But fate, and the weather, have other plans. 
 
    When a new patient arrives Claire’s prescribed spa vacation turns dangerous fast. Trapped on the exclusive island resort in a gathering storm, lives are threatened as secrets are revealed. Can Cade keep her safe or will Claire become a pawn in the deadly game played by a loan shark who never bets on anything less than a sure kill?  
 
      
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Disclaimer 
 
      
 
      
 
    This story is a work of fiction. All characters, settings, and situations are products of the author’s imagination and in no way are representative of or related to real persons. This book is the exclusive property of the author who holds all rights to it, and cannot be shared, copied, offered by any site for free in any form without the express permission of the author. Any attempt to pirate this book will be taken seriously, and violators will be prosecuted to the fullest extent of the law. Copyright violations are serious charges carrying a punishment ranging from $200 to $150,000 for each work infringed. Infringer pays for all attorneys’ fees and court costs. The Court can issue an injunction to stop the infringing acts. The Court can impound the illegal works. The infringer can go to jail. Please respect the author’s work.  
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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
    Riverside, California 
 
      
 
      
 
    I sat with my hands in my lap, waiting, as Doctor Marie Petit read through my chart. The thin blue paper robe I wore barely covered my backside, and I could feel the chill from the overhead air vent. I’d been a little run down lately, tired and listless. Since I was approaching my thirty-fifth birthday, I figured I’d better get off my ass and get checked out.  
 
    I’d been a patient of Doctor Petit’s for the last six years. She was pretty great. I liked her a lot. When I moved to Riverside, I asked around for recommendations for a good physician, and more than one female acquaintance mentioned her name. I could see why they liked her. Doc Petit had that casual confident air about her. She was French, and still maintained a slight Parisian accent despite living in California for the last fifteen years. She was tall, blonde, and gorgeous in that European way, and she listened. I liked that about her best. She didn’t try to rush me through my appointments, and I never felt like she was in a hurry or detached. She cared. It was also a big plus that she handled in-house pelvic exams because the very idea of a man going there, what with my weird issue with personal boundaries, made me reticent to keep up with regular pap smears otherwise. I kind of felt that since I wasn’t having sex anyway, what could possibly go wrong down there? It was a perfectly preserved ecosystem, an untouched rain forest where all my microbial wildlife roamed free without a care in the world for predators. At least, that’s how I rationalized my choice not to visit a gynecologist before Doctor Petit. She made sure to let me know that was not okay, and immediately stressed the importance of vaginal health. 
 
    Finally, she looked up. “Claire, everything seems to be okay except for one thing.”  
 
    I sucked in a breath wondering what that ‘one thing’ could be. Oh God, is it cancer? Holy hell, please don’t be the Big C! 
 
    She smiled and reached out, patting my shoulder. “It’s nothing terrible. But your Vitamin D level has tanked.” 
 
    I let out my breath in a whoosh. “Oh, that. Well, that’s not a big deal.” 
 
    “Yes, actually it is. Low levels of Vitamin D are why you feel so tired and rundown,” she said. 
 
    “So I just need to get out into the sun a little more? That’s not a problem, I guess.” 
 
    “That may help, but not as much as you need. As we get older, we lose the ability to process the sun into enough Vitamin D for our bodies, so we have to take a supplement. It’s essential for your body’s immune system, brain function, breast health, and more.” She started writing on her script pad. “I’m going to prescribe you a super dose of fifty-thousand units. You will only need to take one every two weeks. I’ll give you a three-month supply, and then I want to see you back here so we can follow up.”  
 
    I stared at the little piece of paper she handed me. So, I needed the super D. Nice way of making it clear I was getting older.  
 
    “I also noticed you’ve picked up fifteen pounds since our last visit.” She stared me in the eye. I felt like a bug pinned to a board, under a microscope. I tugged the blue paper robe a little tighter around me feeling it give and rip on my right hip. Great. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I haven’t been getting out as much as I used to. I’ve just been so tired.” I babbled off the excuse which, turns out, was the truth.  
 
    Doctor Petit grinned. “Well, now that we know why you’ve had no energy, we are going to fix that, and get you back to your normal levels of activity. How’s your love life?” 
 
    Woah! That came out of left field!  
 
    “My love life?” I asked, like she was asking for my PIN number to my bank card. No one ever wants to answer this question. No one! Well, unless they actually have a love life.  
 
    “Yes, are you dating? Last year at this time you said you were going on a date with someone new?” She sat down and made a few notes in my chart. Did she notate the color of my underwear from that visit too? Good grief, how in the world does she remember this stuff? 
 
    “Oh, yeah.” My mind flew back to Donovan. He was a friend of a friend, someone I was set up with on a blind date. I still don’t know what madness allowed me to let that happen except that I was thirty-three, about to turn thirty-four, and starting to feel like my chances were dwindling rapidly. It was a disaster. Donovan was a southern conservative son of a Baptist preacher. Had I known that beforehand, I would never have agreed to meet him for dinner. I’m just glad I drove my own car. It made walking out so much easier after he began laying out exactly what he expected in a wife. Wife! I don’t know how anyone goes from ‘Hello’ to ‘Let me make my Neanderthal intentions clear.’  
 
    “That didn’t pan out,” for him.  
 
    “That’s too bad.”  
 
    I didn’t think so. 
 
    Doctor Petit looked at me. “No other men since then?”  
 
    I was beginning to think she might be hitting on me. All these questions about my love life sounded like the kind of digging men did when they wanted to know if a woman was single. Not that I’d know this much first-hand. I’d had two boyfriends in my life, and both seemed so long ago now that I’d forgotten what it felt like to even have one. Seven years was too long for anyone to go without physical contact. I hated to even think about it because the thought was damned depressing. It wasn’t that I was unattractive. At least, I didn’t think so. Sure, I was fifteen pounds overweight now, and I was never skinny to begin with; always curvaceous. Bust. Butt. Thighs. Yep. I have good hair – a dark brown that’s almost black, and hazel eyes. My face is decent. I used to get a lot of compliments on my smile, and back when there actually was a man in my life, he told me my eyes were beautiful. That was Jay, my last boyfriend. He also loved my boobs – told me they were ‘goddamned sexy as shit!’ He loved squeezing them, touching them, licking them. I loved that too. I missed that part of it, but I didn’t miss Jay. He left me for a woman he worked with. I didn’t even see that coming, more fool me. 
 
    “No.” I was afraid to say more. If Doctor Petit turned out to be a lesbian, I figured I was going to be flattered, because she is quite beautiful, and to have a beautiful French doctor hitting on me can’t be a bad thing, but I would also need to find a new doctor, because having her shove a finger inside my vagina annually after I refuse her advances is just not going to work. 
 
    She reached into a drawer and pulled out a pamphlet. Then she scribbled on her script pad once more before ripping off the sheet and handing both over. 
 
    “I think you need some prescribed physical rehabilitation. This spa is very exclusive, and you can only get in with a prescription from a handful of select physicians. I want you to call the number on that pamphlet tomorrow and tell them I am sending you for a little R & R. It’s a month-long program where I expect you to get your vitamin level back up, and also to shed those excess pounds. They have quite a unique, top-notch facility.” 
 
    I looked at the pamphlet. It showed what appeared to be a tropical resort. It was written in French. 
 
    “What does it say?” 
 
    She pointed to the title. “Queen’s Island.” Doctor Petit got up and stood before me. “It’s on an island in the French Riviera.” 
 
    “The French Riviera? How in the world can I possibly afford this? My insurance won’t cover it! I mean, I’m just vitamin deficient, not in need of specialized treatment!” I was dumfounded. This also meant flying. I didn’t care for that either. I was afraid of heights. 
 
    She smiled. “First, it is very exclusive, and second, yes, your insurance will cover it because it is a medical facility. No worries, Claire. My office will code everything and submit it to your insurance. I’ll have Nina call you with a referral confirmation by the end of the day.” She gripped both my shoulders, pinning me with her blue eyes. “And you absolutely need specialized care.” The secretive smile on her lips had me wondering just exactly what kind of ‘specialized’ care I’d be receiving on Queen’s Island. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    my job allowed me to work from wherever I happened to be. As a website graphics and content provider, I was contracted with maintaining the web pages for several businesses around the world. My responsibilities were to provide fresh related content to the sites as well as market them out using SEO to keep them popping up in the top five of their categories for engine searches. I usually designated a good four hours a day in the mornings towards this end. After that, my days are mine barring any problems such as security breaches which don’t happen often, but when they do, they are a pain in the butt to fix. Cyber attacks are not uncommon occurrences for these high-tech companies. They actually have separate security that monitors the sites, a company I always recommend when I’m employed for the upkeep and content on any site, but it still requires me to rebuild the areas destroyed once security goes in to rip out malicious code.  
 
    Doctor Petit’s office manager, Nina, cleared my stint at Queen’s Island Spa with my insurance company. I still couldn’t believe that any island stay in the French Riviera could be a covered service, but who was I to argue? I also still didn’t exactly know what kind of care and treatment I was going in for. I’d tried looking the place up on the internet, but found absolutely no references or web pages for Queen’s Island or a spa on Queen’s Island. I asked Nina, and all she said was, “It’s very exclusive. Only patients determined in need personally by Doctor Petit and a select handful of physicians around the globe are ever sent there, and in my time as her office manager, I’ve only known her to refer five other patients. Each came back the better for it. Glowing, in fact. Don’t worry, Claire. You’re going to be pampered like you’ve never been pampered before. Your fatigue will disappear, and they will help get your body back on track functioning at your optimum level, I promise.” 
 
    It took another half-hour of convincing me that flying there wouldn’t lead to my early demise, and all for a mere fifteen pounds! 
 
    Now, as I sat staring out the window into the clouds from my business class seat, I found myself smiling for the first time in a long while. I only gripped the armrests hard enough to break bone until we were in the air. Then, it all smoothed out and I didn’t feel like I was falling, so I tricked myself into thinking everything was okay, I wasn’t really thousands of miles in the air speeding like a rocket towards France. 
 
    I really had been working myself to the bone. Sure, I designated only four hours a day in the mornings to website maintenance, but I had to face facts. I spent far more time checking in than that. Having virtually no life outside of my work, I was always on call, always curating new content ahead of time, like the article about picking locks in case a person accidentally loses their house key. That one was interesting, in an amateur sleuth kind of way, and good for the home security company’s website. I had a file for each page with at least five days-worth of articles and information at the ready. I kept it that way by spending too much time online. That’s probably where my Vitamin D deficiency came from…being strapped to a laptop all day instead of getting out with friends, enjoying some sunshine, and playing. When was the last time I played? I couldn’t even remember.  
 
    I’d neglected myself terribly. And it must be worse than I thought because somehow, I became the sixth person Doctor Petit referred to this very exclusive health spa.  
 
    I had no idea what to expect once I arrived. All I knew was that I’d be met by a driver who would take me to a ferry. From there, I would travel out to the island. It would be dinner time the next day when I finally set foot on the grounds of Queen’s Island. That was nearly twenty hours from now. I sure hoped my bed had a lot of pillows because the first order of business was certainly going to be sleep.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The flight was long, and I was glad when the plane touched down, landing safely at the airport. I looked out the window as we rolled to the gate. I was in France. France! I’d only ever traveled outside of the United States once and that was a college trip to Cancun. This was the first time I’d left the North American continent. It was morning now, and the first day of the month of May. After the stewardess served my breakfast of rubbery scrambled eggs and a tougher sausage patty, I swallowed down my first big dose of Vitamin D with the last of my orange juice. I eyed the large, greenish gel cap for a full minute before doing so too. “Okay, D, it’s time to work your magic.” With that, it was down the hatch with the horse pill. I tried not to gag. I hated taking pills. 
 
    Shortly after ingesting my medicine, breakfast trays were taken up, and not quite an hour later, we were descending to Charles de Gaulle airport in Paris. From there, I would hop a domestic flight to Nantes where I’d be met by a driver whose only job was to take me to the ferry.  
 
    I stood, stretching before I stepped out into the aisle to pull my carry-on from the overhead bin. I had one more suitcase checked straight through so didn’t have to worry about that one. But I did, and that’s why I had so many essentials in my carry-on, just in case. I’d read enough travel horror stories to know that sometimes luggage went the way of socks in a dryer. Missing. Still, the thought didn’t sink my mood. I was in Paris, the city of lights, even if all I was going to see of it was the airport. I had a two-hour layover which meant friends back home would be getting some spiffy, Parisian airport gifts.  
 
    I thought about my two best friends, smiling. Tricia would definitely want something feminine. She was a girly-girl through and through. Since college, she’d felt it her sacred duty to dress me anytime we went out. According to her, I lacked fashion sense. 
 
    “Jesus, Claire, you’re never going to get laid in that outfit!”  
 
    I never understood what was so wrong with being comfortable in jeans and low-heeled sandals. Why must I walk around like a circus bear on my toes wearing a tutu to attract a guy? Why can’t a guy be into me and not what I’m wearing? My arguments never won with her then, and still don’t to this day. Her answer was and is always the same. 
 
    “Because no man is going to even notice the gift you are until you wrap yourself up like a Christmas present. No! I don’t want to hear it!” She would always hold her hand up at this point expecting me to disagree. “It’s going to be pretty, shiny paper and ribbons, missy!” Then she’d pull out three outfits from her own cache of clothing because she knows me better than anyone, and my closet does not have anything she considers the least bit Christmas package-like.  
 
    Yes, Tricia will want frilly, pretty, and slightly slutty. I hoped to find some kind of lingerie store in the massive airport. But Liz, on the other hand, would want something a little more classic. She likes kitschy stuff, so anything that says it’s from Paris will do. Still, I definitely wanted to get her something special, unique. It was going to be a fun couple of hours at least. 
 
    As soon as I stepped off the plane, I turned on my cell phone. There were texts from both of them asking how my flight had been and letting me know that they would probably still be sleeping by the time I got their messages. Liz’s made me laugh. 
 
    Hey, future chick, this is your bestie from the past (okay, only what, six or seven hours or so in the past). Hope your flight was okay. Call me when you arrive at the island. I still can’t believe you’re off on a freaking health vacation. Who the hell gets one of those to a French island, anyway? I hate you so much right now. Okay, love you!! Smoochies. 
 
    I chuckled over her jealousy. Usually, I was the one jealous of them. They both seemed to have it all together. Tricia worked for a pharmaceutical company. Travel was part of her job, and on top of that, her salary and bonuses put my own annual earnings to shame. Liz didn’t make nearly as much as either of us working at the local humane society, but she had a steady boyfriend with whom to share all of her life experiences. I was the one in the middle, the one kind of lost and drifting according to them. They both felt that I needed to find my special someone, and it never seemed to make a lick of difference when I pointed out that Tricia was single too. 
 
    “Not the same thing. I, at least, go out, meet guys, and get laid. You, on the other hand, might be the one medical case of hymen regrowth in the world. Honestly, Claire, you haven’t been laid in forever. It’s not healthy.” Tricia stood her ground, and Liz backed her up. 
 
    “That’s true. When’s the last time you even shared a dirty detail with us? We’re tired of carrying the load. You need stories. I need to hear new stories! I need to hear about new penis, dammit!” 
 
    Tricia laughed then. “Tired of Jeremy’s already?” 
 
    Liz laughed. “Now and again, but I do love him. I love his penis. It’s a perfect little penis.” 
 
    “Oh, God. Please don’t go into details again!” That’s when I piped in. I’d heard more than enough about Jeremy’s junk. I couldn’t even look him in the eye most of the time without picturing his seven inches of ‘perfect pink smoothness’, as Liz put it. 
 
    Well, maybe this little vacation will help. Getting some rest, pampering, and losing my few extra pounds will make me feel better about myself, after all. And maybe, just maybe, I’ll stop feeling like there’s something wrong with me, something that makes me unworthy of being loved. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    The taxi ride to the dock was without incident, for which I was thankful, especially considering the language barrier. Even so, I felt like I’d accomplished a huge task by the time I stepped out of the backseat and walked out onto the wooden pier to wait for the ferry. It wasn’t long, and I wasn’t alone. A tall man stood with his back to me, appearing focused on something in his hand. I figured he was checking his phone, but did notice he had broad shoulders, and further perusal down revealed a rather nice behind packed into faded blue jeans. It had been a long time since I’d even noticed a man’s butt. Now, here I was in France, on my way to an island for some rest and physical rehabilitation. I hadn’t showered since yesterday. I was tired, a little cranky, and definitely hungry. My hair was a mess, and I just knew I’d rubbed most of my makeup off by now. I had no business noticing this man’s gluteus maximus no matter how firm it was. Poor guy was probably going to the same place. I mean, how many islands did this ferry run to? I had no idea. 
 
    I pulled my suitcase on wheels to a stop next to a bench, and sat down, unloading my carry-on bag onto the open space beside me. A light breeze blew through my hair, cooling my face. A couple of gulls flew overhead, squawking as they circled and dove into the water below snaring fish. It was peaceful, and I felt myself being lulled into a bit of a stupor. It was nearly mid-afternoon, and I still had a two-hour ferry ride ahead of me. Wake up, Claire! I tried to rally myself, but the gorgeous surroundings, and the warm sun had me ready to stretch out onto the bench for a nap. I rubbed my eyes and crossed my arms over my chest. With my legs crossed at the ankles, I blinked once, twice, and it felt good.  
 
    Peace and tranquility flowed through me. The ebb and flow was steady beneath me, and the sound of waves slapping against something solid behind me made me feel…wait. My eyes flew open. 
 
    “Where am I?” I spoke the question aloud, but no one answered. There was no one near. I sat up, looking around. The bench I’d been sitting on was gone, replaced with a lounge chair under an awning that hung out over a windowed wall. I stood, looking inside. It was the wheelhouse of the ferry boat. An old bearded man stood behind the steering wheel. His salt and pepper hair was long and unruly, and when he smiled at me, I noticed he was missing a tooth. He waved. I sat back down. How the hell did I get on the ferry? I don’t even remember walking off the dock. To my left, my luggage sat, lined up neatly. I definitely didn’t remember putting it there. Did the ferry boat captain carry me here? God! I thought about that toothless man picking me up and I felt both repelled and embarrassed. Had he put his hands on me?  
 
    “Holy hell!” I got up and marched to the far railing where I leaned out to catch my breath. Sea spray rained down on my face, helping to clear my head. The very thought of a stranger touching me had me freaking out. 
 
    “Are you going to be sick?” 
 
    A deep voice interrupted my panic. His accent caught my ear. Australian. I looked left and saw the tall blond man’s face for the first time. My jaw dropped. He was gorgeous. Blue eyes fringed in dark lashes stared at me. I wondered if he wore mascara because the combination of blonde hair and dark lashes was so striking, but they looked natural.  
 
    “Miss, are you okay?” he asked a second time. 
 
    “Sorry,” I muttered. “I’m alright.” 
 
    He nodded. “Good. I wondered when you didn’t wake up if you’d lapsed into a coma.” His jaw worked, showing off its rugged shape. 
 
    I could see the beginning of five o’clock shadow forming. It was reddish blond, darker than his hair, but not quite as dark as his lashes. His lips pursed, appearing annoyed.  
 
    Embarrassment swamped me again. I looked away, unable to face this handsome stranger. “My apologies. I don’t know what happened. The last thing I remember is sitting on the dock. I’m just a little freaked out right now is all. I can’t believe the ferry captain had the nerve to just pick me up and carry me onboard. He could’ve just woke me up. He should have. It’s like a serious invasion of my personal space to lay hands on me like that!” 
 
    “He did try to wake you. We both did. And it wasn’t the captain who carried you. It was me. You’re welcome, by the way. Otherwise, you’d still be on that bloody dock until tomorrow. My apologies for invading your personal space, Miss.” With an irritated glare, he walked away. 
 
    I stood there, mouth agape. I had no idea what to say. I was both mortified and angry. How dare he? Did they really try and wake me? I’ve never been a light sleeper, but I was pretty sure that if someone called my name or shook my shoulder I’d wake up. Wouldn’t I? 
 
    I stood at the railing afraid to return to my chair. I could feel the heat in my cheeks, and knew my embarrassment was complete. Even so, I felt his taking me to task like that was out of line. Who did he think he was, anyhow? I kept to myself after that, unwilling to walk around and run into him again. 
 
    In less than an hour, the ferry arrived at the dock on Queen’s Island. My anger dissolved when I beheld the scenic views for the first time. It was lush and green, and filled with every kind of exotic flower imaginable. There was a long, winding wooden ramp that extended off the pier disappearing into the tall canopy of trees. Beyond the tree line were magnificent mountains that appeared to be closer than they obviously were. Somewhere in between was the spa where I’d be staying for the next month. I grabbed my carry-on and reached for the handle on my larger suitcase pulling it behind me. The wheels thumped and bumped over the planks as I exited via the now lowered gangway. It felt strange to once again be on land.  
 
    To my left was a covered seating area for departing guests waiting for the ferry, and to my right, just off the pier, was a deserted stretch of beach. The white sands twinkled in the late afternoon sun like diamond dust, catching the last rays before twilight. It was gorgeous. Even the air was sweeter, perfumed by the sheer quantity of blooms beyond the beach. As I passed the seating area, two people stood and began heading towards the gangway, preparing to depart. One was a man in his early thirties. He had short, dark hair, and wore gold wire-rimmed glasses. The other was an older woman who looked closer to fifty, but fit. Both had decent tans and from where I stood, seemed in good health. They smiled at me, and the woman winked saying, “You’re going to love it, honey. Love it!” 
 
    I laughed, watching as she caught up to the younger man and began chatting with him. They looked like old friends enjoying a vacation. I hoped I’d be so lucky as to make a friend or two during my stay. A month without someone to pal around with was a long time. I faced forward again, following the sign that pointed me toward the wooden path.  
 
    WELCOME TO QUEEN’S ISLAND SPA. THIS WAY. 
 
    I plodded forward, both excited, and also tired and hungry. I was ready to settle in, unpack, and begin getting the rest Dr. Petit prescribed. The trek to the spa took ten minutes. By the time I arrived, my arms were burning from carrying and pulling my luggage. Sweat trickled down my spine and snuck right into the crack of my butt. It was not a pleasant feeling. That’s when I realized lush island jungles were humid. I feared my hair was frizzed beyond control by the time I finally stepped inside the guest center.  
 
    It was cool indoors. Fans with woven palm blades spun overhead stirring up a most welcomed breeze. The tile floors gleamed, and the view from the floor to ceiling windows was breathtaking. Ahead, a woman stood at a counter, smiling, and waving me in. 
 
    “Come on in. I take it you’re Claire Townsend?” she asked. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, that’s me.” 
 
    “Wonderful. We’ve been expecting you.” She tapped her long fingernails on the computer keyboard. 
 
    I set my carry-on down and pulled my suitcase to a stop next to me. “Do you need anything?” 
 
    “Just your passport. I need to make a copy. We have everything else thanks to Dr. Petit’s office. Oh, I see she’s ordered you the Queen’s Deluxe.” The woman grinned, showing off white teeth in her tanned face. Her dark hair was cut short and stylish, and her French accent softened her English words, but couldn’t hide the mirth behind them. I had no idea what that meant. 
 
    “I don’t know. All I know is that she said I needed this and sent me along.” I handed over my passport. 
 
    The woman, whose name tag pinned to her shirt said she was Marnie, gave me a mischievous glance. “Hmmn, well then, you are in for a treat.” She looked away, smiling to herself as she made a copy.  
 
    I didn’t know what to say so remained quiet. Marnie finished, and handed me my passport and a room key.  
 
    “Garret will take you to your room. Once you’re unpacked, just pick up the phone at your bedside and let me know. Thierry is expecting you and will be the one to inform you of your schedule.” She nodded at someone standing behind me.  
 
    I turned, and my mouth fell open. A gorgeous man with shoulder-length brown hair and a chiseled jawline stood smiling down at me. He was shirtless, wearing only drawstring white linen slacks and brown sandals. This guy looked like he spent his days inside a gym pumping iron. He had a curious tattoo on his upper, right bicep. It looked like crosshairs, but I was no expert. 
 
    “Welcome, Claire,” he said softly, his deep voice soothing. “I hope your trip was good?” 
 
    I had a hard time finding my tongue. He noticed and tried to suppress a grin before reaching around me for my suitcases. He lifted both without even flinching. I’d been struggling with them since yesterday.  
 
    “Follow me, please.” He tilted his head to a hallway that led out to a courtyard.  
 
    “Okay. Thank you.” I felt dumb. Just plain dumb. Come on, Claire, he’s just a good-looking man. Get a grip!  
 
    In the middle of the courtyard was a large fountain spraying streams of water in arcs from one side to the other. Small wrought iron tables were surrounded by colorful flowering bushes in large ceramic pots creating intimate alcoves. Beneath them were terrazzo tiles, and above, pergolas covered in wild fern. It was shady, lovely, and I knew I wanted to come back later to get a better look.  
 
    Garret kept walking, and I took a moment to appreciate that view from behind as well. His muscles bunched as he navigated through the pathway holding my luggage. Ahead, I saw a line of cottages. As we grew near, he veered towards a white one that sat off on its own. It was surrounded by flowering trees that smelled sweet on the air, and the front porch beckoned, decorated with a two-seater swing. I couldn’t wait to see the inside. 
 
    “This one is yours,” he said as he slid my key into the lock. It clicked, and he pushed the door open, stepping aside and waiting for me to enter.  
 
    “Thank you.” I stepped in, taking in the spacious room with a high vaulted ceiling. In the middle against the back wall was a queen-sized bed covered with a blue and white duvet, and to the left, a small seating area that contained two chairs and a loveseat. The opposite wall had a flat screen television mounted. On my right was a kitchenette with sink, mini-fridge, and a microwave.  
 
    Garret stopped behind me, setting my things down. “The ensuite is there,” he said, pointing at the wall behind my bed. It was open on one side leading to the bathroom. I walked over and peered inside noting the sunken tub, a separate standing shower, a double vanity sink, and the toilet with a bidet. I’d never used one before and found myself chuckling over that fact. 
 
    “This is all mine?” I spoke the words mostly to myself, unaware he’d come up behind me. 
 
    “Oui. While you are here, this is your room. The fridge is stocked, and if there is anything you need, just call the front desk.” 
 
    I turned around, startled that he was so close. “Oh, okay. Good.” 
 
    He smiled. “I will be your personal masseuse while you are here. You must let me know anytime you require my hands.” He wiggled his fingers at me. The size of his hands was intimidating, and the glint in his eyes made my mouth go dry. 
 
    “My own masseuse? You’re kidding, right?” I felt my nerves rise. 
 
    “Not at all. It’s all part of your prescribed treatment. You will receive your full schedule from Thierry. He will be assigning your personal trainer and nutritionist. Along with that comes myself, and an activities director. Doctor’s orders.” 
 
    “Oh my gosh. I had no idea.” I swallowed, stepping around the handsome Garret. His nearness was causing me to feel a bit claustrophobic, not that it wasn’t somewhat pleasant, but I just wasn’t used to anyone being inside my personal space. I had issues about that. It was probably one of the reasons my relationships didn’t work out. 
 
    Garret watched me, smiling. It was a knowing smile. He knew he was making me nervous, but instead of being a dick, he nodded, and made his way to the door. “Don’t forget to contact the desk when you’ve unpacked. Your activities will begin tonight.” He stopped at the threshold. “And remember, call anytime you need me.” He winked.  
 
    I blushed, even as I stumbled forward to close the door. “What the hell?” I leaned on the now closed door, wondering just what the heck I’d gotten myself into. First berated by a gorgeous Aussie, and now brought to blush by a half-naked Frenchman. “And he said my activities begin tonight?” I contemplated just what those activities might entail after the events of the day. I was beginning to worry just a little bit. 
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    The room was more than adequate, and fancier than what I was used to, but for six months, it would work.  
 
    “Christ, look at all these damn fluffy pillows! How’s a bloke supposed to sleep with so many?” I took in the multitude piled onto the bed; small square pillows, rectangular pillows, and pillows that looked like rolls of shiny material with tassels hanging off of them. “Tassels, for fuck’s sakes!” There was no way all those damned pillows were going to stay on my bed. One by one, I gathered them up and then stood there, looking around the room. The closet in the corner beckoned. I marched over, threw open the door, and tossed every one of them onto the floor before shutting the door again. When I turned back, I could actually see the bed.  
 
    “There now, that’s better.” I sat down on the edge and stretched out, lying down. The mattress molded around my frame. It felt pretty good after the long trip. Closing my eyes, I relaxed, listening to the sound of the air conditioning unit blowing. An overhead fan spun sending the air down, cooling my skin. Sleep began whispering sweet nothings in my ear, but my mind was having none of it. Instead, it replayed a scene from earlier in the day, one that had annoyed the hell out of me. The woman on the ferry. 
 
    Back at the dock, I’d noticed her sleeping on the bench, had even spent a fair amount of time watching her. Okay, I checked her out! Damn you, conscience. She was cute. That’s what my sharp eyes had noticed first. The wavy bob gave her a pixie look, and since she appeared on the shorter side for a woman, that’s how I’d pegged her; a pixie. For almost forty minutes I’d observed every which way the breeze had blown her shiny tresses while she snoozed on, unaware. It was probably not very polite and might even be considered a rude and invasive action on my part, but no one else was around, and she was vulnerable sitting there with her chin down and arms crossed over her chest. If anyone had come along, she would’ve been an easy target for thieves, so I figured I was doing her a service by keeping watch. So what if I happened to glean a bit of enjoyment from it, right? And then the ferry arrived. I figured she’d wake when it blared its horn, but to my surprise, she slept on.  
 
    The ferry boat captain caught my eye and glanced at her. I shrugged, and he sighed. That’s when he hopped off and walked over.  
 
    “Mademoiselle? Hey!” He addressed her, but still the pixie woman slept on. He looked back at me. That’s when he reached out to shake her. Somehow, that didn’t sit right with me. The man looked a bit unkempt with his long, wild gray hair, and Frenchmen were notoriously handsy.  
 
    “I’ll get her,” I said, and quickly stepped in before the grizzly looking bloke could touch her. He backed away, hands in the air. Smart man for a Frenchie. “Miss?” I called out. She didn’t move. I was beginning to think something was wrong, that she might’ve expired without my realizing it. A soft snore assured me she hadn’t. I chuckled and cleared my throat. “Ma’am?” Still nothing. If she didn’t wake up, she was going to miss the boat, and there wouldn’t be another until the next day. I was sure she was on her way to the island since the ferry didn’t go anywhere else. Whether she was a new employee like myself or a guest, I knew I couldn’t leave her. Without any more thought, I reached out, sliding my arms beneath her back and legs, and picked her up. “Get those, would you, mate?” I sent a pointed stare to her luggage, and the captain picked them up, one eyebrow raised and a slightly disgruntled look on his old puss. 
 
    I carried Sleeping Beauty up the gangplank and found a lounge chair under an awning where I could put her down. She hadn’t even cracked an eyelid, but she did sigh and snuggle into my chest. As light as she was, it was almost childlike and adorable, except that she wasn’t a child. I could feel her curves, and when her hand made itself at home over my heart, it leapt, beating a bit harder than usual. Her fingers were warm, and before I’d deposited her onto the lounger, they’d made their way inside my shirt touching skin. In all, it was a pleasant experience…until she woke up.  
 
    The damned woman wasn’t a pixie after all, but rather, an ungrateful harpy. When I’d come out of the wheelhouse, I noticed her by the railing. Worried she might be getting seasick, I went to check on her. Instead of being thankful someone had looked out for her, she was angry that anyone had dared to ‘invade her personal space.’ There were no thank-yous, no apologies for sleeping through the entire incident, nothing. Only a nagging that left my ears ringing. It didn’t help at all that she was far prettier awake than asleep, and that a fire lit her eyes as she harangued me. It was worse when I realized I’d stopped listening to the acid dripping from her tongue and was instead noting the green flecks in her amber eyes. Hazel is what that’s called. Devil woman is what I call it now. She was a spitfire, and my gut reaction to her words was defensive. I spat that same fire back at her, and then walked away leaving her to simmer in her own anger. 
 
    I didn’t need hers on top of my own. I was already stewing over the fact that I had to take this gig. My brother’s constant dramas were many, but his most recent had gone beyond being problematic to being life-threatening. Daniel had placed some bad bets with the wrong man, and he’d lost. Now he owed a substantial amount of money to Jeremiah Dorsey, an unscrupulous bookie and noted criminal in Sydney, one who only shows his face when he’s forced to come to collect money owed, and as usual, Daniel had come to big brother to bail him out, for fuck’s sakes! This time, I’d made a few binding demands on him. Go into rehab, one far from the temptation of Sydney’s gambling scene, and he would damn well pay me back. I’d made sure of it because Danny-boy was going to be working his ass off for me once I returned.  
 
    Being a personal trainer was hard work. Thankfully, most of my clients were understanding about my leave of absence. I made sure to have my best mate, Todd, step in to keep things going while I traveled to Queen’s Island on a six month’s contract. It was pure luck that I’d stumbled upon a way to make the fifteen thousand quid needed to pay off my irresponsible brother’s debt with an extra ten thousand on top for my own trouble. One of my clients, the girlfriend of some businessman of whose business she never discussed, oddly enough, had suggested it would be a perfect fit for someone with my qualifications. She’d eyed me up and down when she said it, but that wasn’t unusual for Dorothy Pruitt. She was an incorrigible flirt, always trying to get close to me during our sessions. She was too ripe, too Botoxed, and too over-the-top for my taste, not to mention it went against my personal ethics to get involved with a client. Worse, she reminded me of my mum which was off-putting. I’d had to rebuff her as kindly as possible several times when she’d put her hands in places they didn’t belong while I showed her new exercise techniques. Still, she was basically harmless, and she seemed to take my gentle rejections in stride. Days after Daniel had come to me, desperate for help, it was Dorothy who suggested the therapist position. There was no way at the time she could have known how much I needed that. Maintaining my composure, I said I’d be interested in exploring the possibility. Ms. Pruitt made the introduction to the owner of Queen’s Island Spa, Dr. Lisa Chadwell. She told me she’d been a patient before and planned to go back soon – for her health. Within a week, I’d reluctantly signed a six-months contract, and set my brother up in a rehabilitation facility in New Zealand. I put him on the plane myself, tied up loose ends, got Todd started with my clients, and then hopped my own flight out to France. That’s when I’d run into a devilish pixie harpy woman. I didn’t need the distraction or the drama. I already had too much on my plate, and I needed to keep a clear head to get through the next six months. My brother’s life depended on it. And yet, here I was, in need of a nap, and unable to stop thinking about her. 
 
    The phone rang. My eyes popped open, and I looked around. The phone rang again, and I reached over to grab the receiver. 
 
    “Hello?” I answered. 
 
    “So you’re here, Malone? Good,” a male voice with a French accent answered, full of sarcasm. “Report to the gym in ten minutes. I have your itinerary, and we need to go over your duties.” He hung up.  
 
    I looked at the phone in my hand, pissed. “I guess that’s me new boss man. Sounds like a complete prick.” I sat up, running a hand through my hair. There was nothing for it. No reprieve, no rest. It was time to go to work. Six months. I planned to keep my head down and my big mouth shut. I just hoped that I didn’t have to work with or around that hazel-eyed devil woman. 
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    I was right. My new boss was a real prick. The man strutted back and forth like a banty rooster barking out orders. Unlike the aggressive little cock I immediately likened him to, he was actually as tall as myself. Thierry Roussel had dark hair, brown eyes, and a tan that advertised the man spent a great deal of time outdoors. It was part of his job as activities director and head of the physical therapy department. He’d already informed me three times that he’d worked at the spa for the last five years, the last three of these as the head cock in charge.  
 
    “Dr. Chadwell says you have extensive experience as a personal trainer, and I see your certification is up to date for physical therapy as well. I’m putting you in charge of our new arrivals. Each of their charts outlines the physicians’ recommendations.” He handed me three charts. “Two are women and one is a gentleman. Do you have an issue with men?”  
 
    I blinked. “An issue? No, not that I’m aware.” 
 
    “Good.” Thierry nodded. “The last physio quit over it. If you find you have a problem with the program, you need to let me or Dr. Chadwell know immediately. Do not, under any circumstances, let the clients know.”  
 
    I sat there, confused. “What do you mean?”  
 
    Thierry looked at me and then sighed. “Did no one tell you?”  
 
    “Tell me what?” I felt my eyebrows rise, and my level of discomfort rose with them. 
 
    Roussel marched over, pulled the charts out of my hands, and opened the one on top. He pointed at the paper. “Your duties, Malone. They extend beyond simple physical therapy. Didn’t you read the contract?” 
 
    I remembered skimming over it. I read the part about payment, contract length, and then there was a nondisclosure agreement. I had no idea what that was for, but figured it might have to do with high profile celebrity patients. Those were the salient points for me. I was here to earn the money necessary to save my brother’s arse from being killed by Dorsey, nothing more.  
 
    “I remember signing it,” I mumbled. 
 
    “And the part about clientele personal physical services, did you read that?” Sarcasm mixed with irritation in Thierry’s tone. 
 
    It annoyed me. I felt my own anger rising, and sarcasm bubbled up and spilled over. “Just spit it out, mate! What the bloody hell are you asking?” I stood, facing him eye to eye. 
 
    He glared at me, nostrils flaring. “I cannot believe she didn’t go over this with you. Goddammit.”  
 
    “My interview with Dr. Chadwell was conducted on Skype. It was rather hurried. We were interrupted halfway through. Some emergency or other, but she assured me I was more than qualified, and she made the offer on the spot, had her assistant send over my contract. So what is this personal physical service you’re talking about? What? Am I expected to offer happy endings?” I joked.  
 
    Thierry held my gaze and nodded once. I blinked twice.  
 
    “Are you fucking kidding me?”  
 
    “Why else do you think I asked about your objection to a male client?” He handed me the charts. 
 
    I took them and opened the one on top. It was for a patient named Jan Larsson from Sweden. The chart showed him to be a forty-two-year-old businessman with hypertension and borderline diabetes. He was prescribed two months at Queen’s Island Spa for nutritional guidance, ordered to lose twenty-five pounds, and to engage in activities to relieve stress to include swimming, hiking, daily massage, and sexual release at least four times a week. I reread that last line. I was floored. 
 
    “I thought this place was legit?”  
 
    “It is. We’re fully certified, even for the sexual services. These are international waters. This island belongs to Dr. Chadwell and is not subject to France’s or anyone else’s laws. We make our own, and here, sexual simulation and stimulation are part of the program. The only thing we do not do is force it on our clients. It’s introduced delicately, and if accepted, it becomes their routine while here. Part of what we do to improve their health is psychological, so none of the patients are to know it’s all part of their orders. They simply believe it to be a brief affair while at an exotic spa. You see? This is why you signed a nondisclosure.” 
 
    I sat down. I’d signed the contract, and it was legally binding. If I walked away now, not only would I not get paid, which meant Dorsey would make mincemeat out of Daniel, but I could be sued. My life was fucked. There was no way I was comfortable with the idea of touching any bloke sexually. That had to be off the table. Didn’t Thierry just say I needed to tell him straight off? 
 
    “I ain’t touching no blokes. Physical therapy is fine, but anything else is out of the question. Is this man even gay?”  
 
    Thierry took the chart. “I don’t know. I’ll have Jessalyn do his evaluation. If he’s into women, she’ll continue his care, and if it’s men he prefers, Garret can fill in. He doesn’t mind.” He eyed the other two charts. “And the women?” 
 
    I felt an intense relief when he took the Swedish man’s chart away. The other two charts were still in my hand. I opened the first one. A picture of a woman with silver hair piled on top of her head stared back at me. The information said her name was Helene Marais from Paris. She was fifty-one, divorced, and suffering stress and dealing with mild depression. She was listed as a fashion photographer for French Vogue. Her physician’s recommendation was in French. I held it up to Thierry, pointing. 
 
    “It says she’s to spend her two weeks here doing outdoor activities, no major physical exertion. Her doctor wants her to experience being desired again. It says her marriage ended due to infidelity. The husband was having an affair with his secretary. Very cliché. The other woman is much younger, and Helene fell into depression over the betrayal and the divorce. On top of that, Madame Marais is perimenopausal, so her libido is waning. She’s being prescribed hormone therapy to stabilize her estrogen.” 
 
    “So what am I to do with her?” The woman wasn’t unattractive, but she was old enough to be my mum.  
 
    “Compliment her. Court her, just like you would any woman you found attractive.” 
 
    “Then what? You’ve made it sound like sex is on the table.” 
 
    “It is. If she wants it. We let our clients make the first move, but we also let them know by showing an interest that it would be welcomed.” 
 
    Stunned didn’t begin to describe my current state. I ran a hand through my hair. I opened the second the chart and felt my heart stop. I stared at the picture paper-clipped inside. Claire Townsend, age thirty-four, from Riverside, California. America. A Dr. Petit prescribed a month of nutritional meals and physical exercise to bring the woman’s weight down by fifteen to twenty pounds. In addition, she was to receive the deluxe spa boyfriend experience. The chart cited that Claire had been abstinent for a prolonged period, and her sexual health was at risk. At risk? Who the hell makes such decisions? At risk of what? Was growing cobwebs now a medical condition? I looked again at the picture. I was staring into the face of the hazel-eyed harpy. It was no wonder she’d been abstinent for so long, what with brandishing such a sharp tongue. What man would volunteer to be around that all day? I knew right then I didn’t want to have any part of the special extracurriculars the spa offered. I signed on to be a physical therapist, nothing more. I didn’t give one good damn what it said about special services. Thierry could just damn well assign that nonsense out to someone else. He mentioned someone named Garret and another named Jessalyn. I was sure Thierry himself probably went above and beyond the mark to reach the role of director.  
 
    I handed him the charts and took a gamble. “I’m fine with handling all of their physical therapy, but anything above and beyond is a no-go. I’m here on a six months contract. If my services as a physical trainer aren’t acceptable, then get another PT.” I stood up, staring him in the eye, waiting. My gut roiled. I knew he could tell me to go to hell, fire me, and hire another, but I felt sure Dr. Chadwell would have a difficult time finding another physical therapist any time soon.  
 
    Thierry glared at me, refusing to back down, and obviously trying to intimidate me into relenting, but I held my ground. I wasn’t going to let this prick turn me into a prostitute.  
 
    Finally, he answered. “Alright. Just set up their physical therapy schedules. Coordinate with Garret and Jessalyn in the morning. They’ll show you around. Jessalyn can take on Monsieur Larrson’s special needs,” he threw me one last look before turning to walk out, “and I’ll take care of the Madames’ Marais and Townsend. At least the younger one is attractive. She’ll be fun.”  
 
    I felt my gut clench at his words. An image of my devil-woman being manhandled by that annoying cock unfurled in my mind. His hands on her curves, the ones her damned doctor wanted gone in one month. Why, for fuck’s sakes? There was nothing at all wrong with her figure. I knew. I’d carried her, had felt her with my own two hands. I didn’t like it. But then, I didn’t have to. All I needed to do was devise exercises to get her into shape. I had a lightbulb moment, one that just might keep Thierry’s hands off of the women. If my plan worked, both would be too damned tired to be seduced by the likes of that French prick. I’d consider it my good deed, one in addition to working in this overly-expensive whore house to save my brother’s life. I’d arrived here already with a chip on my shoulder, feeling put out for having to give away six months of my own life and career to protect Daniel, but now that I knew the island’s dirty little secret, I was even more angry. By Roussel’s own admission, the clients that came here didn’t know about the added sexual services, and maybe most didn’t mind when they happened, but everyone should know what they’re walking into. It wasn’t right to my way of thinking. Maybe I’m just old-fashioned, but having sex prescribed by a doctor seemed over the line, and I’d be damned if I’d be part of it.  
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    It was quiet. Too quiet. I wasn’t used to that. Living in Riverside meant hearing my neighbors coming and going outside from early morning to late at night. My condominium complex was nice, but busy. Even so, I could usually set my clock by the various sounds of my downstairs neighbor leaving for work at six in the morning, and my next-door neighbor coming in off shift from the emergency room at 11:30 p.m. In between were the usual noises of traffic from the nearby expressway, the lawn care company every other Wednesday, and the rest of the residents making their way through the building going about their business. My cottage was off to itself. I expected some kind of activity, jungle sounds even, but all I could really detect was the whirring of my overhead fan and the blowing of the air conditioning unit at intervals.  
 
    I remember finally falling asleep after two hours of laying on this big, soft bed. I’d spent at least an hour of that time going over the itinerary given to me at the visitor’s center. That’s when I’d met the activities director, Thierry. He was handsome in that hot French guy kind of way. Sable hair, dark-brown eyes, thick lashes that most women would be jealous of, and a tall, muscular physique. I was beginning to see a pattern at Queen’s Island. All the men were hunks. It seemed that the visual aesthetics meant to appeal to visitors included the staff. I didn’t mind that all, but I was intimidated by overly-gorgeous men. The few guys I’d dated were all in what I would categorize as nice-looking, but not a single one could have graced the cover of a fitness magazine. It wasn’t that they were ugly, not to me, anyhow, but I never focused on the physical. I’ve always been attracted more to the mental side of men. Intelligence ranked high on my list right next to a great sense of humor. Funny guys were usually the best for me, but they had to be kind, not sarcastic and cruel.  
 
    There’s also the fact that I never thought of myself as anything special in the looks department. Growing up, I was always a little on the chunky side. It wasn’t until I hit the age of twenty that I finally thinned down a bit. I was still curvy, but it was an improvement. I still couldn’t wear a lot of the current fashions. Button-down shirts were out because getting one that actually buttoned closed over my breasts meant the rest of the shirt fit too big in the shoulders and the waist. I ended up looking overwhelmed in those. Then there was the constant conundrum of finding jeans that fit my hips without leaving a huge gap at my back which exposed my underwear. Worse, I needed petite length. Good luck with that! When I did find a decent pair that hit most of my list of fit requirements, they were usually expensive as hell. I’ve been very careful to always soak my jeans in mild detergent, and not over-wash them. I’ve owned pairs for over ten years, but lately, they’d begun to fit on the tight side.  
 
    That, and my fatigue, led me to Dr. Petit’s office, and to a prescribed stay at what I could only figure was an exotic fat farm of sorts although I hadn’t seen any other patients here yet that were overweight. Maybe it was just me. My meeting with Thierry resulted in the itinerary for my first week. He’d sat down next to me to explain that I would begin each day with a nutritional breakfast and a therapeutic massage. Afterwards, I was to report to the gym for morning exercises, then on to lunch followed by afternoon activities, which he said would be with him, and that he had something special planned. I had no idea what it could be, but he’d smiled at me, and since he was pretty gorgeous, I smiled back not knowing what to say.  
 
    I rolled over, planning to crack open my eyes any minute now. I had no idea exactly what time it was, but the daylight was beginning to creep into my room through the slats of the closed wooden blinds. I still felt tired. It was most likely jet lag. I wasn’t used to long flights. Without further thought, I sat up, and stood. The floor was cool beneath my feet. I stumbled to the bathroom and took care of business. The large, walk-in shower beckoned. It had two rainshower heads and six wall jets. It reminded me of a car wash. I couldn’t wait to get in.  
 
    The hot water felt great. I shampooed my hair twice with the foreign-labeled bottle of shampoo. It smelled like orchids. The conditioner was just as sweet, and left my hair feeling soft. The jets blasting streams of hot water into my back hit all the right spots. I took my time soaping myself from top to bottom, and then spinning around like a ballerina to rinse off. I didn’t want to get out, but I had a schedule to begin. I needed to go back to the cafeteria I’d eaten at last night for dinner. It had been late by the time I was shown the place, and no one else was inside except for what appeared to be a few employees, three women, all of whom were every bit as picture perfect as the men I’d seen. I had a hot sandwich and a salad, and then had wandered back to my room, but not before taking a little time to explore the outside patio I’d seen when I first arrived. 
 
    I shut off the water and stepped out. It felt great to be clean, and I dried off with one of the thick towels hanging on the bar. I wrapped another around my head and brushed my teeth. I was whistling a happy tune as I re-entered the bedroom, but choked on a scream as I stopped dead in my tracks. A man was sitting on the edge of my already made bed, a man wearing white linen pants and nothing else. He was smiling at me.  
 
    “Good morning, Claire.” Garret let his eyes run down my body, taking in the towel I was now clinging to. 
 
    “Garret, what the hell are you doing in my room?” I backed up a step, furious, and a little alarmed. 
 
    He stood. “I’ve brought your breakfast,” he pointed towards the seating area. Sure enough, there was a tray on the table containing an array of fresh fruit, and a covered plate. There was also a small vase filled with wild, exotic blooms, and a personal sized pitcher of orange juice. “And we have an appointment. As soon as you’ve completed your meal, we’ll get started on your massage.”  
 
    I sputtered, “But I’m not dressed yet, and I thought I had to come to you?”  
 
    His lips spread slowly into a knowing smile. “That’s not how it works here. We come to you for most of our services, all except for physical therapy which happens in the gym, and outdoor activities for obvious reasons.” He glanced at my towel-covered body again, causing a blush to sting my cheeks. “And you don’t need to get dressed for a massage. In fact, you’re already perfectly attired.” 
 
    I stood there, feeling dumb, and far too exposed. I didn’t even know where to begin. Garret beat me to it.  
 
    “Come, have a seat and enjoy your breakfast while it’s hot.” He walked to the table and lifted the lid off the plate revealing American-style scrambled eggs, a slice of ham, and whole wheat toast. It smelled wonderful, and my stomach growled. “While you eat, I’ll set up my table, and get everything ready.” 
 
    I looked around and saw a large bag with a handle propped up against the wall by the door. It was a mobile massage table. Garret moved toward it and began unpacking. His muscles flexed as he lifted the table out of the bag as if it weighed nothing at all. I knew better. Although mobile, those tables were not light. I had a friend who studied massage therapy back in our college days. Near graduation, she purchased her first table, and the damn thing took up half the wall in our dorm room. Moving it was a pain since it was bigger than me.  
 
    I realized I was staring, and made my feet move before I was caught out. That would be just too much embarrassment for one morning. While he did his thing, I settled myself into breakfast, trying everything on my plate, but afraid to eat too much, what with Mr. Fitness behind me. All I could think was that he was about to put his hands on me, and I wasn’t sure if I was more mortified by that fact or the fact that he knew I was here to lose weight, and he was going to see my curves. Each bite felt like a test, and yet, there seemed to be a lot of food on my tray. Shouldn’t I be eating one carrot and half a boiled egg or something? How was a person supposed to lose pounds eating this much food? 
 
    A hand reached around me and picked up the orange juice pitcher. “Don’t forget your vitamin C. Folic acid is important to a woman’s health.” Garret leaned over me, pouring the juice into my glass. “And it’s fresh-squeezed.”  
 
    I could feel his long hair brush my shoulder. When he turned his head to look at me, he winked. I almost choked on my scrambled eggs. “Thank you,” I mumbled. 
 
    “You’re welcome, Claire.” His soft, deep voice and French accent tickled my ear. 
 
    I was far too aware that a sexy, half-naked man was standing too close to my own near-naked body, and I hardly knew him. Liz would be horrified. Tricia would be drooling. I was somewhere in between, drowning in self-consciousness.  
 
    Garret backed up out of my peripheral vision. I didn’t hear anything, but felt as if he was watching my every move. It was kind of creepy. When I felt I’d eaten enough, I put my fork down. 
 
    “Ready?” he asked. 
 
    I turned. The table was set up, covered in a sheet. Next to it was a stand holding several bottles of oils. Garret stood with his hands at his sides, a tall mountain of muscles covered in tanned skin. His wavy brown hair flowed past his shoulders, and his blue eyes locked onto mine. I swallowed hard.  
 
    “Sure.” I stood up, clutching my towel. The one on my head began to slip, and I reached for it. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that.” He stepped forward, pulling the towel from my grasp. My hair tumbled out, sticking out every which way. To my surprise, he dropped the towel, and ran his fingers through my short waves, slicking them back. “You have lovely hair, Claire, and,” he leaned over me, sniffing, “it smells divine.” He stood back and looked down at me. “I’ll be massaging your scalp too, so don’t worry about how your hair looks. It will be a sexy mess by the time I’m finished.” 
 
    He gave me a little push toward the table. I took the next few steps on my own, jumping up onto the edge, and sitting back.  
 
    “Let’s begin with you face down, oui?”  
 
    I tried to rotate myself around without losing my towel. I felt like I’d managed it pretty well, and had settled in, placing my face into the cushioned cutout that supported my head. Then, I felt his hands slip under me and undo the terry cloth. The coolness of the sheet against my breasts and stomach set off alarm bells, but he left the towel draped over my backside, folding it down just low enough to expose my back, but keeping my butt covered. I breathed a small sigh of relief, that is, until a eucalyptus-scented oil was dropped onto my spine and his large, warm hands began to work.  
 
    I’d actually never had a full body massage before. This was my first time. As his hands worked up and down my back, I felt both intense nervousness, and equally intense pleasure. There was no denying Garret had magic fingers. The problem was, my back was my secret erogenous zone. It was the one sure place my ex could touch me to guarantee turning me on. Jay knew it was the best way to begin, but he never put in as much time there or on my neck, which I loved, before going for my boobs. They were his favorite part of me. Now, there was a sexy Frenchman spending an inordinate amount of time running his fingers up and down my back from the top of my neck to my tailbone, skimming lightly over my spine, and kneading deep into my shoulders. If he kept it up, if he slipped even an inch lower and touched my ass, I was going to orgasm, and it would be humiliating. It was then that I realized it really had been too long since a man last touched me. I’d neglected myself just trying to protect my heart. 
 
    Garret probably knew he was heating me up. It might’ve had something to do with a few quick intakes of breath on my part and some sighs. I couldn’t contain it completely, but I was trying. When his fingers jumped over my butt and landed on the backs of my thighs, I nearly died. His touched changed, going lighter, more of a caress. He worked his way down my left leg all the way to my heel, and then up the right leg. It felt so good.  
 
    “Turn over, Claire.” His deep voice rumbled to my right. I reached for the towel, and he spoke again. “I have it. Your modesty is protected. Just roll over.” I thought I detected a small laugh in his words, but I began to rotate around, holding my arm over my breasts. I saw that he was holding the towel up over me and standing at an angle that prevented him from seeing too much, or so I thought. 
 
    When I settled, he draped the towel, sliding it up. I felt it graze my nipples, and when they hardened, I knew he saw them. A hint of a smile played on his lips, but he went back to work, stepping behind my head where he started kneading my shoulders. I was in heaven again. His fingertips worked their way up into my scalp. My skin tingled everywhere as he made small circles from my temples to my crown, and then beneath at the back of my head down to my neck. When he began skimming over my ears and rubbing my earlobes, I felt myself grow wet. It was embarrassing. I swallowed, keeping my eyes shut tight.  
 
    He went back to my shoulders, and his hands slipped to the exposed area just at the top of my breasts. The massage deepened, going almost to my cleavage. My nipples were painfully erect, and I was about ready to jump off the table when Garret stepped around, and switched to my legs, going over the tops of my thighs. His warm hands wove their magic in between just above my knees before descending down my shins to the tops of my feet. It was there that I discovered the greatest surprise. I figured we were almost finished, that I could cool off soon. All he had left was the foot massage, and although I’d never had one, I felt reasonably sure it wouldn’t be erotic. I was wrong.  
 
    He put more oil on his hands, and beginning at my heels, hit nerve points along my instep that I never realized could be so naughty. I was swollen in places that hadn’t been touched at all, but really wanted to be touched now. When he got to my toes, and applied pressure in just the right spots, I felt it all the way to my core. I bit my lip, determined not to make a complete fool of myself. He noticed. 
 
    “Let go, Claire.” He whispered. 
 
    Let go? Did he realize what he was doing to me? Was he doing it on purpose? Oh my God, is this one of those ‘happy ending’ massages? Did people really do that? I was beyond conflicted. At best, it would be one of those really naughty vacation experiences, but at worst, it was a breach of professional ethics, wasn’t it? I didn’t know what to do, but I sure wasn’t going to ‘let go’ no matter how hot the massage or how sexy the masseur.  
 
    I peeked an eye at him. He was smiling down at me. I yanked my foot away and sat up. “I’m good. Thanks, Garret.” 
 
    He grinned at me. A big, cat-like grin with one eyebrow raised. He knew. He absolutely knew what he was doing to me, and he didn’t seem abashed by it at all.  
 
    I jumped off the table, clutching my towel. “I’ll just go get dressed while you pack up.” I emphasized the last words. “I’m sure you have other clients this morning.” I moved quickly to the bathroom and stayed there until I heard him leave.  
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, Claire,” he said, chuckling as he closed the door. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The quick, cold shower helped. Heaven help me, but I needed it! How in the world did he get away with behaving like that? I mean, he didn’t actually do anything out of line. It was just that the way he touched me felt deliberate, and naughty. Worse, I just knew he knew it, but Garret hadn’t stepped out of line, and he didn’t push once I made it clear he needed to stop. I did make it clear, didn’t I? I had to think about it. I was sure he understood me, but then he’d left, promising to return in the morning. Oh, lord! I wonder if there’s any way I can get out of it? 
 
    It was nearly time for my physical therapy. At least I knew I wouldn’t have to worry about someone rubbing me all over for that. It’s just exercise, and right about now, I really needed to burn off some excess energy!  
 
    “Note to self, try and find a boyfriend when I get back home. Geez, I didn’t realize how much I’d been depriving myself.” I stared at my reflection in the mirror, giving my hair one last swipe with the brush before spraying it in place. I wasn’t sure why I was bothering. Between the island humidity and the exercises, it was going to look like a Wooley Mammoth soon. I hated my curls.  
 
    “Let’s go, then. Onward to the gym.” I tossed the brush down and turned off the bathroom light. In the bedroom, I grabbed a bottled water out of the mini-fridge, and with my room key in hand, headed out.  
 
    The gym was on the other side of the compound. Walking there in the tropical heat should be considered part of the exercise because by the time I arrived, I felt a trickle of sweat slide down my spine as I reached for the door. Inside, the cool air washed over me. I looked around at the large gym. There was every type of exercise equipment one could think of from cardio machines to free weights to medicine balls. There was even a rock climbing wall on the far end. Two women were halfway up. One was a young woman with a blonde ponytail. She was cheering on the other woman. That one was older, maybe fifties, with stylish silver hair held back by a blue bandana. The older woman wore a pair of blue, form-fitting exercise shorts with a matching sports bra/tank top. She was in better shape than me. In the middle of the gym, a man was running on one of the treadmills, working up a sweat. He was a tall man with blond hair. His face reflected in the mirror was a bit red, but he caught my eye, smiled, and gave a quick nod. I nodded back, and walked further in. 
 
    “Miss Townsend,” a familiar accent stated. 
 
    I turned and came face to face with the man from the ferry, the one who’d admitted to man-handling my unconscious body, and then had chastised me for feeling a bit of outrage. Heat flared in my cheeks as I stared into his blue eyes. I was instantly angry all over again. “It’s you.” 
 
    “How about a proper introduction this time?” He put out his hand. “I’m Cade Malone. I’ll be your physical therapist during your stay here on Queen’s Island.” He stood, waiting. 
 
    I looked at his hand like it was a snake. This man, this absurdly good-looking, extremely annoying man was going to be my physical therapist. I didn’t like it. I wondered if I could get someone else, if there even was someone else.  
 
    “Mr. Malone.” I refused to shake his hand, but offered the barest acknowledgement. I knew it was rude and petty, but I couldn’t seem to help myself. I was still feeling a bit raw over his harsh words on the boat.  
 
    He eyed me. Something shifted behind his eyes and I wasn’t sure if it was a good or bad thing. I hoped he’d just accept that I preferred not to touch him or for him to touch me. “Right. Well, let’s get you started.” He looked down at a chart in his hands. “Looks like your doctor has ordered you to lose some weight.”  
 
    That stung. I felt his eyes go over my body. I didn’t like it at all. Right then, I wanted to kick him. 
 
    “We’ll begin with some warming up on the elliptical. Follow me over here.” He led the way to the cardio machines. “Hop up here, and let’s get you going.”  
 
    I stepped around Cade Malone and climbed onto the machine. “Okay, now what?” 
 
    He reached over and punched some buttons. “Now,” he said, staring at me, “you peddle until the timer goes off.”  
 
    I raised one eyebrow and began pushing the pedals down. It felt like trying to walk through drying cement. The tension on the pedals seemed like it was for someone in far better shape than I was in. “Are you sure this is right? It’s awfully tight.”  
 
    “It’s exactly right. Keep going. You’re here to get that bum into shape.” He reached out, smacking me on the butt before walking away.  
 
    I stood there, stunned. The man had done it again! I was furious. I stared straight ahead into the mirror watching him walk away. Were all Aussie males this rude? He glanced back once and caught me watching him. He grinned. The bastard grinned at me! My eyes narrowed as I plodded along pushing the pedals down. My thighs began to burn. After ten minutes, my butt hurt like hell. I looked down and saw that I still had ten more minutes to go. I wasn’t going to make it. Don’t you let him get the best of you, Claire! My inner voice shouted at me. I wanted to cry because I knew she was right. Dammit.  
 
    When the timer finally went off, I stopped. My legs felt like goo. I could barely step down off the machine without holding onto the handle. Sweat trickled down my spine beneath my t-shirt. The slick bead made a beeline for my butt crack. I tried to shake it off. Cade returned. 
 
    “Now that you’re warmed up, the real work begins.”  
 
    I glared at him. “And what’s next?” 
 
    “Squats.” He walked to an open area. I followed at a slower pace, dragging my feet. When I reached the space opposite Cade, he reached down and picked up a leather ball and threw it at me. 
 
    My reflexes reacted, catching it. It hit me like a ton of bricks. The thing had to weigh at least thirty pounds.  
 
    “Now, hold it in front of you, and put your feet in line with your shoulders.” He walked next to me and demonstrated the stance. “Squat down, holding your stomach in, and come back up, slowly.” 
 
    I did as instructed, determined to show him I could handle it. It wasn’t so bad. “Like this?” 
 
    He watched, his eyes raking my form. I was sure he was being deliberately insulting. I knew I’d gained the extra weight, but he didn’t need to make me feel bad about it. Shouldn’t a therapist be more supportive? It made me dislike him even more. 
 
    “Exactly. Take it a little slower. Do three sets of ten.” He stood, arms crossed over his chest, watching me. “Down, and up, one. Down, and up, two.” He kept count.  
 
    By the second set of ten, my ass burned like fire. I wanted to stop. Between the pain and his scrutiny, I was in agony. I made it through, but just barely.  
 
    “Good. Let’s give that core some attention. We’ll start with pushups and then planking. After that, we’ll get in some lunges.” 
 
    Cade joined me in doing the pushups. He was opposite me, head to head, and seemed to be enjoying himself at my expense. It didn’t help at all that his arm muscles bulged with each repetition, drawing my attention. He didn’t even break a sweat. I hated him with a passion. Whose idea was this again? Oh, yes, Dr. Petit. When I get back home, she’s going to get an earful from me! I kept my game face on. 
 
    By the last lunge, I wanted to kill him. I could do it. I could pull it off, I was sure. I sat down on the mat, breathing hard, and wiping the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. Everything hurt. I knew it would only feel worse later, and I still had afternoon activities to go.  
 
    “Our time is up. You did well.” He stood over me, looking down. “See you tomorrow, same time.” He offered his hand again. 
 
    I wanted to refuse. I tried to get up on my own, but my muscles complained, and even my inner voice betrayed me. Are you kidding? Do you really think you’ll be able to pick yourself up after that? My inner voice was a sarcastic bitch! I took his hand and let him yank me up. At the first touch of his fingers, I felt a little zap of electricity. It was weird. Probably static, what with all the humidity on the island, and my overheated body. Even so, it was oddly pleasant. His eyes caught mine when I made it to my feet. Surprise showed in his blue orbs. I wondered how bad I looked. Must be quite hideous by his reaction, or maybe I smelled? Oh, god! Did I smell sweaty? 
 
    I let go of his hand immediately, feeling self-conscious. “Tomorrow then.” I backed up, turning to leave.  
 
    “Claire?” He called out. 
 
    “Yes?” I turned back. 
 
    “If you’re sore later, take a hot shower. There’s also massage services here. You can order one up.” 
 
    I thought about Garret, and then thought again. I wouldn’t mind if the need arose, but I’d prefer it be someone else. Maybe they had a lady masseuse. “Is there more than one on staff?” I asked, hoping for the best. 
 
    “I believe so. Why?” He looked curious. 
 
    “No reason. Just asking.” I turned again to leave. This time, he didn’t stop me. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched her walk out. I knew she had to be hurting something fierce, but she held her head high and took one step after the other. However, a slight limp gave her away. It was a dick thing to do. I should’ve started her out with a less strenuous workout, but the anger in her hazel eyes and her refusal to shake my hand felt like a slap in the face. It was like she was itching for a fight. She was still mad, still fuming over my carrying her onto the ferry. I didn’t get it. I’d done the gentlemanly thing, and she was treating me like I was some kind of molester.  
 
    So I’d made her pay for it. I cranked up the tension on the machine knowing full well she wasn’t conditioned for that level. She was going to be in agony later, and it was all my fault. I was beginning to feel terrible about it. I was better than this. What I’d done just wasn’t professional no matter how sharply she’d struck at my pride. And pride it was. She had every right to feel as she did. It was her body after all. I knew I hadn’t done anything to earn her censure, but she was entitled to it just the same. It was a lady’s prerogative. My own mother had taught me that. It was ingrained to always respect women, even if they were being pains in the ass.  
 
    Claire was most definitely a pain. The most affected areas seemed to be my ego, my peace of mind, a bit of a tightness in my chest, and when she dipped into the squats and lunges I’d put her through, I felt it in my groin. The tightening in that spot seemed to spur me on to cracking the whip on her. For such a small woman, she had curves in all the right places. In my humble opinion, she didn’t need to lose a single pound. Her hourglass shape made my hands itch to trace each line, each round edge, and discover if her skin was as soft as it appeared. My mind had wandered into forbidden thoughts, and when I’d joined her in the pushups, there was a tantric connection, a live wire between us, I was sure. I couldn’t keep my eyes off of hers, couldn’t help notice the dip and sway of her breasts with every downward motion and reverse thrust up. I could admit only to myself that there was a brief moment I’d imagined myself beneath her, and it was my own arms lifting her, my own pelvis thrusting, and her soft folds contracting around me. She was truly a devil woman because I was surely bewitched. I had no right thinking about her like that, especially after the disgusting pitch Thierry had thrown at me. 
 
    It had to be the island, something about being isolated, being sanctioned - nay, paid to pursue seduction. It could also be that it’d been a while since I’d last indulged my baser needs. There hadn’t been much time. My business required focus and left few opportunities for seeking out women. The one’s I generally encountered were clients, and I didn’t mix business with pleasure as a hard rule. It was counterproductive. Word of mouth was everything for a personal trainer, and the last thing I needed was a heartbroken or vindictive woman spreading tales among my clientele. It was also helpful being single because I attracted more female clients than male. The more appealing the package, the more they wanted it. I didn’t mind putting up with flirting as long as they followed the program, stayed on track, and paid my fee. Every dollar went towards my dream of owning my own gym. 
 
    The only glitch in the plan so far had been Daniel. Damn him! Ever since we were tikes, he’d been getting up to mischief. Always the favored son, always the clown. He could do no wrong in mum’s eyes, and without a father around to provide discipline - not that that drunken mess ever could stand up straight enough to accomplish the task- Daniel had learned to charm mum, all the while continuing down the wrong path. As the older brother, I’d tried to step in and be the man, and it had worked now and again, but it never lasted. Daniel pursued his own demons, chasing whatever fancy caught his attention. He fell into gambling a little at a time until he was up to his neck, and now, he was in for more money than he could get his hands on. So, who does he come crawling back to now that mum had passed? Me, of course. Good old Cade. Steady as a rock. Hero of the day. And I’d put my life and dream on hold to save his. My reward? A devil pixie woman who was a pain in my…crotch! 
 
    I was still standing in the same spot when Jessalyn came up behind me. 
 
    “She’s a pretty one.” 
 
    “What?” I turned. Jessalyn was tall, blonde, and nearly everything I would normally go for except there was a bit of a coldness in her blue eyes. She was a calculating cat. Not unkind, but not bound by any type of sentiment that I could see. She was good at her job, but she was ambitious. It was obvious she wanted to rise in the hierarchy here at Queen’s Island. Probably wanted Dr. Chadwell’s job eventually. I’d seen them out in the quad, heads bent together, chatting. It had looked rather intimate, but that was none of my business. Even so, if my first impression of that situation was the case, it didn’t prevent Jess from flirting with the French Vogue photographer, Helene. It looked as if it was working. Each time Jess moved closer to help adjust the harness wrapped around and between Madame Marais’ legs, a blush had colored the older woman’s cheeks. Whatever floated their boats. 
 
    “Claire Townsend,” she replied. “Now I know why Thierry took her on. He’s after that one himself. Too bad. I would’ve had fun with her. I like the straight ones.” She looked back at Helene who was working out on the rowing machine. “That one has been around the block, as they say, a few times. She’s not unfamiliar with a woman’s touch.” She looked back at me. “It could have been you, Cade, but Thierry mentioned you have personal work ethics. No chance of bending them a bit?” She fluttered her lashes. 
 
    “None.” I looked at Madame Marais. “But you go have your fun, Jess.” I walked away, feeling both angry and a bit conflicted. Jessalyn wasn’t without perception. If she could see my interest, then I needed to get it under control. I was here to do a job, not frolic like some immoral heathen. I wasn’t the most principled bloke, but I did have some decency and a few boundaries. 
 
    I headed back to my room. A cold shower would help get my head back in the game. I just needed to force myself to forget Claire. She’s just a patient, and there were rules back where I come from regarding therapist/patient relations. I refused to cross those lines, no matter how soft, how curvy they might be, and I’d be damned if I’d let myself think about Thierry’s agenda to seduce her.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, I knew I was in big trouble. Despite my cold resolve and the cold water, I couldn’t get her out of my mind. A painful reminder had reared its head while I lathered up, furious with myself for recalling images of her rounded derriere, her swaying breasts straining against her t-shirt. The look of determination in her hazel-green eyes had me biting my lip as the agony of arousal twitched between my legs. There was nothing for it except to relieve the pressure, and then recommit myself to forgetting her. I would not think of Thierry touching her. I wouldn’t! 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    My muscles ached everywhere, and I still had an afternoon session to go. I wasn’t sure I was going to make it. It was sheer strength of will that allowed me to walk out of that gym when I just wanted to curl up into a ball on the ground and pay someone to wheel me out on a wagon. I was determined not to let Cade Malone get the better of me. I’d be damned if he’d see me break. It didn’t matter if I felt broken already or not. And why did he have to be so good-looking? It wasn’t easy staying mad at him for what I’d originally considered an offense.  
 
    After reflecting on it, I knew he’d only been trying to help. It wasn’t like he’d groped me, at least, I was fairly sure he hadn’t. He didn’t seem the type. He’d seen a woman in need and helped. That was noble, almost Boy Scout behavior. It wasn’t his fault I’d passed out. I wasn’t used to traveling long distances, and my health wasn’t up to par as of yet. With low energy, tanked Vitamin D levels, and being generally out of shape, it had taken its toll on me right there on the dock. I’d already forgiven him, but was too embarrassed by my initial reaction to say anything. And then he’d turned into a mean taskmaster. My head forgave, but my butt, legs, abs, and arms were screaming for his gorgeous head.  
 
    It was nearly midday. I’d wandered down to the coastline to check out the beach. It was beautiful here. The sound of the waves splashing onto the wet sand soothed my anger. The sun warmed my skin, and the breeze cooled it. I could get used to this. Maybe. Still, I felt sticky, and with only about forty minutes left before the cafeteria opened for lunch, I found myself wanting to take a dip in the ocean. It was quiet, and no one was around from what I could see. Near the edge on my left was an outcropping of palm trees providing shade at the water’s edge. I got up, feeling every single muscle contraction, and walked over. It was there I decided to strip down to my underthings and go swimming. Just a quick immersion into the sea to rinse off the sweat and ease my aches and pains. Then I could enjoy lunch and try to look forward to whatever the afternoon activity was that I was scheduled for.  
 
    I peeled off my bike shorts and pulled my t-shirt over my head, folding both and placing the items at the base of the tree. I stood just behind them, peering out across the beach to make sure no one had walked up, that no one would see me in my pink bra and panties, and then I dashed out, running into the waves, and diving under. It felt amazing! The temperature was as warm as bath water. I let myself float to the surface, flipping to my back easily in the buoyant salty sea. Every muscle relaxed, and I lay exposed to the sun’s rays, the sound of the ocean in my ears. Slowly, the waves carried me back to shore. Soon enough, I felt the sand at my back. I sat up, feeling better. Another quick rinse to get the sand out of my hair, and I tip-toed back to the cover of the palm trees. A man stood there, holding my clothes, with a smile on his face.  
 
    “Hello again, Claire?” His deep voice rippled in the space between us. The French accent was becoming familiar. I stood there, hands trying to cover myself. When dry, my bra and panties were every bit as modest as a bikini, but wet, they might as well not exist at all.  
 
    “Hello, Mr. Roussel. May I have my clothes please?” I turned my back, one hand reaching behind me. I heard him chuckle. 
 
    “Of course. Here.” He passed them to me.  
 
    I threw the t-shirt over my head and peeked over my shoulder. He was facing the bare stretch of beach, waiting for me to finish getting dressed. He wasn’t staring at me, but he was smiling. What was with these island men? I stepped into my bike shorts and struggled to tug them up over my still-damp skin. I’d hoped to sit out and dry for a bit before getting dressed again, but that plan got crushed by his sudden intrusion.  
 
    I turned around, running my fingers through my unruly hair, trying to smooth it out and tuck it behind my ears. “So why are you here? I thought our appointment was this afternoon?” 
 
    I gave him the once over this time. The man was tall and built like an Olympic swimmer. He had dark-brown hair cut short, and brown eyes fringed with black lashes. Two dimples showed as he smiled at me. It was the kind of smile cocky men everywhere had, the confident ones that knew they were handsome and that women by and large fell head over heels for those smiles. I didn’t like those kinds of men usually. 
 
    He watched me inspecting him. “I didn’t expect to see you until then either, but here you are,” he looked back towards the spa, “and it’s time for lunch.” He offered his arm. “Join me? I can get to know you a little better, and we can go over what I have planned for this afternoon.” 
 
    I didn’t seem to have a choice. To refuse would be rude, and he was simply being kind. Besides, there were worse things in life than having a meal with a handsome man who looked like he modeled speedos for a living. Liz and Tricia were never going to believe any of this when I got back. I envisioned telling them about it over drinks out at our favorite pub. It was going to sound like a Penthouse letter, except written by a woman. Lord! 
 
    “Sure,” I slipped my hand in his arm. “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
    “Excellent. Did you enjoy your swim?” He made small talk all the way back up the beach.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
    “That dirty prick!” I watched the scene unfold before my eyes. The view from my bedroom extended to the south beach. I’d been getting dressed after my unsuccessful cold shower when I noticed someone walking on the beach. A second glance revealed it to be Claire. I stood there, pulling up my pants, watching her sit in the sand. She got up and wandered over to the copse of palm trees. To my utter surprise, she stripped down to her undies, looking around as she did, obviously trying to make sure no one saw her. But I did. I’m not even ashamed to admit the pleasure I felt seeing her run out and dive into the water where she swam around and floated on the surface.  
 
    She looked like a goddess, a nearly naked mermaid with her breasts exposed to the sun in her transparent bra. In that moment, I wished like hell for a pair of binoculars. More than anything, I wanted to see if her nipples were the color of sea coral. My mouth watered just thinking about them, but I was too far away. I could only let my imagination run wild. In my mind, they were, and they were hard, being teased by the breeze as it cooled her skin. I’d never been envious of the ocean or the wind before, but just then, I was jealous as hell of both.  
 
    It was like my own personal fantasy playing out before my eyes, and then it was ruined. My boss entered from the right, sauntering down the beach. He’d already spotted her. That was evident when he made a beeline for the trees where he bent down and picked up her clothes. Claire was facing out and didn’t see him, didn’t see the man hold the shirt and shorts to his nose and inhale. “Fucking pervert!” Something primitive unraveled inside of me.  
 
    I was about to go down there, just to scare the bugger off, when my phone rang. “Christ, what now?”  
 
    It buzzed on the nightstand. I grabbed it, answering before I even checked the caller I.D. I stood watching Thierry watching Claire.  
 
    “Yeah?” My tone was harsher than intended. 
 
    “Cade?” 
 
    I knew the voice instantly. “Daniel? What’s wrong?” It was my brother. 
 
    “He’s found me, Cade!” 
 
    His panic echoed over the phone line. “Dorsey? What do you mean? I made a deal with him. He agreed to hold off for six months.” 
 
    “He’s changed his mind. He wants his money now. I kept getting calls, and I wasn’t going to answer, but he wouldn’t let up. He found me, Cade. He says he’s coming for me and I better have his money or else. He knows damn good and well I don’t have it!”  
 
    Fear colored Daniel’s words. That fear triggered my own emotions, reminding me of the times when our father would come home in a drunken rage. We were just children then, but I always put myself between Daniel and dear old daddy. I was older, bigger. I could take the hits, and I did, until I’d grown big enough to hit back. That’s when the coward up and left, never coming back. Mum said she was relieved, but the way she behaved toward me from that day on said something else. Her tepid love said she blamed me for his leaving, for every rough day we experienced thereafter. It was what drove me to work so damn hard. I felt like I had to make up for putting so much burden on her thin shoulders, but it never seemed to be enough. She gave all her love to Daniel instead.  
 
    I shook myself. Now wasn’t the time. My brother was in real danger, and I had only one way to protect him. “Listen up. Get a pen and paper and write this information down. You’re going to get on a flight tonight for France. I’ll have a ticket at the airline desk waiting for you. Are you writing?” I made him repeat everything back to me. I couldn’t protect him when he was in New Zealand. All I could do was bring him here, have him wait it out. I wasn’t sure how I’d get Dr. Chadwell to agree, but maybe I could convince her to take him on in some capacity. It was all I could do. Dorsey didn’t know where I was, only that I’d taken a contractual job to pay off Daniel’s debt. It was all he needed to know, and the bastard had agreed. Now he’d reneged, for what reason, I couldn’t imagine. A deal was a deal in my book, and I hadn’t gone back on my word. Then again, why I expected a criminal to honor his was probably foolish. 
 
    I ended my call with Daniel, and immediately began making his reservation with the airline. His ticket would be at the counter. He’d arrive in Paris in the morning, and from there, he’d take a taxi and then the ferry to the island. I had twenty-four hours to convince Dr. Chadwell to hire on my brother. I wasn’t sure how I’d accomplish that or what possible incentive I could offer to get her to agree, but I had to try. If all else failed, I’d hide him in my room until I could figure something out. 
 
    When I’d finished, I looked out once again at the south beach. It was empty. Claire had left with Thierry. There was something about not being able to see what they were doing that bothered me – a lot. I wanted to go find them, but I needed to see Dr. Chadwell, the sooner, the better. I put Claire from my mind and finished getting dressed. It was going to be a damned awkward meeting. Just thinking about it put me in a foul mood. I grabbed my room key and left the cottage. It was time to humble myself. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Lunch with Thierry was pleasant enough. I figured he’d talk about himself most of the time. My first impression of him was that he was kind of full of himself, but that wasn’t the case. I was surprised when we sat down in one of the terrace alcoves away from the rest of the guests. A waiter took our order, and then we were alone with only two iced teas between us. That’s when he calmly asked about my work. It was the wrong question, or the right one if the intention was to get me talking. I can always talk about my work. 
 
    We spent the next hour chatting about marketing and SEO over grilled salmon with green salad, and a plate of fresh fruit for dessert. I realized by the end of the meal that it had felt just like a date. Thierry had listened quietly, gazing at me with intense brown eyes. Now and again, he would pick up the thread of the conversation just enough to get me talking again, all the while, watching me closely. When I accidentally dropped my napkin, Thierry picked it up, and scooting closer, reached under the table cloth to drape it over my knees. I felt his fingertips brush the sides of my thighs, and even though it was an unexpected invasion of my personal space, I couldn’t deny the tingles that skipped over my skin. Were all the men on Queen’s Island this flirtatious?  
 
    No, not all. I was suddenly reminded of one who was anything but, and not at all pleasant. I couldn’t even imagine Cade Malone being sweet enough to retrieve my napkin. He’d probably tell me to get it myself and do a thousand squats while I was down there! 
 
    “So, what have you planned for my afternoon activity?” I asked, trying to forget the blond-haired Aussie with rugged good looks. 
 
    A slow smile spread across Thierry’s face. Dimples winked at me as he answered. “It’s a surprise.” He stood up, extending a hand. “Come, let’s have some fun.” 
 
    I wasn’t really used to men being so gentlemanly. After the past hour of pleasantries, it just fit into the moment, and without a thought, I gave him my hand and stood. He lifted it and placed a light kiss on my fingertips. It was nice, but that was all. I felt a little disappointed. Thierry was handsome, and so far, kind, despite my initial impression. I was beginning to think his cockiness was just a surface thing, that maybe there was more to him.  
 
    I smiled. “A surprise, huh? Well, okay. Let’s go. I can’t wait to see what you’ve come up with.” 
 
    He kept my hand, holding it as we walked off the terrace towards an all-terrain vehicle parked near the gym. It was by no means small. I attempted to climb up as he stood by the door, but without a side-step, it was like a child trying to get up onto a stallion.  
 
    I heard Thierry chuckle. “Need a boost?” he asked, and before I could answer, felt an arm go around my waist, and another scooped up my knees. In a flash, he’d deposited me onto the seat, his hands lingering as he slid them out and reached over to pull the seatbelt across my lap.  
 
    I swallowed, feeling just a little bit annoyed. “Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.” He closed the door. 
 
    Within minutes, we were on our way out of the cleared grounds of the spa and driving on a dirt road through the lush jungle. The ATV bounced and climbed steadily up the side of a steep hill. It took forty-five minutes, but we finally crested the top, arriving at a clearing that overlooked the island on one side and the ocean on the other. It was breathtaking. 
 
    I looked around as I opened the door. The ground was a fair drop down, but easier getting out than in, and I wanted to avoid another close encounter with Thierry. I took a leap of faith, jumping down, and sticking the landing. “So what are we going to do up here?” 
 
    I walked to the front of the ATV. Thierry handed me a pair of goggles. I looked at them, ten questions in my eyes. He pointed towards the ocean side. My eyes followed. Near the edge was a large red and white glider…rigged for two! 
 
    “What? No way!” I began backing up immediately.  
 
    “There’s nothing to be afraid of, Claire.” Thierry laughed.  
 
    I didn’t think it was at all funny. “Do you know how many people die each year from getting on those things?” I had no idea myself, but I was sure it was everyone who ever dared to go hang gliding.  
 
    “It’s safe, I promise you. I’ve taken many clients out on it.” 
 
    He closed the distance between us, and to my surprise, wrapped his arms around me in a very familiar way. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Claire,” he said in a soothing voice. “You’ll ride on me all the way down. It will be the experience of a lifetime, and do you know what?” 
 
    I stood, frozen in terror, afraid to look at him. He was having none of it and lifted my chin until our eyes met.  
 
    “When it’s over, you’ll be begging me to do it again.” This last was spoken on a seductive whisper.  
 
    The fear coursing through my body at the mere thought of going over the side of the cliff was making me shake. He noticed my trembling. 
 
    “See? You’re excited already.” He rubbed my back.  
 
    I didn’t like it. Not his planned surprise, and not his over-familiarity with my person. He should have asked me first how I felt about things like heights and falling to my death. I’d rather be doing more pushups than this. At least I’d be near the ground, safe from plummeting to the earth. At least then I’d be with someone who knew not to take advantage of me. Okay, I’d had to make that very clear with Cade. Maybe I needed to make that equally clear with Thierry. 
 
    “You should have told me first. This isn’t like going hiking or swimming. This is an extreme sport, one that could have fatal consequences.” I berated him even as I pushed on his chest, breaking his hold. “And I’d appreciate it if you’d maintain some professional distance.” I took another two steps back. “I’m not getting on that thing. We can do something else, or I can just go swimming again. Whatever, but I’m not doing that. I don’t like heights.” I turned and made my way back to the passenger side of the ATV where I gripped the door handle and the seat belt while maneuvering my foot up onto the floorboard. With a lot of effort, I managed to haul myself back inside.  
 
    Thierry stood there, dumbfounded. Finally, he threw up his hands, and got back behind the wheel. It was a very quiet ride back down.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
    My meeting with Dr. Chadwell hadn’t gone well at all. It wasn’t that she was unsympathetic. The explanation I’d offered was that my brother had been evicted from his home due to a nasty case of black mold, and since he’d recently been laid off, had nowhere to stay. She asked why he couldn’t stay at my place while I was gone. The only answer I could come up with is that I had no spare key for which he could get hold of in order to get inside. It was the best I could come up with that would sound plausible, but she made it clear there were no extra jobs to be had currently at the spa. Her best was to offer Daniel one night on the island so I could hand off my keys, but he would need to leave on the next ferry out the following morning. No one was allowed on the island without signing the non-disclosure so this was an extreme exception. She’d stated this with a stern eye. I felt every bit the lowly employee at that moment. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “I do understand, and I appreciate your offer for one night. I’ll take care of it and get him back out.” I stood there, hands clasped together in front of me, standing at attention before her desk. 
 
    Dr. Lisa Chadwell flipped her long, dark hair over her shoulder. It was straight as a pin. She wore it parted in the middle, a simple and elegant style for a chic woman. Dr. Chadwell was tall, slender, and nearing fifty although it was obvious she’d had a little work done to try and reverse the effects of time. A few fillers, a little Botox, and a subtle nip and tuck to lift a sagging neckline. Even so, she was a striking woman. 
 
    “You’re welcome. And Cade, don’t let your personal business interfere with your work here again, please. It’s a distraction we don’t need. I have a business to run, and patients to ensure care for.” She waited, tapping her long, coral-colored fingernails on her desk. 
 
    I watched them tap, reminded of Claire’s nearly-nude nipples afloat on the crystal-blue waters of the ocean earlier. First Daniel, then Claire, and now Dr. Chadwell, all of them throwing monkey wrenches into my life. Annoyed didn’t even begin to describe how I was feeling, not to mention embarrassed for having to come to her office to ask for a favor.  
 
    “I won’t. Thanks again.” I turned to leave. 
 
    “Cade?”  
 
    I paused, glancing back.  
 
    “How’s it going with Claire Townsend?” 
 
    “Fine. I’ve only had one session with her earlier today, but so far, so good.” I wanted to bite my tongue. I knew it wasn’t good. I’d pushed the poor woman beyond her limits, and I knew she’d be feeling the pain from that workout by nightfall.  
 
    “Good. I want you to take special care of Claire. She was referred by Dr. Petit.” She looked at me like that should mean something. 
 
    I raised an eyebrow. “Of course. All the patients require special care.” 
 
    “Yes, but even more so when they’re referred by my sister.” She smiled. “So please, apply extra care. Marie says Claire is one of her favorite patients, and that she’s neglected herself terribly.” 
 
    I felt outright indignation on her behalf. “Dr. Chadwell, if I can speak freely…” 
 
    “You may. Go on.” 
 
    “Ms. Townsend’s chart says she needs to lose fifteen pounds, but she doesn’t look overweight to me at all. In fact, she’s spot on for her height. I can understand the need to boost her immunity, but isn’t it a bit psychologically damaging to tell a lady she’s fat when she isn’t?” I saw the effects of this all the time as a personal trainer. Women who looked perfectly normal to my eye begging me to help them lose inches off their bums, hips, thighs, because of someone else’s idea of beauty. I blamed the media most of the time, but I’d seen mums criticize their daughters, boyfriends belittling their girlfriends. It was all bullshit. Being fit was a fine goal, but trying to conform to a photoshopped, airbrushed idea of perfect form was bad on the psyche.  
 
    Dr. Chadwell leaned back in her chair. “The fifteen pounds isn’t an issue in and of itself, but a symptom of a woman who has neglected her personal well-being, Cade. When I spoke with Marie, she explained that Claire had been through a bad breakup quite a ways back. Since then, she’s spiraled down into focusing only on her work, and not herself. She doesn’t really go out anymore, and as a result, her Vitamin D level tanked. This is actually serious and can lead to cardiac issues, and the weight gain, if left unchecked, will only escalate health problems like diabetes, high blood pressure, strain on her joints, and more. So the fifteen pounds by itself is not the main issue. Claire needs to learn to focus on her health, physically, mentally, and emotionally. Speaking of which, Thierry said you are not comfortable with our fraternization policy. I’m a bit disappointed, but I will not force anyone to go beyond their personal ethics. Even so, Claire needs to be reminded that she’s still young, desirable, and that her body has needs. He’s offered to take care of that, but a compliment or two from you would also be an ego boost. Please remember to praise her when she does well in your sessions, oui?” 
 
    I stood there, mouth hanging open. “Sure.” I closed my trap. “Is that all?” 
 
    “Unless you have anything else you want to add.” She waited. 
 
    “No, that was it.” The entire walk back to my cottage went by in a blur as I thought first about Daniel. I knew I’d have to find a better solution. I might be able to keep him hidden in my room a few days, but no more than that. I needed to find somewhere safe for him to wait while I finished out my contract. Dorsey would look in all the usual places, so maybe I could enlist help from a client. I needed to think on that. Then there was Claire. Damn, why did I keep returning to her? Now I was supposed to stroke her ego? I admitted only to myself that hearing her story changed how I thought of her. Maybe she wasn’t a devil woman after all, but a wounded animal, a tiny, cute, pixie animal. A soft, annoyingly sexy animal.  
 
    I was trying to decide which one, cute or sexy, when I rounded the terrace outside of the cafeteria. There, I saw one of the spa ATV’s pull up and park. Thierry got out and went around to the passenger side where he opened the door and lifted Claire out. He held on to her as she slid down his frame, her shirt riding up from the friction. A blush spread across her creamy cheeks, and in that moment, I saw red. 
 
    My fists clenched, and I had to bite my lip and force myself to keep walking toward my own room. It was none of my business. I repeated that line all the way back, trying like hell to convince myself I believed it. I needed to cool off, and there was only one good way to do that on an island. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    My face was still on fire when I returned to my cottage. Despite telling Thierry to keep his distance, he’d invaded my space once again when he lifted me out of the ATV. I could see the defiance in his eyes, eyes I’d earlier decided were kind. They weren’t. He really was an ego-centric ass. His parting words were, “I’m sorry about the hang-gliding, Claire, but I really do know what’s good for you.” Then he’d leaned in, inches from my ear. “It’s my job to know exactly what you need.” His hands had slipped down from my waist to my hips where, under the guise of steadying me, he’d deliberately pulled me closer, grinding our pelvises together.  
 
    Outrage simmered as I went inside to wait out the time until dinner. I didn’t want to see anyone. I pulled out my computer to check on my clients only to discover that the Wi-fi was down. There was nothing else to do, and between my still fuming anger and boredom, I decided to return to the beach I’d visited earlier to take a pre-dinner swim. I could handle my own outdoor activities, thank you! 
 
    This time, I put on my swimsuit, a copper and silver one piece with cutout sides, threw an emerald-green, gauze beach dress on, and grabbed a towel. It was nearing three in the afternoon. The sun was at its zenith and fluffy white clouds dotted the blue sky. I slid sunglasses on, and looking around as I stepped outside, made my way quickly and quietly to the beach. Luck was on my side and I didn’t encounter anyone along the way. I found the cluster of palm trees, shed the green-gauze dress and my sandals, and ran out into the waves.  
 
    The warm salt water soothed me. I swam deep, blinking as I skimmed the bottom, stirring up the sand on the ocean floor. I was maybe six feet down in a crystal-blue sea. Colorful fish in all shapes and sizes swam in schools, zig-zagging around me. I flipped over and kicked for the surface. There, I laid back, staring at the clouds, enjoying their shapes as I floated on the waves that slowly pushed me back towards the shore.  
 
    Instead of sand on my back, I felt hands. My mouth opened on a scream and sucked in ocean water. 
 
    “Claire! Spit it out and breathe!”  
 
    Arms enfolded me, and a hand pounded my back. I sputtered, sea water shooting out of my mouth and nose. It stung, and I coughed, trying to clear the airway.  
 
    “Let me go!” I pushed hard against a rock-hard chest. Before I even looked up, I knew who that chest belonged to, knew the voice that had called my name. Cade Malone. 
 
    Treading water, I stared into the deep blue eyes of the man who’d interrupted my peaceful moment of zen. I was more than annoyed by that fact, and even more irritated that despite the constant flow of water around me, I could still feel the heat from his hands where they’d touched my skin. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I spat, unable to temper my words. 
 
    Cade glared at me. I could see a spark of anger in his eyes, but it could’ve just been my own reflection.  
 
    “I came out for a swim,” he began, “obviously, same as you.”  
 
    “Well, then, go on about your swim.” I kicked, putting a little distance between us. He noticed, eyes narrowing.  
 
    “What happened to your afternoon activity with Thierry? Isn’t this his time?” He swam closer, closing the distance I’d put between us. 
 
    The sun glinted off his tanned shoulders showing just above the water. The bright rays turned his dirty-blond hair a dark molten gold. It was slicked back, but still curled a bit at the ends around his strong neck. Why was I noticing his neck? My eyes bounced back to his, and I noticed the curl of his dark, spiky lashes tipped with water droplets. I swallowed. 
 
    “I preferred to swim – alone.” I felt I’d made my point, and turned slightly, preparing to kick off in the opposite direction. A warm hand wrapped around my arm, stopping me. The distance between us quickly disappeared. 
 
    “Claire, I need to apologize to you.”  
 
    This was the last thing I expected to hear. I looked at Cade. His expression was at once open, hopeful, and shuttered, as if hiding something. 
 
    “For what?” I asked, trying to focus on his words even as both his hands now held my arms near my shoulders. He was no longer treading water, but had moved us to a point where he could stand. I, however, was still more than a foot from the sea floor, suspended as he held me.  
 
    “For offending you. We got off on the wrong foot somehow, you and I. It’s not who I am, not how I was raised although you’ve not had any indication otherwise. I’m sorry for that. Sorry for putting you through such a rough first workout too. That was shitty of me. Can you forgive me?”  
 
    I’d experience a lot of things at the hands of a couple of not-so-great men, but I think this might’ve been my first apology. It took all the wind out of my sails. I couldn’t very well hold onto my anger if he was going to say he was sorry, could I?  
 
    “I…sure.” I spoke softly, unsure of what else to say. 
 
    Cade visibly relaxed. I could see the tension leave his face, and a smile slowly spread deepening two dimples I hadn’t noticed before. It was like the sun coming out on a rainy day. 
 
    “Really? That’s great, Claire. Thank you. I never meant anything except to help you.” 
 
    “I know. I figured that out. I just have this thing about people being in my personal space, and I may have overreacted just a bit.” It sounded silly, even to my ears. An impish grin tugged at my lips. 
 
    “A bit, eh? You seem okay with it now,” he pointed out. A devilish glint snuck into his eyes, and looking to test his statement, he pulled me in closer.  
 
    I felt our legs mingle beneath the waves, felt the heat of his body as sparks skipped over my skin. The buoyancy of the sea and the ever-swaying current conspired bringing sensitive parts of my anatomy into direct contact with his. Each push of the water drew my breasts to his hard, muscular chest. My traitorous nipples hardened. I mentally shouted at them to calm the hell down! They refused to listen, and Cade noticed. My throat went dry as he glanced down, watching as if mesmerized while our bodies kept subtly crashing into each other.  
 
    He sucked in a breath and looked at me. My mouth went dry and when I licked my lips, he groaned, pulling me all the way in as his lips crushed mine. It felt like the Fourth of July. Fireworks went off. Actual fireworks! I was a livewire in an ocean of sexual current.  
 
    Cade’s firm lips glided over my mouth. His tongue flicked out, seeking mine. The zing of sensations that traveled throughout my being left me breathless. I felt his hands leave my arms, sliding down to my torso where they wrapped around me, touching the bare skin of my back. It was my secret, sexual area, the one my ex knew just how to exploit, but his hands had never felt as erotic as Cade’s did at that moment. Fingertips traced circles down my spine to the point where my bathing suit began. I wished it gone right then and there.  
 
    Those same hands continued downward despite the barrier of thin material. Heat burned through as he gripped my hips, pulling me against him. My softness connected with something large and very hard. The sensation was so strong, I moaned into his mouth. I was lost, suspended in the warm sea off a remote island with a handsome, sexy Aussie who was slowly stroking my backside while pressing me intimately, causing friction that threatened to drown me in pleasure. His kisses deepened, tasting both salty and sweet. A hand slid up between us cupping my breast, kneading it.  
 
    “Cade!” I gasped.  
 
    “Tell me what you want, Claire. Dear God, you feel so good.” His deep voice rumbled. 
 
    My own arms had wrapped around him like tentacles, my hands grasping onto his shoulders for dear life. I could taste the sea on his skin, and I wanted more. It had been so damn long, and I was here, in this moment. “I want…” I struggled to put my desires into words.  
 
    “This?” His fingers slid the strap off my shoulder, baring my breast. He immediately tweaked my hardened nipple.  
 
    “Yes!” Shockwaves traveled to my core.  
 
    “How about this?” He whispered before ducking his head low and wrapping his lips around my sensitive peak.  
 
    My fingers slid into his hair, gripping the strands and holding him close as my legs locked around his waist. “Oh, yes. Yes, please. More.” 
 
    He sucked hard, flicking his tongue and licking my pebbled tip.  
 
    I couldn’t breathe. It felt so good. When the other strap slid low, I whimpered. He moved to the other side, giving equal attention, nibbling, licking, and sucking my breasts under the clear, open sky. I was in ecstasy! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
    I was in agony! The best kind, the kind I hadn’t allowed myself to feel in a long time. Claire lay pliant in my arms, open and sexy, a sea siren, an erotic water pixie. I couldn’t get enough of her, couldn’t believe we were on the verge of me plunging balls-deep within what I just knew would be a hot, tight heavenly release.  
 
    “Oh, Cade, please!”  
 
    Her demand reached a part me already hard as steel. Snug against her heat, only a small scrap of material between us, my rod twitched, thrusting against her in response. Her lovely legs squeezed tighter around my waist. Without thinking, I pushed a hand between us, and slipped my fingers beneath the barrier of her swimsuit. Slick, hot folds opened, and I caressed her there.  
 
    “Oh!” Claire moaned, riding my fingers.  
 
    “That’s it. Let yourself go,” I urged. Sliding two fingers inside, I continued circling her nub with my thumb.  
 
    I wanted so badly to rip the material away and dive deep, but the sight of her in the throes of passion hypnotized me. The pink flushing her creamy cheeks was complemented by the deep red of her parted lips. Her beautiful hazel eyes were closed, and I watched as she panted, coming closer to reaching her climax.  
 
    The clanging of a bell pealed out interrupting the moment. It was the dinner bell calling everyone to the cafeteria. Claire’s eyes opened, and she looked towards the shore. 
 
    My gaze followed, catching two figures walking off the path and onto the beach. It was Thierry and Jess. She waved, then, as if realizing she’d stumbled into a private moment, turned and got back on the path. Thierry, however, continued to stand there, watching. I could see the expression on his face, one of both disbelief and anger. 
 
    “Bastard,” I muttered.  
 
    Claire pushed away from me, and I let her go. The loss of her heat was immediate, and I felt the cool water rush around me, leaving me hungry for her warmth.  
 
    “We should go,” she said, striking out toward shore.  
 
    I saw the embarrassment on her face. “Claire, wait.” 
 
    “We’ll miss dinner.” She didn’t even turn back.  
 
    “Damn it all!” I watched her go, frustrated. I didn’t want her to go off thinking this meant nothing, but with Thierry on the beach, the moment was lost. I’d have to seek her out later, find a way to smooth things over. Finish what we’d begun…if she’d have me. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dinner was quick. I’d never felt so embarrassed in my entire life. I rushed through my meal of grilled tuna, seasoned potatoes and a side salad while sitting alone. Thierry came in, following closely on my heels, it seemed. I’d walked right past him on the beach, head down. I’d promised myself if he’d said anything, I was going to kick him! It was none of his business. Even so, I knew he was there, watching me in between bites of food. He sat at the table with the blonde therapist, Jess, and a few other employees I didn’t recognize. His hard stares were uncomfortable, but it wasn’t nearly as awkward as the moment Cade walked in.  
 
    I felt the heat of his gaze even as he stood, holding his dinner tray. He looked uncertain, as if he wanted to approach, but didn’t know what kind of reception he’d receive. I made it easy for him. I stood, grabbed my tray, and headed out in the opposite direction. I swear I heard Thierry chuckle. Bastard!  
 
    Cade didn’t deserve this. He hadn’t done anything I hadn’t allowed, hadn’t wanted. But I just couldn’t face him right now. I needed a little room to breathe, to think about things. I’d wanted him. There was no doubt, but now that the moment passed, I wasn’t so sure I should begin an affair with a stranger. Where could it possibly go? We were two entirely different people from opposite sides of the world. There was no future in it, I didn’t want to get hurt. Still, I couldn’t deny his kisses left me feeling warm and gooey. His touch was magic, and my body was still simmering, one spark away from a full-on raging bonfire. 
 
    I was tense beyond words and still sore from the morning workout. I needed to relax, to unwind. I needed a massage, a safe one. I decided I’d call and order the service, from a female masseuse! I couldn’t deal with Garret and his flirtatious hands. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
    Claire wouldn’t even look at me. I figured she was feeling embarrassed, but I didn’t think she’d run away twice. I know she wanted me as much as I wanted her. I was there, after all, privy to every soft plea, every moan. God, just thinking about how she’s surrendered herself to me under the open sky had me fighting down rising desire. When she’d walked out, my prick of a boss had laughed. He was going to pay for that. 
 
    I picked up the bowl of hot soup from my tray, and, walking towards him, stumbled hard, tossing the contents on his head. I went down on one knee for dramatic effect, fighting the urge to laugh as the cocky bastard jumped up, shouting. 
 
    “Dammit! What the –” 
 
    Jess grabbed her napkin, reaching out to wipe the liquid from Thierry’s face. “Are you okay?”  
 
    Thierry looked down at me, pissed all to hell.  
 
    “Sorry, mate. It was an accident,” I offered. It sounded insincere even to my ears. I grinned, rising. 
 
    “Sure it was,” he replied, shaking his head so that some of the soup flew, hitting me. 
 
    I stood taller, facing him. Thierry stepped closer. We were locked into a Mexican stare-off.  
 
    “Hey, guys, take a breath.” Garret came to stand in between, his size dwarfing us both. “No use crying over spilled…soup,” he said, looking around. “We have clients in here,” he whispered. “Get a grip and take it down a notch.” He leveled me and Thierry with a pointed stare and then eased his way to my side in a casual manner.  
 
    Thierry backed away, removing himself to his room to clean up, glaring at me over his shoulder as he went. I watched him go, failing miserably in suppressing the grin that spread across my face. 
 
    “It’s not good to piss him off, you know.” Garret stood to my right.  
 
    “Maybe he shouldn’t be such a prick then,” I offered. 
 
    Garret chuckled. “He can’t help it. It is what it is. What did he do to make you so mad, anyway?” 
 
    I glanced at Garret. Although I’d seen him around, I hadn’t yet had a conversation with him. He struck me as a ‘pretty-boy’ type, but I admitted that was based only on his appearance. “He was rude to Miss Townsend.”  
 
    He looked down at me, his brow furrowed. “Claire? Why would he do that? She’s a very pleasant woman.”  
 
    My protective instincts spiked. There was no way I was going to share intimate details with Garret no matter how decent he seemed in the moment. “I’ve no idea, but it was uncalled for either way. She’s a client.” 
 
    “A lovely client,” he said. Garret reached out and slapped me on the shoulder. “Well, then, if it is as you say, then he deserved it. I’m surprised you went with just the soup though.”  
 
    “Why’s that?” 
 
    “Should’ve been the entire tray followed by a solid punch in his smug face.” He walked off.  
 
    I decided right then and there I liked Garret.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
      
 
    I watched Daniel step off the ferry. His sandy hair, ruffled by the breeze, framed a face similar to my own, but was a bit softer, and years younger. His usual easy smile was replaced by a grim visage. As he came closer, an army-green duffel bag slung over his shoulder, I saw the lines pulling tight around his blue eyes. He looked worn down, stressed out. I still had no idea what I was going to do. Dr. Chadwell said he could only stay one day. I knew time was short to find a place for my little brother to hide out while I dealt with the debt owed to Dorsey. The clock was ticking, and my options were practically nil. 
 
    “Cade.” Daniel dropped his bag and reached out, hugging me. “It’s good to see you,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s going to be short, so soak it up, get a good look.” I patted his back, pulling back. 
 
    “What do you mean?” He eyed me. 
 
    I turned, cocking my head in the direction of the resort. Daniel picked up his bag and followed my lead. “I’m afraid your time here can’t last any further than tomorrow morning. My boss won’t allow it. Rules and all. Only staff and patients, so we need to come up with a plan quickly, get you stashed somewhere safely until I can finish out my time here and pay that damned thug off.” 
 
    Daniel cursed under his breath, but I heard him. “And just where is this safe place? I thought I was already in a safe place, but Dorsey’s goons tracked me down. I had one hell of a time shaking them to get here.” 
 
    I turned, pinning him with a look. “You did lose them, didn’t you?” A sliver of alarm ran through me. If they came here, there wasn’t much I could do to protect Daniel. Plus, it would put everyone here in danger.  
 
    “Yes,” he said. Then, “I believe so.” 
 
    “What does that mean, Danny-boy?” I only ever used this version of his name when I was annoyed with him. I knew it needled him.  
 
    He stopped, running a hand through his hair. “It means they were following me, but I’m sure I shook their tail before I got on the plane last night. I’m positive neither of them got on the flight with me. I made a point of checking.”  
 
    I sighed, relaxing somewhat. “Okay, that’s good.” I began walking again. “Then let’s just get you settled in my room. We can start making our plans after my morning sessions.” 
 
    “You like this place?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s okay.” I thought about Claire in that moment, wondering what she was doing.  
 
    “But you wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for me, would you?”  
 
    I looked at my little brother. “No, I wouldn’t.” 
 
    He stopped. “I’m sorry, Cade.” 
 
    His words slammed me in the gut. It was the first time he’d ever apologized. All the years he spent in and out of trouble, dragging me into it to save his arse, and not one sorry, until now. I looked over my shoulder. Daniel’s eyes were filled with remorse. He meant it.  
 
    I wanted to say something snarky, like that it was about damned time he grew up and took responsibility for his actions, but this wasn’t his usual fuck up, one he could just walk away from. This time he’d gambled right into real danger. Now wasn’t the time for me to be a jackass.  
 
    “I know you are, Daniel. Come on,” I lifted my arm, waiting until he came up beside me. I placed it around his shoulders and gave him a squeeze. “It’ll be all right. We’ll get it sorted. No worries, okay?” 
 
    Daniel forced a smile. “Okay.”  
 
    There was still a world of worry in my little brother’s eyes. It pained my heart. We were going to be lucky to get out of this one unscathed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t wait to get to therapy. I needed to exercise. All the sensual tension and frustration from the day before was still humming inside of me. I’d tried arranging a massage yesterday evening, but the only female masseuse on the island, Ella, was already booked. They offered to send over Garret, but I politely declined. There was no way I was going to let him get his hands on me. I even ducked out early in the morning to have breakfast in the cafeteria to avoid his morning massage. I was still working on my excuse, the one I’d have to give when he asked later where I’d gone—if he asked. I had a feeling, though, he would figure it out, and my guess was he’d stay quiet just to torture me with his knowing looks. Damn him.  
 
    I didn’t dislike Garret. He seemed nice enough, but his flirtation coupled with the fact that he was incredibly good-looking and seemed to draw some sadistic satisfaction out of teasing me made me want to keep a safe distance between us. I needed my boundaries respected.  
 
    Even so, part of me was disappointed. Had I actually gone ahead and booked Garret, it wouldn’t have helped. What my body really wanted was more of Cade. I’d tossed and turned all night, reliving our moment in the sea. All I could think about were his kisses, his tongue on my breasts, his touch on my most intimate places. I ached, and because of that, because I refused to end my suffering with my own hands, I was still revved up today. My pent-up passions needed an outlet. The gym seemed the best place for that.  
 
    The only thing that stalled my steps was a feeling of self-consciousness. While my body wanted Cade, my brain was playing Devil’s Advocate. What if he was just amusing himself at my expense? God knew there were probably lots of women who came through this therapy program, and I was just one of many. There was also the fact that the only women he probably ever got to see were patients, so the pickings were slim, or not slim in my case, but rather, fifteen pounds overweight. I had to remind myself that he’d arrived the same time I had, but I didn’t know if that was just a short trip away or what. And what if he was married? God! I hadn’t even bothered to ask. Cade could have a wife and ten children, but out here on the island, might be having his cake and eating it too! Holy hell. I supposed the same could be said for Thierry and Garret or any of the staff. I had no idea, but the possibilities were there.  
 
    I stood outside of the gym pacing.  
 
    “Going in?” A voice coming from behind startled me. 
 
    I turned and looked – up into a seemingly familiar, beautiful face. I couldn’t pinpoint why I felt I knew her, but the woman, tall, slender, with long, silky, straight black hair parted in the center waited patiently, one hand on the door. I noticed her soft French accent. 
 
    “I…yes,” I replied.  
 
    “I was beginning to wonder.” She smiled. “Entre vous, Claire,” she said, pulling the door open.  
 
    “You know my name?” I stepped past her, taking in the elegant grey suit dress, high heels, and expertly applied makeup. She was definitely not coming in to work out. 
 
    “My apologies. Allow me to introduce myself,” she entered behind me, putting out her hand. “I’m Dr. Lisa Chadwell. This is my facility.” 
 
    “Oh!” I shook her hand. Her calm demeanor was immediately comforting. “I’m sorry. I should’ve realized.” 
 
    She laughed. “Or not. I usually come around to meet my new patients, but I’ve been unusually busy, I’m sorry to say. We do have an appointment set for tomorrow morning though. Then, we can get better acquainted while I check your baselines. Is everything to your satisfaction so far? Has Thierry taken care of you?” Her dark eyes watched me, inquiring. 
 
    I wanted to fire off a snarky line, but didn’t think it would be the proper time. I was willing to let Thierry’s inappropriate touches and words slide if he just kept his hands to himself from here on out. However, if it happened again, I knew who to come to now. I did wonder, though, if she knew how overly flirtatious her male staff was? It hardly seemed professional, but who was I to question it? I wasn’t familiar with cultural norms out in the middle of the ocean. “Everything is fine, Dr. Chadwell. It’s a beautiful place you have here, from what I’ve seen of it, anyhow.” 
 
    She eyed me carefully. I felt a bit like a bug under a microscope. No one ever gave me that kind of stare-down, one that made me feel as if they were waiting for me to confess except Dr. Petit. She had the same way about her. It was a little eerie.  
 
    “I’m glad you like it. If there is anything you need or desire, you have but to ask, and my staff will provide it. We’re here to bring you up to optimal health.”  
 
    “Thank you, I will.”  
 
    Dr. Chadwell’s red lips spread into a smile. She patted my shoulder, and after stating she’d see me in the morning, walked purposefully across the gym floor, straight to Cade.  
 
    I stayed put, waiting, watching. They looked stunning side by side. He looked surprised to see her, and then as she began to speak, seemed to grow irritated, although he was obviously keeping a tight lid on it. It was weird that I knew this, only having just met him a few days ago. There was a telling tick at the corner of his mouth. His lips twitched, as if he wanted to say something, but dared not. She reached out, touching his arm, and he relaxed visibly. He then engaged her more fully and their talk grew animated. At one point in their conversation, he turned his head, catching my eye. Something shifted in his expression, but I wasn’t sure what it meant. Whatever it was, I suddenly didn’t feel very good about it. My skin flushed hot, and my mouth went dry. Oh, god, he didn’t want to see me. Why would he? I’d been rude, then loose, and now chasing him down in the gym. Well, not exactly. I did have an appointment, so why did I feel like the ugly girl running after the hot guy in school?  
 
    Dr. Chadwell followed the direction of his gaze, said something, and he laughed. He laughed at me. They were laughing at me! Without thinking, I turned and left, getting out as fast as I could. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour had passed since Claire ran out of the gym. I still had no idea why. She couldn’t have been surprised to see me there. It’s where I work, for God’s sake, so what set her off? I’d wanted to run after her, but Dr. Chadwell was in the middle of reminding me that Daniel needed to be on the morning ferry out. Although she’d been gentle with her words, the steel behind them set my teeth on edge. I still didn’t know where I was going to send him, hadn’t yet had the time to arrange for a safe place. Worse, I had a new patient arriving in the morning, some overly-rich bloke coming in for treatment, a Mister Oliver Loomis. He was supposed to be a Fortune 500 Executive. I’d never heard of him. Didn’t matter. None of it did beyond getting through this, getting paid, paying off Dorsey, and then getting the hell off this island and back to my life. 
 
    There were so many details to deal with, I wanted to punch a hole in the wall. Daniel needed a safe haven. Dorsey needed to be paid. Claire’s ruffled feathers needed smoothing, and all of it required time, something I didn’t seem to have near enough of to accomplish a single task. My patience had thinned to breaking. I could feel the tension knotting the muscles in my neck and shoulders, a pain I had to ignore while I worked through some weight training with the Swede, Jan Larsson. The man was doing well with his program, but I noticed him eyeing Jessalyn as she climbed the rock wall with Helene, the fashion photographer from French Vogue. The look in his watery blue eyes was one of lust. I wondered if he’d been getting his ‘sexual release’ from her as prescribed.  
 
    As I tossed the medicine ball at him, Jess glanced over at the man, caught him watching her, and smiled. It was a slow, sexy smile, one that elicited an in-kind grin in return. Helene was oblivious reaching for the next hand-hold, stretching above Jess’s head. The action thrust the woman’s breast into Jess’s face. As Larsson watched, Jess threw him a side-glance at the precise moment she stuck out her tongue, flicking it over the woman’s nipple. The peak became pronounced beneath the cloth, and Helene looked down at Jess, a soft, breathless laugh issuing from her lips. Jess playfully swatted the photographer on her bum, and Larsson groaned quietly. 
 
    I shook my head and threw the ball a little harder than necessary catching old Jan by surprise as it slammed into his gut. He stumbled back, catching it. The flush that suffused his pale cheeks showed his embarrassment. The rise in the man’s shorts showed that another part of him didn’t feel embarrassed one bit. 
 
    “Time for some squats, mate.” I redirected his focus back to therapy. For the next half hour, I put the poor horny bloke through his paces. I knew afterwards, Jess would work him over in an entirely different manner. I really didn’t know what to make of that, but I had more shit to worry about than consensual sexual activities between adults, even if I did find it unethical. A memory, wicked and teasing, popped into my head just then of Claire in my arms, breasts bared to the sun, and the taste of her on my lips. My traitorous body twitched, like a happy pup, jumping for joy. I had no right judging anyone. I was a bloody hypocrite.  
 
    At the end of the session, I headed back to my cabin. Daniel and I needed to figure out where to hide him out while I completed my contract on the island, and there was no time to waste.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Cade, what are we going to do? Where the hell am I to go?” 
 
    Daniel paced the short length of my room. I watched him from my perch on the end of the bed. “What about Aunt Aggie’s?” I asked, thinking about our mother’s older sister. “She’s still in Liverpool. I can call her.” 
 
    “Aggie? For God’s sake’s, that would be bloody boring.” Daniel threw me a look I recognized well – one that said I was spoiling his good time.  
 
    I got up, marching straight to where he stood, getting into his face. My finger stopped short of his nose as I yelled, “God dammit, Danny! This isn’t about you finding some place to have fun. This is about keeping your ass alive! You need to be where Dorsey won’t look, can’t find you. And it may have escaped your notice, but we don’t have much time to figure this out.” 
 
    Daniel’s head dropped low. “I know. I’m sorry, Cade, but Aggie?” 
 
    “If she’ll have you, you’re going!” I’d made up my mind. Our old aunt didn’t have a social life. The only places she ever went anymore were to the market and to church on Sundays. Dorsey wouldn’t think to look there because no one knew about Aunt Agatha. We’d barely kept up with her since our mum died. I actually felt guilty about it. In fact, the more I thought on it, the better an idea it became. We owed her. She was old and needed the help, plus, deep down, we both loved the old bird. She’d always been kind to me and Danny. Having him there would serve a dual purpose of keeping Daniel out of trouble and making sure someone was around to care for her.  
 
    “I’m going to give her a call, and by God, Daniel, you’ll be on a flight out of Paris to Liverpool tomorrow. You were always her favorite. I’m sure she’ll be thrilled to have you.” I slapped him on the back, pleased with myself. 
 
    Daniel sighed, rubbing his eyes. “Jesus. Not that I don’t love her, but…” 
 
    “No buts. Just accept that this is how it will be for the next five months. It’s not a lifetime, Danny-boy. She’s our aunt, and we’ve both failed in making sure she’s all right.” 
 
    “She has Eugene, Cade,” he said, referring to Agatha’s only son. 
 
    “That low-life can’t even make rent. Last I heard, he was living with some slag in Soho. No, this is best. I’ll make sure to send you an allowance. Your job is to lay low, pay her bills and groceries, and if she asks, you take her to church like a good boy. Understood?” I pinned him with my sternest stare, the one he hated. 
 
    He buckled, as I knew he would. “Yeah. I’ll look out for her.”  
 
    A smile slipped across my lips as I reached for the phone. “When this is all said and done, Dorsey will get his money, and if you ever fuck up again, so help me, Daniel, I’ll kill you myself.” 
 
    “How the hell are you supposed to pay him, anyhow? I’m not going anywhere near him, and you’ve never met him.” 
 
    “You’ll set it up, and just tell me what he looks like. I’ll find him.” 
 
    “It won’t be safe, Cade. Dorsey is a sneaky bastard. I don’t trust him to abide by his end of any deal. He already broke this one coming after me.”  
 
    I stopped, considering. “Why did he, do you think? I mean, he’d already agreed to give me the time to pay him. I still don’t get that. I know he’s a crook, but crooks are usually happy to get their money.” I scratched my head, watching Daniel. 
 
    He shrugged, looking away. “I don’t know, Cade.” He walked to the window, staring out at the beach. 
 
    I watched him, worried. Something nagged at me, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. Shaking it off, I picked up the cell phone and located Aunt Agatha’s number. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
    “Are you hiding?” A deep voice asked.  
 
    Startled, I half-jumped out of my seat, nearly knocking the chair backwards. A steady hand grabbed my arm, catching me before I landed ass over elbows on the Terrazzo tiles. I glanced up into the handsome face of Garret. He was trying not to laugh, but failed. 
 
    I looked quickly around the patio where, up until that moment, I’d been quietly stewing while surfing the internet on my laptop. I’d come out here to think after running out of the gym, away from Cade. With nothing better to do until the afternoon when I’d have to deal with Thierry and whatever activity he’d planned, I’d grabbed my computer from my room and stole into one of the tables tucked away behind beautifully potted flowering plants. Here, I logged into my clients’ websites, checking on the traffic, toggling the SEO keywords, and adding in fresh content from my files. So into my work, I hadn’t noticed anyone come up behind me until Garret’s deep baritone had rumbled like thunder in my ear sending me into a panicked back-pedal. And he thought it was all too funny. 
 
    “No. I was simply killing time,” I muttered, shaking off his hand. He released my limb and without asking, sat in the chair opposite me.  
 
    “Don’t you have therapy in the morning?” He leaned on his forearms, pinning me with his blue eyes.  
 
    My own lowered, breaking the contact briefly. “I do, but Cade was busy with Dr. Chadwell.” It was only a smidge of a lie. I refused to feel guilty. 
 
    Garret watched me in a way that seemed as if he was dissecting me.  
 
    “So you’re at loose ends then?”  
 
    “Something like that, yes.”  
 
    “I was told you were looking to book a massage last night but that no one was available.” Something shifted behind his eyes, something akin to mischief. “And we missed our morning appointment. Come,” he stood up, reaching out his hand, “I have time now, and you are far too tense.”  
 
    “That’s okay, Garret, I’m good,” I hedged, pulling back in my chair. I didn’t want to go. My pride was already pricked enough for one day and all I wanted was to be alone and lick my wounds. I didn’t need yet another ridiculously good-looking male having fun at my expense. 
 
    “Claire,” his voice softened. “It’s okay. I promise.” The little devil that seemed to live in his eyes disappeared. His expression turned kind, gentle. I watched as his head cocked to the side and an encouraging smile slipped over his lips.  
 
    Something in me softened towards him. I looked at his hand, extended palm up.  
 
    “You can trust me.”  
 
    It was the way he said it. No hint of teasing. Straight-forward. I placed my hand in his and stood. As soon as I was up, he released it, and reached around, pushing my chair in.  
 
    “I’ll meet you in your room. Just need to grab my table and things, okay?”  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    He left me as I clutched my laptop to my side, walking back to my cottage. I silently worried about my decision to let him put his hands on me, but I felt he somehow knew this and had backed off from his teasing. It was probably my not-so-subtle avoidance of our morning appointment. A small part of me felt guilty, but what else was I to do? I’d been overwhelmed on all sides by three different men’s advances since I’d landed on this island. One I couldn’t dislike despite his cheekiness, one who went too far, and one who wouldn’t go far enough. I was frazzled, and here I thought this was supposed to be a relaxing spa vacation! 
 
    I waited for Garret while I plugged my laptop in to charge. Kicking off my shoes, I sat on the end of my bed. A knock on the door alerted me that Garret had arrived. 
 
    “Come in,” I called out. 
 
    Garret opened the door and lugged his massage bed inside. After setting it up, he patted the table. “Ready when you are,” he pointed at my clothing. 
 
    I glanced down at the pink tank top and gray running pants I’d put on that morning. “Right. One minute.” I got up and went to the bathroom to change. It took only a few minutes to return in my towel. As I hopped up onto the padded table and rolled over, I said, “And I’m keeping my underwear on this time.” 
 
    I expected a laugh or some snarky comment, but Garret surprised me. “I can work around it.” No sarcasm. No chuckle. He just went to work. 
 
    By the end of the hour, I felt more relaxed than I had the entire first few days here. Garret worked quietly, rubbing the tension out of my muscles. Not once did he push my boundaries or apply caresses designed to arouse. Instead, he treated me to a most professional massage. When he was finished, he waited patiently for me to move off the table while he put his oils and things away in his carry-all. I stood on wobbly legs, pain-free. 
 
    “You’ll want to take a quick warm shower and drink plenty of water right away.” He folded the mobile massage table and set it outside the door. Picking up the carry-all, he slung it over his broad shoulder. I watched him, feeling a new appreciation for the gentle handsome giant of a man.  
 
    Without thinking, I walked to him and hugged him around his waist. “Thank you, Garret.” 
 
    He hesitated, and then I felt his arm wrap around me. “You’re welcome, Claire,” and then he whispered, “and I wouldn’t worry about Cade and Dr. Chadwell. I have it on good authority he likes you too.”  
 
    I pulled back, looking up. Garret smiled down at me, then bent over kissing me on top my head. 
 
    “I’ll see you tomorrow.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes! Here I’d been worried over setting things right with Claire and she was consoling herself in the arms of another man. Worse, one I’d only just decided was a decent soul. Garret! The blood boiled in my veins as the bastard held her towel-wrapped body close, kissing her hair. It was obvious they’d been intimate. The way she was looking at him said it all. I’d been a bloody damned fool to think she might be different than all the others. That was it. One less problem to agonize over. I would no longer think about Claire Townsend, or her lips, or her coral-colored nipples! Goddammit. 
 
    I stomped off, determined to focus on myself, on Daniel, and getting the hell off this God-forsaken island. But not before I pummeled that traitorous French Fabio! 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
      
 
    The day dawned dreary. Clouds had rolled in overnight, threatening to let loose a torrential downpour. The entire island was lost in a mist of sticky humidity as I slogged down to the dock with Daniel. 
 
    “Remember, when you get to Aunt Aggie’s, call me immediately. I need to know you’re safe.” I patted his shoulder, side-stepping a tree root that had grown out onto the path.  
 
    “I know, Cade. I won’t forget.” 
 
    “Just making sure, kid.” I looked ahead. “Damn, this is some thick fog.” I could hear the waves lapping the wood slats on the dock ahead but couldn’t quite see it yet. This was the first inclement weather I’d witnessed since arriving.  
 
    Daniel wiped his brow with the back of his hand. I eyed him. He walked next to me with his backpack stuffed with whatever clothes he grabbed in his mad dash out of New Zealand slung over his back. There’d been no time to get everything. Once he knew Dorsey was on to his whereabouts and coming after him, Danny had thrown some things in the bag and had taken off. Last night, I gave him a few of my own clothes and managed to pilfer some personal items like a toothbrush, comb, and toiletries from the guest room supplies. The rest could be purchased once he arrived in Liverpool.  
 
    Daniel was a grown man in his own right, but at the moment, I felt like a parent seeing his child off to school for the first time. It really didn’t matter how old my brother got, whenever I looked at him, I saw the six-year-old kid who used to follow me around growing up. Especially now. My only thought was to his safety. 
 
    A horn blasted, slicing through the silence of the thick mist.  
 
    “Here comes the ferryman,” he said. 
 
    “Yeah, but this is no River Styx,” I added. You’re not dying. Not today, anyhow. Stop being morose. It won’t be so bad at Agatha’s. She’s a good sort.” 
 
    “I know. I’m just tired of running.” He stopped, turning to look at me. “I’m really sorry, Cade. I fucked up in the worst way and I promise you, this is the last time. I’m done. I’m going to get help for my gambling problem.”  
 
    The look in his eyes was sincere, but I’d heard it before. It was going to take a lot more than words for me to believe him. Still, I hoped. “Seems like a proper way to pass the time in Liverpool then, don’t you think? You can do it, Daniel. I have faith in you.”  
 
    His eyes teared up a bit. Feeling awkward, I reached out, ruffling his hair. “Come on, then. Let’s get you on that ferry.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he half-chuckled, blinking hard to clear his vision.  
 
    “It’s just on the other side of this bend.” We continued around the corner, stepping onto the dock. The ferry was just pulling up. I remembered we had a new client coming in. I figured I’d do my good deed and greet the bloke, show him up to the villa. We stood, waiting as the boat moved slowly up to the side of the dock. The grizzly captain came out of the wheelhouse and tied a rope to the mooring. He then opened the side gate and connected the bridge to the gangway. The whole scene was an opaque study in shades of gray and dusty hues of blue. A man came out from behind the wheelhouse, stepping around the captain and onto the gangway. He was of medium height, stocky, dressed in a suit of a color undeterminable in the haze of fog, but he emanated a certain power, a sort of charged animalistic quality. Maybe it was the way he moved, walking with the sure step of a predator. Not quite what I was expecting from CEO of a Fortune 500 business.  
 
    I turned to share my observation with Daniel and noticed he’d gone still as a statue. Before I could ask what was wrong, he turned and ran off back up the path.  
 
    “Where the hell are you…” My words trickled off as the captain shouted a greeting. 
 
    “Good morning. Brought you a new arrival.” He stood waving from the deck of the ferry. The businessman approached becoming clearer as he neared where I now stood alone. 
 
    “Mr. Loomis?” I asked. 
 
    The man’s face was darkened by the sun, worn to leather. His near black hair was thinning on top and liberally streaked with gray near the temples where the longer hairs curled up in the dank humidity. His eyes were green with a metallic cast like silver. Hard, cold, and piercing. The man was a shark. His stern face creased into a small smile as he extended his hand.  
 
    “Yes, Oliver Loomis. I take it you’re the welcoming party?” 
 
    I shook his hand. “Something like that. Cade Malone,” I offered. “I’ll be one of your many therapists here. Welcome.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed as he studied me like a bug under a microscope. Something shifted in his expression, but was quickly gone, replaced with a grin. “Nice to meet you, Cade.” 
 
    I noticed his accent. It was one familiar to my ears. Home. “You’re Australian?” 
 
    “You sound surprised.” He replied, watching me. 
 
    “I guess. Sorry, Mr. Loomis. My understanding is that you run a very prominent business, but I confess, I’d never heard of you before today. Forgive my ignorance. I mean no disrespect.” 
 
    He visibly relaxed. “None taken. Yes, I’m Australian, and yes, I am a businessman.” There was a bit of humor in his response. I took it as a good sign. 
 
    Over Loomis’s shoulder the captain flagged me. “Any going out?”  
 
    I looked around again for Daniel, but he’d ghosted on me. Something was up with him, but I had no idea what, and couldn’t simply leave to find out. I’d have to get Oliver Loomis up to the guest services first. I shook my head. “No. Not today.” I silently prayed Dr. Chadwell wouldn’t find out. She’d been adamant about Daniel leaving today but he’d chickened out and run off. I would need to hide him in my room now until the morning, and God knew it fucked up the airline tickets. Good thing they were both standby since I’d made them last minute. Rescheduling wasn’t impossible. Damn good thing the ferry came daily bringing in supplies and such.  
 
    “This way, Mr. Loomis. Let’s get you settled in.” I led the way back up the path. As soon as I was free of this new patient, I was going to find Danny and throttle him! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
    Today was a new day. I felt good, thanks to Garret and even to Thierry who behaved himself during yesterday afternoon’s activities. We played tennis. It had been a long time since I’d done so, since high school, but it was fun. He didn’t try anything, didn’t touch me inappropriately. He was, instead, pleasant. I figured he’d taken my rejection to heart and adjusted accordingly. We spent the hour hitting the ball back and forth. He was much better at it than me, but I had a sneaking suspicion he held back because I won at least two out of four games. Not bad. My tan was improving, and I was burning calories which is what Dr. Petit sent me out here to do. Dinner in the cafeteria turned into a meet-and-greet between myself, Helene Marais from Paris, and the kindly Mr. Jan Larsson. Helene asked about my work. I explained about website creation and content, and she told me about her work photographing models for French Vogue. Larsson jumped in excitedly sharing about his own business, financial consulting. He gave me his card and asked for mine. We chatted about SEO and relevant content for his own website. By the time we’d finished off our plates of steak medallions and grilled asparagus in a butter and garlic sauce, we’d become fast friends. I went to bed last night thinking my spa vacation had finally begun. The only pall over the whole thing was Cade. 
 
    When I woke this morning, I decided not to let him bother me anymore. I was going to go to therapy, kick ass, smile and be pleasant, and then move onward. No more worrying about what Mr. Malone thought of me, what he said about me to Dr. Chadwell, or even a single pang of longing over his scorching kisses and magic fingers. I refused. It was really too bad that the weather hadn’t reflected my sunny disposition. 
 
    The thick foggy mist clung to my skin like an extra sticky layer. As I moved along the walkway to the gym, something caught my eye. Someone ran along the far path towards what I learned yesterday were the staff cabins. I caught only the backside, but the build was familiar. Even in the haziness of the fog, I knew it could only be Cade. Whatever he was up to, I could only guess, but he was headed in the opposite direction from the gym. Morning therapy had already begun. It seemed odd Cade would not be inside working with Mr. Larsson or Helene…unless something was wrong. 
 
    Before I could stop myself, I followed him. What if he was ill? He might need help. I couldn’t believe that it even bothered me, not after the pep talk I’d given my reflection just an hour ago, but it did bother me. Dammit! 
 
    It was a good thing there was a pathway to follow because with such low visibility, a girl could get lost in this jungle. I heard a door shut ahead and moved in the direction of the sound. The cabin was smaller than my cottage, but I could hear the waves of the ocean in the distance and knew I was near the beach where we’d indulged ourselves only two days ago. Now why did I think about that? Stop it, Claire! Get yourself together. A gold number five was affixed to the center of a white wooden door. I raised my hand, and then hesitated. Looking down, I double-checked that my white t-shirt was straight over my black workout bike shorts. My hair was curling all over the place in the humidity, but I’d taken the time to run some non-frizz sculpting gel through to tame my short tresses and add a little gloss. I’d even put on a touch of makeup to boost my confidence. Everything was about as good as it was going to get, not that it mattered. At least, that’s what I told myself.  
 
    I knocked twice. 
 
    No one answered. Looking around, I didn’t see another cabin to the right. It was all open ground as far as I could remember even though the clear view was swallowed up in the mist currently. To the left about twenty feet away was what I presumed to be cabin number four although I couldn’t see the number from where I stood. Still, that wasn’t where the sound of the door closing came from, I was sure. I knocked again. 
 
    “Cade? It’s Claire? Are you okay?” I leaned closer and listened. Nothing, but then a shuffling noise, like material sliding against the other side of the door alerted me. Something was off. Instead of knocking again, I went straight for the doorknob. If Cade was ill, he needed help, and if not, he could just be mad that I’d barged in. Under the circumstances, I figured he’d forgive me. 
 
    The door hit something solid, and a loud “Ow!” greeted my intrusion. Then the door slammed shut on my face. Hard! 
 
    “Cade! What the hell?” I stood back, and then, grabbed the knob again. This time I put my shoulder into it and pushed with all my might.  
 
    He cussed a blue streak, pushing back. “Stop it! What the hell is wrong with you, woman?” 
 
    I stopped. The accent was right, but the voice was all wrong. This wasn’t Cade. 
 
    “Oh, shit! I’m so sorry. I thought this was Cade Malone’s room, thought something might be wrong with him and came to help. My apologies. I only wanted to make sure he was okay.” 
 
    “I’m just fine, love. But I’m surprised you care.”  
 
    The deceptively soft, deep male voice came from behind me. I jumped, spinning around and found myself facing Cade’s chest. 
 
    Craning my neck up, our eyes met, mine startled, his angry. “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.  
 
    Cade blinked, and then swore under his breath. “Nothing. I don’t have time for this right now, Claire. Aren’t you supposed to be in the gym?” He glanced down at his wristwatch. 
 
    Humiliation burned my cheeks. Anger followed, bubbling up. How dare he? “I was just on my way. Far be it for me to waste my time being concerned about you.” I stepped sideways to go around him.  
 
    An arm shot out blocking my exit. Cade leaned in. I could feel the heat from his body, smell his cologne – a light sea-breeze scent. “And just why are you suddenly concerned about me?” 
 
    I took a steadying breath, a bad idea. His natural pheromones mixed with the cologne I’d come to identify as uniquely Cade made me dizzy with desire. I swallowed. “I saw someone running and I thought it was you, thought this was your cabin.” I glanced up, staring into his eyes. “I just wondered why you were running away from the gym instead of to it. It’s my appointment time, you know. I am paying for your services.” It sounded better in my head.  
 
    He chuckled. “As you can see, I wasn’t running anywhere.” He moved closer, speaking in sotto voice. “As for my services,” his hand reached up, cupping my cheek, running his thumb over my lower lip. His hips brushed mine, setting off sparks. Sensations skipped down my spine, settling low, warming me. We stayed like that, caught in the magnetic pull of desire. My heartbeat raced, and I couldn’t get enough air. I sucked in a breath. Cade glanced down at my heaving breasts, his lips parting. My body screamed, wanting to be closer, wanting…more! Dropping his hand, he backed up, leaving me bereft. “If you’re not satisfied, perhaps you should take that up with Garret.” Sarcasm dripped from his lips. “Or Thierry. Maybe even Jessalyn. Whatever your fancy happens to be.” 
 
    “What?” I had no idea what he was on about, but his disdain stung. He was being deliberately cruel to me, and I wasn’t going to stand there and let him. “Whatever. Do whatever the hell you want. From now on, I’ll let Thierry handle my therapy. I’m sure he’d be happy to step in.” 
 
    Anger flashed in Cade’s blue eyes. “I’m bloody sure he would, like a dog sniffing around a…” He stopped himself. 
 
    “A what?” My eyes narrowed. “Say it! Like a what? A bitch?”  
 
    He chewed the inside of his cheek, refusing to answer.  
 
    “Fuck you, Cade!” With both hands, I pushed hard against his chest and stormed off. I don’t even know how I found the gym, what with being blinded by the red haze of rage. All I knew was that I didn’t want to deal with Cade Malone, didn’t want to see him or hear his goddamned sexy accent. I was done. I didn’t even care about my therapy. First thing tomorrow morning, I was leaving this awful island! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
    I had no idea what just happened. One moment I was on my way to thrash my brother, the next, I was sparring with a pixie devil woman. I’d promised myself I wouldn’t let her get under my skin again, not after seeing her in the arms of her lover, Garret, but here I was, accusing her of letting Thierry sniff around her like a bitch in heat and the one actually doing that was me! I don’t know what came over me, especially knowing what I did about her after my informative chat with Dr. Chadwell, but when I saw her on my doorstep, heard her saying she was worried about me, I’d lost all sense. Just the sight of her lovely derriere in those tight, black bike shorts had me wanting to fill my hands with two scoops of Claire.  
 
    Then things went south fast. Images of her wrapped in a towel and wrapped up in Garret’s arms flashed through my mind, and the green-eyed monster of jealousy reared its foul head. On top of all my damned current problems, and despite her treacherous cheating, I still desired her. My libido spiked like a fever, and the closer I got to her, the higher it soared. It was all I could do not to take her right then and there against the door, lose myself in the headiness of her heat, surrounded by the fog. But then I remembered Daniel was on the other side of the door. I’d heard him arguing with her as I walked up, and I was reminded he wasn’t even supposed to be here. I could lose my job if anyone found out he was still on the island. Just then, I had more important things to deal with and no time whatsoever to indulge myself with a woman who, given the opportunity here on the island of hedonistic Eden, obviously decided to share herself freely with every Tom, Dick, and Garret.  
 
    The beginnings of a headache hammered a staccato beat from my temples around to the base of my skull. The pain was annoying, but nothing compared to what I planned on inflicting on Daniel. Turning back to the door, I gave it a shove, slamming it open. The target of my initial surliness stood just inside, hands at his sides, twitching. He was bouncing in an agitated manner from one foot to the other as if ready to run. Fear radiated from his eyes. Daniel was scared, and damned well he should be, but something felt wrong because he’d never before been afraid of me.  
 
    “What? What the hell is going on with you running off like that? You were supposed to get on the fucking ferry! You’ve missed your flight, put my job in jeopardy! What the hell were you thinking?” 
 
    He swallowed, and then, “I was thinking I didn’t want to die this morning.” 
 
    “What?” I blinked, clearly confused. “I don’t know what that means. Explain yourself!” I stepped inside, itching to shake my little brother until he made some sense. 
 
    “He’s here,” he said. 
 
    “Who’s here?” 
 
    “Dorsey. The man who stepped off the ferry. That’s him.” 
 
    Shit! 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    By mid-afternoon, the weather matched my mood; foul! Rain forced afternoon activities inside. Thierry decided a little rock wall climbing would serve me well, even with my fear of heights since, first, the wall was only twenty-five feet high, and second, I’d be strapped into a harness so there was no way I could fall. I’d seen Helene scaling it with the other therapist, Jessalyn so figured if a fifty-one-year-old woman could do it, I could too. We were halfway up when the power went out. The rain outside sounded louder without the hum of electricity in the building. After ten minutes, the lights came back on, but then a voice came over the loudspeakers. 
 
    “Attention, please. All staff and guests, please report to the cafeteria immediately. Again, all staff and guests please report to the cafeteria immediately.”  
 
    I looked over at Thierry. “What’s going on?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably nothing, just the storm. Let’s get back down. Let me get beneath you first. Be careful with your footholds.”  
 
    I waited until he was positioned beneath me and then began my descent. Going down was easier and I admit I was happy to be on the ground again. 
 
    “I guess I can use this opportunity to speak to someone about leaving tomorrow morning.” It was the first time I’d mentioned my intent since the incident that morning with Cade. Really, what was the point? I could go to Paris for a few days and then head back home. It was the only way I could see to save the whole purpose of this trip. I could enjoy sightseeing tours and walking around the Moulin Rouge or something. That’s exercise, right? It’s also relaxing. Mission accomplished, and no more Cade.  
 
    “You’re planning on leaving?” Thierry asked, surprised. “Look, Claire, I know I haven’t officially apologized for being so forward, but—” 
 
    “It’s not because of you, Thierry,” I stopped him, placing a hand on his arm. 
 
    “Then why? And before you answer, I am sorry. I have no excuse.” He sounded sincere. 
 
    This was a much nicer, much more attractive Thierry. I wished he’d been like this from the beginning, but it was too late. “I have my reasons. This just isn’t the place for me. I was planning on speaking with Dr. Chadwell after activities, see about making the arrangements. My doctor will probably not be happy, but I’ll take some time for myself before going back home. I’m sure she was right about me needing a vacation, and I’ve always wanted to see Paris.” 
 
    He sighed. “If that’s what you want. I guess we’d better get to the cafeteria.” He stuck out his arm, and I placed my hand through the crook of his elbow.  
 
    When we stepped outside, gusts of wind blew us against the wall. Thierry stayed to the outside trying to keep me between him and the wall as we made our way the short distance down the sidewalk to the cafeteria doors. Despite the cover over the walkway, we got soaked by the rain coming in sideways. Helene, Jan, and the new patient, Mr. Loomis, came in behind us. Dr. Chadwell, Jessalyn, Cade, Garret, the medical staff, kitchen staff, guest services, and janitorial personnel were already inside waiting.  
 
    Cade pinned me with a hard stare. I watched his eyes take in Thierry at my side and my hand on his arm. He looked angry. My inner devil prodded me with her sharp pitchfork and I tightened my grip, pulling Thierry closer. He glanced down at me, and then covered my fingers with his free hand. Cade looked from me to Thierry. nostrils flaring, before he turned his attention to Dr. Chadwell, ignoring me. Bastard.  
 
    Thierry chuckled, but I missed the joke. Before I could ask, Dr. Chadwell spoke. 
 
    “Sorry to interrupt everyone’s schedule, but we have a bit of an emergency,” the doctor began. “Meteo-France has issued a cyclone warning. The storm is moving northeast coming up from the southern Atlantic and will be fully over us by midnight tonight. It’s expected to pack quite a punch with wind speeds between 74 mph up to 90 mph. The main building is our safety zone for such storms. It was built to withstand up to a category four cyclone. We have our own backup generator working now to carry us through until it passes, but for now, we’ll all need to bunk down here so guest services will be bringing in air mattresses, blankets, pillows. I’ll need some volunteers to move the tables out of the main floor closer to the walls on this side.” She indicated the area near the windows. “We have cyclone shutters for the glass. Garret, Cade, would you please lower them halfway for now so we can use what light is left outside to get this room in readiness?”  
 
    Cade threw an irritated glance at Garret who raised an eyebrow in return, showing his surprise at Cade’s open hostility.  
 
    “Gentlemen, please. We don’t have a lot of time to waste.” Dr. Chadwell snapped her fingers, prompting both therapists to proceed to unlock and lower the storm shutters to their halfway point.  
 
    Helene, who was standing next to me, spoke up. “Is there anything we can do to help?” Jan nodded and stepped closer into our circle. I looked around for the new patient, Mr. Loomis. He stood towards the back near the exit watching Cade and Garret. His eyes shifted around the room, bouncing over each person. He took a step back, and then another before turning to slip out the door. It was such odd behavior. I wondered where he was going. 
 
    “You can go grab whatever you need from your rooms, but please, go in pairs for your safety and be quick about it.” She gave us our leave, and then turned her attention back to the medical staff where she gave more orders. 
 
    “Well, I supposed we can be a trio and go together.” Helene looked at me and Jan.  
 
    “Or a duo. I’ll accompany Claire.” Garret approached my left side having completed lowering the outside storm shutters halfway as ordered. He’d cut Thierry off who was approaching at the same time. 
 
    I looked up. “Oh, well, okay then.” Thierry threw an odd look at Garret who glared back at him. I had no idea what was going on. Some unspoken message had just passed between the two and Garret had made sure to win whatever argument was happening between them. I didn’t have time for their nonsense.  
 
    “Let’s go then.” When we walked out of the cafeteria, there was no sign of Cade. He’d slipped out just like Mr. Loomis amid all the activity. 
 
    Outside, the rain came down in sheets. Winds buffeted both of us as Garret tried to keep me close under his arm. There was no cover over the path to my cottage. We got soaked.  
 
    “Sorry about that, Claire,” he said as we reached my porch. Inside, I shook myself like a dog, laughing.  
 
    “Wow! I don’t think I’ve ever been caught out in such a storm before. We get some good rain showers in California and even some heavy thunderstorms, but this feels different.” 
 
    Garret squeezed excess water out of his long hair. “Nothing like a good cyclone.” He grinned. “Grab whatever you need for comfort overnight and anything you want to protect like your computer. There should be a plastic bag in your closet for dirty clothes. You can use that to keep your stuff dry. I recommend something to sleep in and clothes for tomorrow. This thing should pass by late afternoon.” 
 
    There went my plans to leave. “What about the ferry?” I asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “The captain can’t come out in this. The seas are too dangerous. He’ll stay in port until the storm passes. We won’t see him again until the next day, or possibly the day after depending on the aftermath.” 
 
    Dammit. At least another day, maybe two, here. I sighed. “Okay.” I didn’t want to mention my departure to Garret. I wasn’t sure why, but now just didn’t seem like a good time. I found the plastic bag where he said I would and began picking out a sleep shirt and a pair of lightweight sweatpants. I didn’t know what the temperature might drop to along with the barometer. Garret went into my bathroom and grabbed a couple of towels. 
 
    “We can put a couple in your bag so you can dry off once we’re back inside the cafeteria, and I’ll use this one to try and keep our heads covered on the way back.” He tossed two white fluffy towels in my direction and then sat down on the edge of the wooden chair in the corner.  
 
    I pulled out a change of clothes, underthings, grabbed my brush, makeup bag, toothbrush from the bathroom, and an extra pair of tennis shoes. I threw all of that inside the plastic bag and then I unplugged my computer, turned it off, wrapped the charger around it and shoved it in between the clothing. My purse with my passport went in last.  
 
    “I think that’s it.” 
 
    “Okay, good. Wait here while I run over to my cabin. I’m just around the corner. I’ll get my things together and then come back for you. Be ready to make a run for it when I knock, okay?” He stood as he spoke, making his way to the door.  
 
    I nodded. “Alright.” I sat down on the edge of my bed. 
 
    Garret opened the door, looked up at the sky, and then with a conspiratorial grin on his face, winked at me before running out into the rain. The door slammed shut behind him, and suddenly, it was too quiet in my room. 
 
    Thunder boomed, and I started counting. “One one-thousand, two one-thousand, three one-thousand—” 
 
    Boom! 
 
    The count began several times over, never getting any longer as the loud, ground-shaking cracks rattled me. A knock on the door interrupted my incessant counting. I got up grabbing my plastic bag and ran to the door, throwing it open. “Thank goodness. I was getting worried—” 
 
    “Claire, I need your help.” Cade stood on my porch, sopping wet, desperation in his eyes. 
 
    “My help?” All the stinging pain inflicted by his words that morning came back, attacking like a swarm of angry bees. “Are you serious, Cade? Just this morning you all but told me to go away.” My arms crossed over my chest erecting a barrier between us. 
 
    “I know, but Claire—” 
 
    “Don’t you ‘but Claire’ me! Whatever it is, the answer is no.” 
 
    He stepped sideways, reaching to his left, and yanked. A man stepped into view, a man who looked an awful lot like Cade. My eyes widened, questioning.  
 
    “This is Daniel. He’s my younger brother. I know I don’t have any right to ask, but Claire, I need your help. I need to hide Danny.” 
 
    His words sunk in. I looked from Daniel to Cade. “Hide him? Why? What for?” 
 
    Daniel spoke then. “Because if you don’t, a very dangerous man is going to kill me.” 
 
    He looked so serious and so certain. Without thinking, I laughed. “Who would kill you here? What in the world are you talking about?” 
 
    Thunder cracked, shaking the ground. Cade cast his eyes around the outside and then shoved Daniel through the front door coming in behind him. Throwing the lock, he turned to me. “Long story short, my little brother here got himself in debt to a loan shark, a real tosser named Jeremiah Dorsey and he wants his money. I made a deal with him by phone to pay him off. That’s why I’m working here, and he agreed originally, but for some damned reason, he’s decided he can’t wait. I don’t have the money now and neither does Daniel. Dorsey isn’t the kind to be reasonable. He’s a known criminal back in Sydney, Claire, and he’s here now looking for Danny. I have to protect him. That’s why I need your help.” 
 
    “Cade, that’s ridiculous. We’re in the middle of a cyclone. No one can get to the island right now. I just asked Garret about the ferry and he said it can’t run in this weather, that we won’t see the captain for at least another day if not two. By then, you can get hold of the authorities and get some help.” 
 
    Cade grabbed my arms, shaking me. “Listen to me, Claire! Dorsey is already here!” 
 
    I yanked myself from his grip. “Everyone here is in the cafeteria or getting their things. There was no Mr. Dorsey present. Only the staff, myself, Helene, Jan, and the new patient.” 
 
    Daniel stared hard at me. His expression said, “And…” 
 
    Cade’s mirrored his brother’s.  
 
    Understanding dawned. “You mean, Mr. Loomis?” 
 
    A loud knock on the door made us all jump. Cade pushed me back, putting himself between both me and Daniel and the door.  
 
    “It’s just Garret. He went to get his things.” I made a move to go around Cade, but he stopped me, stepping forward cautiously to peek through the spy hole. His body relaxed momentarily before stiffening yet again.  
 
    He yanked the door open and stared at Garret who stared back in surprise. His eyes went over Cade’s head looking further into the room. When his gaze landed on Daniel, his brow creased, questions reflected in his blue eyes.  
 
    “Claire, what’s going on,” he asked me. 
 
    “Aren’t you going to answer your lover, Claire?” Cade’s snarky comment interrupted me as I was opening my mouth to answer.  
 
    Garret refocused on Cade then and stifled a laugh. “Or you could explain, Cade.” He took a step inside right into Cade’s personal space.  
 
    The two stared at each other through narrowed eyes, neither backing down, but there was a tell-tale tick at the corner of Garret’s lips. He was amused while Cade was furious. 
 
    I had no idea what had gotten into the men around here today, I was done. “Okay, that’s enough!” I stepped in between them, putting my hand on Cade’s chest and forcing him back. “Let Garret in. It seems if the situation is as dire as you’ve said, we’re going to need help, and there is no time for whatever the heck this is.” 
 
    Daniel chuckled.  
 
    Garret stepped around me, extending his hand. “I’m Garret Fornier.” 
 
    Daniel shook it. “Daniel Malone. Cade’s brother.” 
 
    “Well, this is interesting. Can’t wait to hear what it’s all about.” Garret stood next to Daniel. Both watched Cade who was now focusing his anger on me.  
 
    I put my hands on my hips. “Well? Tell him!” My posture was ram-rod stiff clearly exhibiting I was in no mood for any more nonsense.  
 
    If fire could shoot out of Cade’s nostrils, then his snort would’ve burnt me to cinders. He seemed to be mentally weighing the pros and cons before speaking.  
 
    “This is my brother Daniel. He’s here because a dangerous criminal is after him, one who is already on the island. Doctor Chadwell said he could stay overnight, but he was supposed to leave this morning, and I’d even made arrangements, but then Dorsey arrived on the damned ferry and now here we are, stuck on this God-forsaken patch of dirt with a man intent on killing Danny and probably me. I’m fairly certain he’d have no scruples whatsoever killing anyone who got in his way, so yeah, a bit of a dilemma, mate.” Cade ended his explanation, sarcasm and frustration dripping from every word.  
 
    I also heard desperation and a cry for help beneath his tone. There was fear in Cade’s beautiful blue eyes, not for himself, but for his brother, and I thought, for myself and Garret too, despite the fact that he’d accused me of taking Garret as a lover. I still didn’t know why.  
 
    Garret spoke. “So Dr. Chadwell knows?” He sounded surprised. 
 
    Cade shook his head. “Not the real reason. I kept it simple. Told her Danny’d lost his job and had nowhere to live at the moment, needed my help and a key to my place. He was supposed to be here only one night and leave out on the ferry this morning, but then,” he paused. 
 
    “Then damned if Dorsey didn’t show up as I was about to board,” Daniel finished his brother’s sentence. 
 
    “But why? I mean, if you made arrangement to pay him, why is he reneging?” Garret asked the question on everyone’s mind. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know.” Cade shrugged.  
 
    Daniel looked away, shifting uncomfortably. No one else seemed to notice but me. 
 
    “Daniel?” I turned to him. “What is it?”  
 
    Cade looked up, watching me watch his brother. His focus jumped to Daniel. “Why are you so damned twitchy, brother?” He stepped closer, eyeing him. 
 
    Daniel glanced everywhere except at Cade. Finally, he stared down at the floor. “There’s probably something you should know,” he began. 
 
    “What?” Cade’s voice dropped low, anger seeping in.  
 
    Daniel cleared his throat. “I may or may not have been,” he swallowed hard, “involved with Dorsey’s girlfriend.”  
 
    Cade blinked. I could see him trying to count to ten before replying. “You slept with his woman?” 
 
    “To be fair, she pursued me. Seems she was after you, really, but then, your work ethics and all, and not getting involved with clients,” he rambled. 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about, Daniel?” Cade was clearly confused and trying to restrain himself from throttling his brother. 
 
    “It seemed harmless under the circumstances. They aren’t married. She said he sees other women, and—” 
 
    “Goddammit, Daniel, spit it out!” Cade took two steps bringing him straight into Daniel’s face. 
 
    Daniel finally looked his brother in the eye. “Remember last month when I came to see you about my problem with Dorsey? You were working then.” 
 
    “Yeah, so? I was in a session with Dorothy Pruitt.” Cade stopped. Unexpectedly, he laughed out loud. “Dorothy? You slept with her? She’s Dorsey’s woman?” He backed up, running a hand over his face, laughing harshly, a sound that lacked any humor. “Christ sake’s, Danny, she’s as old as our mum! What the hell were you thinking? How did that even happen?” 
 
    Daniel looked defensive. “She’s not that old, brother. And how do you think she found you to begin with? I recommended you to her. I’d seen her a couple of times before when I’d gone to Dorsey to place bets. She was always a touch handsy, a bit flirtatious, but I’d ignored it. Didn’t want to piss the man off. Still, it isn’t my fault his girlfriend isn’t faithful.” 
 
    “You didn’t ignore her long, it seems. Why’d you do it then if you didn’t want to piss off a damned criminal?” Cade asked. 
 
    “By then, I was already into him for thousands, as you know. He wouldn’t work with me, wouldn’t let me try and make it up, double or nothing. I was angry, so figured why not? She didn’t seem concerned either, and after commiserating over a few drinks, letting her flirt with me, well, you know the rest.”  
 
    “So, you jumped into bed with her. Didn’t it occur to you he’d find out? That you weren’t getting back at him, but rather, giving him every reason to kill you? And after I put myself out to save your sorry ass! I gave up my business to come here to protect you, to pull your fat from the fryer yet again. Dammit, Daniel, when are you going to grow up, to think about others instead of just yourself?” 
 
    I’d moved around to the other side of the room out of their way and next to Garret who’d stepped closer to me. He was keeping a safe distance from the feuding brothers while shielding me at the same time.  
 
    “Maybe you two could put off your family drama long enough so that we can figure out how to neutralize this situation. Innocent people are in danger because of you both. We need to protect them.” Garret spoke to both Malones, censure in his voice as he brought everyone’s focus back on the real issue; that we were all stuck on a small island resort with a homicidal cuckhold. 
 
    Cade immediately looked at me. His eyes softened.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Claire.” His simple words surprised me. In the midst of a heated argument and dangerous situation, he apologized first to me. My lips parted, wanting to say something, but unsure what that might be. 
 
    Garret watched the exchange, and then, “Good. Now, Daniel, you’ll come with me. I’ll hide you out in my cabin. Dorsey won’t think to look there. He’ll figure you’re with Cade. Come,” he said, walking towards the door. “Cade, you stay here with Claire. I’ll go back to the cafeteria after I’ve settled your brother in, and then speak with Dr. Chadwell. We’ll need to call the mainland authorities as soon as possible. We do have a security guard here, but,” he paused. 
 
    “But what?” I asked.  
 
    Garret sighed. “Olivier is a retired patrolman. I’m not sure how effective he’ll be physically. We may need help.”  
 
    “If Chadwell okays it, tell Thierry and the rest of the staff so they can be warned. We’ll need all the help we can get.” Cade said.  
 
    “It’s probably smarter if we all just head to the cafeteria and lock Dorsey out, don’t you think? Safety in numbers and all that.” Daniel added. 
 
    “Smart? No. Considering the cyclone, that would make us all sitting ducks, as they say. We don’t know what this Dorsey has up his sleeve,” Garret replied. 
 
    “Then what?” I could see I wasn’t going to like the answer, but locking ourselves away, either separately or together, didn’t seem like a great idea either. It was a small resort. Dorsey could pick us off one by one in no time, even in this storm. 
 
    “We’ll have to go on the offensive. We need to take him down before he can act.” Cade looked at Garret, understanding growing between them. 
 
    “But first, you need to make sure Claire is protected, and I need to hide your brother before we can formulate a plan, protect the others.” Garret reached out and grabbed Daniel’s arm. “Come with me. My cabin is next to the security office. There’s a connecting hallway. It’s the safest place for you right now while we deal with this threat.” 
 
    “Go with him, Daniel.” Cade told his brother. To Garret, he said, “I appreciate this, and I won’t forget it. Be careful.”  
 
    Garret nodded and moved to the door. Daniel followed reluctantly. Garret poked his head out the door, looking left and right. He hesitated a moment, hanging back. 
 
    “What is it?” Daniel asked. 
 
    I moved to the window, lifting the blind and peering out into the downpour. For a split second, I thought I saw something just beyond the end of the path to my cottage, but then lightning flashed, illuminating the foliage which was whipping about in the ever-increasing gusts of wind. There was nothing there that I could see. Still, an uneasy pall cast itself over us all. 
 
    “Nothing, I guess,” Garret answered. “Let’s go. Move fast.” He threw one last look at me and ran out into the rain. Daniel followed, head down. I moved forward to close the door. 
 
    Suddenly, it was very quiet. I waited, twiddling my thumbs.  
 
    “Now what?” I asked. 
 
    Cade turned to me. “Now, we wait for Garret to return.”  
 
    “Shouldn’t you have gone with them? I mean, he’s your brother?” I couldn’t figure out why Garret had volunteered to hide Daniel himself, why he’d left me with Cade. 
 
    He seemed to be considering my question. “Maybe it’s time for me to learn to let go a bit. I don’t know. Garret made sense at the time. Dorsey will be looking for us together. Separating us and putting ourselves where he won’t look, at least, not right away, buys us time to come up with a plan. He probably isn’t counting on me realizing who he is. That’s our only advantage right now. He didn’t see Daniel. He doesn’t know I know.” He sat down on the edge of my bed, thinking.  
 
    The worry on his face tugged at my heart. “You’ve always looked out for him, haven’t you?” 
 
    I sat down next to him, keeping a small amount of space between us.  
 
    “Yeah, ever since I can remember. Dad wasn’t around much, and when he was, he was drunk off his arse and mean as a snake. Mum did what she could, but after she passed, it was just me.” 
 
    I felt myself melting inside. This man, who I’d practically accused of molesting my person, who’d only been trying to help me had spent his life helping others. Helping his brother by raising and protecting him, his clients by working with them to get fit. By Daniel’s own admission, Cade didn’t sleep around with his clients either. He had standards. Good, solid ethics, the kind a woman hoped for in a man. I wondered what made me the exception to that rule.  
 
    Cade looked at me. “Don’t be afraid, Claire. I’ll protect you no matter what. I’ll keep you safe.” He reached over taking my hand, holding it, and stroking my palm with his thumb. I swallowed hard, glancing into his eyes. I believed him. Despite everything that had happened between us in the past week, I believed Cade would do just that–but I couldn’t let him. He already had too much on his shoulders. I couldn’t be one more burden. I decided I’d find a way to help. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
      
 
    The trust in Claire’s eyes humbled me. After all my blundering, behaving like a jerk towards her, she trusted me. I couldn’t let her down, but I also knew she deserved better. Somehow, I’d made a terrible error in judgement. There was no way she and Garret were having a fling. No man who’d earned a place in Claire’s bed would leave her at a time like this. Garret volunteered to hide Daniel, without me even asking. He’d told me straight out to protect Claire. This was the bloke I’d come to respect in the cafeteria. I don’t know how I could’ve been so wrong, except I did know. Jealousy. The green-eyed bitch that liked to throw monkey wrenches into relationships while laughing her arse off. It was no excuse, but it was surely the fact of the matter. My fault. I’d allowed jealousy to take possession of my better sense, and that moment of weakness had hurt Claire, a woman who did not deserve my cruelty.  
 
    I guess I had more personal issues with trusting in women than I thought. Might have something to do with feeling like me own mum favored my brother over me, and possibly even my drunken father. It all came back to that, back to me standing up to that piss-poor mess to protect them. I’d been trying to help, trying to be the man. Despite the hard times after pop left, I thought we were all better off. So did Daniel. But mum never got over it and there was a change in her attitude towards me after, a coldness. A distance. She blamed me. 
 
    I had to let that go. I couldn’t make it up to my mum, but I would make it up to Claire, somehow. In the meantime, I needed to make sure she was safe. There was no way I could deal with Dorsey effectively otherwise.  
 
    “Claire, I know Dr. Chadwell said the cafeteria was where everyone should bunk down for the night, but in light of this situation, it won’t be a safe haven. These cottages might not stand up to the high winds,” I looked around the room, “but my office inside the gym will. It’s part of the main building. She did say it’s made to withstand cyclone winds. I’ll get you there, tucked in, and then Garret and I can take it from there.” 
 
    Claire remained quiet, which I took for acceptance. That was good. One less worry. I stood, antsy as I waited for Garret to return. 
 
    “Cade?” 
 
    I turned, looking down. “Yes, love.” 
 
    She smiled, then grew serious. “If you could get Loomis,” she corrected herself, “…er…Dorsey isolated somehow, then wouldn’t it make it easier for security to subdue him?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “If he could be lured over to security or maybe out to your cabin? That would get him away from everyone else so he could be safely captured, don’t you think?” 
 
    I understood where she was going. It wasn’t a bad plan. “And how would I lure him out?” I was speaking more to myself than to her, pacing.  
 
    “If you don’t go back to the cafeteria, but rather, stay here. I could return with Garret. We could make a big show of asking where you are, and then say we’re going to look for you.” 
 
    “No way in hell!” I immediately shut her down. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’m not letting you put yourself in danger, Claire. That’s why! This isn’t your fight.” I gripped her arms, lifting her up to face me. “Hear me, Claire. You are going to be put safely inside my office where I’ll lock you in if I must, but you are absolutely not going to participate in this hair-brained scheme. He’s a very dangerous man. You’re not going anywhere near Dorsey. Promise me, Claire! Say you understand!” Worry gnawed at my gut. Just the idea of that animal around Claire set me off.  
 
    “Okay! Geez,” she sighed. “But it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “You leave the ideas to me.” 
 
    “And Dr. Chadwell,” she added. 
 
    “Yes, her too, but even she isn’t going to be setting a foot in that man’s proximity.” 
 
    Irritation flashed in Claire’s eyes. “So, we women should just let the men save us, huh? Come on, Cade. That’s sexist and you know it!”  
 
    I felt her anger spark. If I weren’t so damned terrified of her getting hurt, I’d laugh. She seemed genuinely ready to have the Little Woman/Big Man argument, one I’d be happy to have any other time except this one.  
 
    I felt myself grow calm despite the fear her idea filled me with. It wasn’t a bad idea at all. It simply would not involve her. If anyone led Dorsey out, it would be me. Details of a plan began to formulate. I’d need to talk it through with Garret and Olivier, and probably Thierry, that prick, but it seemed the right path. I just needed to get Claire on board with staying hidden.  
 
    “It is,” I answered. 
 
    Claire opened her mouth to argue, and then stopped. She looked confused. “Wait, you’re agreeing with me?” 
 
    I slid my hands down her arms, around her waist, and pulled her in close, snug against me. “Yes. I know it seems like I’m going all caveman on you, but Claire, if anything happened to you, it would crush me.” I reached up, tucking a stray curl behind her ear. “The whole Dorsey thing, while it may be Daniel’s fault initially, is my fault that the man is here. If I’d stayed out of it, stayed home, neither Danny nor Dorsey would be here, and you wouldn’t be in danger.” 
 
    “So, you regret coming here?”  
 
    I could see the seeds of hurt taking root in her hazel eyes. “Only because my being here puts you in harm’s way, but,” I stroked her soft cheek, sliding a finger down to lift her chin, “I don’t regret one single minute of meeting you. You’re an extraordinary woman. Beautiful, sexy as hell, and quite perfect as you are.” I leaned down, capturing her lips, kissing her with a tenderness that took me by surprise. I could tell I’d caught her unaware, so took full advantage, delving deeper, tasting her, caressing her, and I hoped, leaving her in no doubt of my regard. The moment she sighed and molded her body to mine, I knew I was lost. Every nerve I owned groaned in pleasure. She wanted me, and I damn well wanted her, so much so that the sweet pain of it settled low, growing rigid with every touch.  
 
    “Ready?” A loud voice interrupted. “Oh, sorry.” Standing in the now opened doorway, Garret cleared his throat. “I’ll be on the porch.” 
 
    Garret’s timing stunk. I lifted my head, a tinge of irritation in my voice. “Slight change of plan, mate. We’re making a quick side trip to the gym first, and then I have an idea.”  
 
    Claire turned her head away, cheeks still flushed with desire and just a hint of embarrassment. She’d never looked lovelier, but there was no more time to indulge. A storm was coming, and a killer was on the loose. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I was both amazed and grateful that Claire allowed me to set her up inside my office. She didn’t bother to argue once, even kissing my cheek before I turned the key, locking her in. Part of me felt guilty, but the other half of me felt relieved that she was safe, at least, for now. After speaking with Dr. Chadwell, we quietly removed both Helene and Jan as well. It seemed the safest place for the patients in her opinion, but she was livid with me. 
 
    “Why the hell didn’t you tell me the truth? You’ve placed my patients and staff in great danger, Mr. Malone!” 
 
    “I know, and I’m sorry. There was no way to foresee this, but I take full responsibility.” I stood, hands clasped behind my back, taking my lumps. 
 
    “You’re damned right you will, and we’ll address that fact after we see to everyone’s safety and hopefully ride out this cyclone without anyone getting killed. Olivier?” she switched her fierce focus to the security guard. “How many guns do you have in the office?” 
 
    Olivier St. Denis straightened, stretching his meager height of five foot-eight as far as he could manage. His bushy gray eyebrows drew together in concentration as he rattled off the short list. “Two semi-automatic pistols, two shotguns, and one flair gun. We also have two tasers, but I believe only one is fully charged. I can plug the second one in. It’s a backup,” he added apologetically.  
 
    Dr. Chadwell placed her hands on her hips, pacing. “It’s not much, but it will have to do.” She turned to a nurse in pink scrubs standing quietly in the background. The young woman was petite with long, brown hair secured in a messy bun at her neck. “Tessa, what about tranquilizers?” 
 
    Tessa nodded. “We have Xanax and Valium.” 
 
    “We need something stronger. Injectable,” Dr. Chadwell prompted. 
 
    “We have Seconal, a Barbiturate that induces sleep,” Tessa offered. 
 
    “In a high enough dose, we could knock Mr. Loomis out until the authorities arrive.” She pointed at the nurse. “Look up his weight and then prepare a syringe with the correct dose. We don’t want to kill the man, just render him harmless, you see.” 
 
    Tessa ran to the clinic.  
 
    I glanced at Garret and both of us addressed the eight-hundred-pound gorilla in the room. “But first we have to find him,” I said, looking around, “and then secure him because I’m assuming you don’t have a dart gun for that syringe.” 
 
    Dr. Chadwell bit her lip, thinking. “No, we don’t. That’s for animals, which might be appropriate in this case. Still, we must devise a plan, and for that, we need those weapons, Olivier.”  
 
    “I am on it, Doctor.” He turned to leave. 
 
    “Wait!” she stopped him. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am?” He looked back, shuffling his feet as he slowly switched direction. 
 
    “Take Thierry with you.” Thierry had been standing on the edge of the group, listening intently.  
 
    “You should send Garret.” Thierry eyed the larger man, speaking. “He’ll be more help to Olivier carrying weapons. I have no experience with them.” 
 
    “And Garret does?” I sputtered, wondering why Thierry was pussying out. I knew he was a wanker. 
 
    “Yes, I do. I spent four years in the military serving France in the army, ma’am,” Garret informed. 
 
    I had no idea, but it made sense. The bloke had a peculiar sense of honor about him even if I’d mistakenly impugned his character earlier. It might also explain the tattoo on his bicep. I’d wondered about the crosshairs, but had yet to ask. 
 
    “Okay, then,” Dr. Chadwell agreed. “You go with Olivier, and Thierry, you’ll stay here and help Cade and I figure out where Mr. Loomis might be hiding. We can use the security cameras. I can access them on my laptop. I’ll grab it from my office.” 
 
    “It’s Dorsey,” I said. 
 
    “What?” She turned. 
 
    “His name is Jeremiah Dorsey. Loomis is just the alias he’s using.”  
 
    Dr. Chadwell took a deep breath, pinning me with a hard stare. “No, Mr. Malone. Oliver Loomis is a real person. What we don’t know is what has happened to him.” She blew out a frustrated breath and left. 
 
    “Dammit!” I wanted to punch something, anything. My fists clenched and unclenched, itching for a fight. 
 
    “I don’t know why you’re angry. All of this is your fault. You came here under false pretenses, lied to Dr. Chadwell, and because of you, a dangerous man intent on murder is here. I knew you were trouble from the beginning, from the moment you flinched over fucking a client. You have no balls, Malone. You’re foolish and reckless, just like your worthless brother.” Thierry stood there, a smug look on his face and antagonism in his eyes. It was just what I needed. 
 
    I swung out, my fist connecting with his jaw in a loud, satisfying crack. He went over sideways, landing hard. I stood over him, ready to pummel the bastard more when Jess ran over followed by Garret and Olivier who’d just returned, loaded down with weapons. 
 
    “All right, Cade. That’s enough!” she stepped in front of me, pushing me back. “We don’t have time for this.” She turned to Thierry, bending down beside him. “Are you okay?” She reached out to touch his face, but he pushed her hand away. 
 
    “I’m fine!” Thierry got up, rubbing his jaw, murder in his brown eyes as he glared at me. “We’re not finished, me and you.” 
 
    “Whenever you’re ready, princess,” I taunted. 
 
    Garret chuckled, putting himself in front of me, facing Thierry. “Since you don’t know how to handle a gun, we’ll give you a taser,” he grinned, adding, “princess.”  
 
    Olivier handed it over carefully. “Be careful. It’s charged and ready to go. Don’t accidentally touch it to your own skin. You just put it against any part of the body, preferably the trunk, and press this button.” He pointed to the trigger as he explained how to use the device. 
 
    “I get it,” Thierry snapped, grabbing the taser from Olivier.  
 
    Dr. Chadwell returned, laptop in hand. “Now, let’s see where this Dorsey is hiding.” She opened the lid and clicked a few buttons. The entire screen lit up displaying six rotating camera feeds. The dock and pier, the main building which we were in, the entrance to the gym, the row of patient cottages, the staff cabins, and the terrace outside of the cafeteria which showed both the entrance inside where we stood and to the gym. “There are also views inside the main building, the gymnasium, the security hall, the clinic, and another down by the beach. I can switch off by hitting F10.” Doctor Lisa Chadwell demonstrated how to pull up the secondary camera feeds.  
 
    “Where, oh where can you be, you criminal bastard,” I murmured, eyeing the screen. 
 
    Seconds ticked by, and then the door to the gym began to open. Someone inside coming out.  
 
    “What the hell?” I exclaimed, horrified.  
 
    Garret gripped my shoulder. Doctor Chadwell leaned closer. Everyone held their breath waiting to see Dorsey come out.  
 
    A loud crack of thunder boomed, and the screen went black. 
 
    “Merde!” Olivier mumbled. (Shit!) 
 
    “No, no, no!” I turned, running for the door. Garret followed at my heels. I heard the unmistakable sound of him cocking a shotgun.  
 
    “You can’t go out there, Cade!” Dr. Chadwell shouted.  
 
    I ignored her.  
 
    “Let him go,” said Thierry.  
 
    “You’re a real piece of feces, Roussel.” said Olivier, whose shuffling feet joined us running for the door. 
 
    “Wait!” Dr. Chadwell shouted, running after us, her heels clicking on the concrete floor. “Take this!” She reached out, shoving a loaded syringe into my hand. “If you can get close enough, just stab it into a muscle, his arm, leg, buttocks, and push the plunger all the way down, okay?”  
 
    I wrapped my fingers around it. My heart hammered in my chest. I half-heard what she said, but my head was sounding alarm bells. Claire was inside the gym. Had Dorsey been there all along when I’d locked her inside my office? Goddammit! If he’s hurt her, I’m going to kill him! 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    My obsessive content curation had come in handy after all. The How-To article I’d placed on the home security website about picking door locks really was a gem. I actually wasn’t sure it would work and was considering climbing up through the air duct if I failed, but I didn’t fail. Before leaving my room, I’d excused myself to the bathroom. While Cade and Garret waited, I grabbed a handful of cotton swabs, and just to be on the safe side, the metal nail file and cuticle pusher. I shoved my booty into the pocket of my lightweight hoodie. I’d agreed to go to Cade’s office where he planned to lock me inside. I just didn’t agree to stay there. Semantics, I know, but how else could I help if I’m stuck there?  
 
    What I didn’t count on was having company. When we’d arrived at the gym, Garret had left, returning with Helene Marais and Jan Larsson. Just when I thought I was outmaneuvered, Helene spoke. 
 
    “Well, what good is this? We’re like sitting ducks. If that crazy man comes around, where are we supposed to run? He can shoot his way in, but we can’t get out!” She began cursing. It sounded elegant in her French language.  
 
    Jan looked at me. “What do you think, Claire? Safer here or safer where we can run if necessary?” The man looked angry. It was the first time I’d seen the affable Swedish gentleman riled.  
 
    “I know Cade and Garret both think we’re out of harm’s way here in the office, but I’m with you. We’re a stationary target. Nowhere to run. Even worse, they are taking a huge risk trying to track Dorsey on their own. It seems to me there’s far more safety in numbers, and the more they have on their side, the wider a net we can all cast to corner this criminal.” 
 
    “Exactement!” Helene exclaimed. “I would rather be proactive than hiding away like some frightened squirrel.” 
 
    Jan nodded. I bit my tongue. I didn’t quite get the frightened squirrel reference.  
 
    “So, what can we do,” Jan asked, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, looking around the cramped space. 
 
    “I have a plan,” I announced.  
 
    We huddled as I explained. It took four attempts, five cotton swabs and the cuticle tool, but the lock gave, and we were freed from the small office.  
 
    We made our way across the now darkened gymnasium. Jan took the lead, ever the gentleman. A loud clap of thunder made us all jump just as he pushed open the door to the outside.  
 
    “We hear you, Lord,” Helene muttered. “Keep us safe.” She was right up against my backside, gripping my shoulders.  
 
    “This really isn’t good for my high blood pressure,” Jan whispered.  
 
    “The security guard’s office is this way,” I said, pointing off to the right. “Garret’s room is next to it, so he said. We can check for any useful weapons on the way. Anyone know how to handle a gun?” I asked. I knew the basics, but I’d be happier if one of us had more experience. 
 
    “I do,” said Jan. “In Sweden, we all serve our time in the military. I can take a gun apart and reassemble it if I have to, and I earned my medal in marksmanship even though today I am a pacifist,” he chuckled softly. 
 
    I sighed my relief. Patting his shoulder, I said, “I’m really glad to hear that.” 
 
    He reached up, covering my hand for an instant. “Don’t worry, my dear. It will be all right. We’ll get this Dorsey, we’ll ride out this storm, and everything will go back to normal.” 
 
    Helene grunted. “Our own little ray of sunshine, Jan. What a cavalry we make. A fashion photographer, a middle-aged businessman, and a website curator. Yep, we’ll save the day.”  
 
    “Have faith, Helene. At least we’re not sitting ducks anymore,” I added. 
 
    “No, now we’re moving targets, but I prefer it. I’d rather die trying than sitting on my arse with nowhere to hide.” 
 
    A chuckle escaped me. “We’re not going to die. Quiet now. We don’t need to give ourselves away. It’s time for radio silence, you guys.” I put my finger to my lips.  
 
    The plan was simple. Get some weapons, find Garret’s room, and position ourselves from vantage points where we could keep an eye on the door and window. If Dorsey showed up looking for Daniel, we could ambush him. He’d be outnumbered, and we could put an end to this. Everyone would then be safe, and Cade wouldn’t have to put himself in danger. But then, nothing is ever that simple, is it? 
 
    After locating the sign directing us to security, we found the guard’s office. The front end was open, but the back room was locked.  
 
    “Damn!” Jan exclaimed. “We need a weapon. Without one, we’re doomed.” He paced like a caged tiger, which looked rather odd on the usually calm, kind man. He stopped. “Hey, Claire, do you have your lock-picking tools still?” 
 
    I reached into my pockets. Two cotton swabs and the cuticle pusher. That’s all I had left, having lost the nail file somewhere along the way. I held them out. “I can try.” 
 
    Helene gripped my shoulders. “I am putting my faith in you, Claire. You did this once. You can do it again.”  
 
    I bit my lip. “All right. Here goes nothing then.” I stooped down in front of the door handle. Jan kept his eye on the front office entry while Helene sank down next to me.  
 
    I pulled the cotton off the ends of the two swabs, preparing them. Then, I inserted the first one, seeking out a tumbler. Something connected and moved inside. “Hold this one, Helene, and for goodness sake’s, don’t move!”  
 
    Helene reached around my hand and took hold of the shaft of the swab, her hand shaking. I sent up a quick prayer. 
 
    Moving fast, I slid the second swab in maneuvering it near the first and finding the next tumbler. I angled it up. A bead a sweat trickled between my breasts. I could feel my heart pounding. With care, I tried to wiggle in the cuticle pusher. It was thicker than the two swabs. If I couldn’t get the third tool in, then turning the lock was not going to happen. 
 
    Helene sensed my concern. “Easy does it. Just like a man. Slide that thick shaft right into the tight hole.” 
 
    Jan half-turned, grunting. “And what would you know about men’s shafts, eh?” he chuckled. 
 
    Helene glanced his way. “More than you’d know. How do you think I decided I liked women better? You have to sample all to figure out what you really want.”  
 
    I blinked. “Well, I’ve never been a man, nor have I ever had a dick so if I fuck this up, don’t blame me, okay?”  
 
    “Yes, but you’ve been on the receiving end, no? You don’t want to be a clumsy dick and just shove away in all directions. No, Cherie, you must employ patience and skill. Slide it in slowly with precision, seeking that one special sweet spot that will unlock the treasures within,” she whispered near my ear.  
 
    I felt something inside me tighten even as I tried to concentrate on the task at hand. If we weren’t in such a dire situation, I would have to admit, if only to myself, that her words had sort-of turned me on. 
 
    I twisted the stick and mentally crossed my fingers. Click!  
 
    Helene used her free hand to turn the knob while I kept my own in place, just in case. The door opened. 
 
    “Yes!” Jan jumped, turning around and rushing past us inside. There, he stopped dead in his tracks. 
 
    “What is it?” I asked, standing and coming in behind him. Helene joined us, and we all looked around, disappointment sinking in.  
 
    There were no weapons. The only thing inside was a single taser, and the battery was dead. Jan held it in his hand, shaking his head. He looked at me. “Now what?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
    Dry wall cracked and fell in a pile of bits and pieces on the floor as I slammed my fist into the wall. “Dammit! He has Claire!” 
 
    “Cade, take a breath. We don’t know that.” Garret tried to reassure him.  
 
    “What other explanation is there?” I looked around. “How the hell did he get in? That door was locked. I have the key.”  
 
    Olivier stepped inside, looking around. He bent down, picking something off the floor. “I don’t think he used a key.” He turned to me and Garret. “In fact, I don’t think Dorsey broke them out.” He handed the small blue sticks to Garret who studied them and then chuckled. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “What’s so funny?” I looked at the sticks, noting the dirty, cottony filaments hanging off the end of one. “Are those…were those cotton swabs?” I picked one up out of Garret’s hand. 
 
    “Yes, they were.” He smiled. “It seems one of our patients is an amateur lock-picker. They let themselves out.” 
 
    “But why?” I began to pace. Who the hell would do such a thing? They were safe inside my office. I’d explained it to Claire and she’d understood. Hadn’t she? Looking back over the last hour, I sifted through my brain for clues. Claire had gone willingly. She hadn’t even argued. Claire, my own pixie-devil-woman, who’d done nothing but give me grief of every kind ranging from irritation to blue balls had behaved like an angel. I’d been had!  
 
    The anger that burst inside of me lit me from within like a bonfire. That lunatic woman had taken it upon herself to go after Dorsey, I just knew it.  
 
    “It was Claire!” I said. 
 
    “It was Claire,” Garret said.  
 
    We looked at each other. It was laughable that we’d come to that conclusion at the same time.  
 
    “But what for?” Olivier stood between us, confusion written into the lines of his aged face. 
 
    “Because she’s trying to protect Cade.” Garret said it like it was obvious. 
 
    I shook my head. “That’s nuts! Why would she be trying to protect me? I’m trying to protect her, for fuck’s sake!” 
 
    “Exactly.” Garret stood there, watching me calmly. 
 
    Olivier chuckled. “Ah, amour, yes.” 
 
    My eyebrows shot up. “Amour? Love? Are you two bastards both crazy?” 
 
    “The young lady is in love, and young people in love are all kinds of oblivious, no?” Olivier directed the question at Garret who shrugged in that annoying French way of all Frenchies.  
 
    Goddammit. As if I didn’t have enough to worry about, now I needed to find Claire before Dorsey finds her…or she finds Dorsey! 
 
    Love, for fuck’s sake. I turned, heading back out of the gym. Garret and Olivier followed. As we left the building, buffered by winds growing stronger by the minute, and getting soaked by stinging rain, I wondered when the hell did love enter into it all? 
 
    We barely knew each other. We’d had only a few intimate encounters that hadn’t even gone all the way—yet. Ah, the yet. Now I saw it. Intent. Even though I knew getting involved with a client was wrong, had eschewed the idea altogether all of my professional life, Claire was the exception. I kept telling myself to stay away. Hell, she kept giving me reasons to stay away by being a pain in my arse when I tried to help her, but I kept coming back, didn’t I? Something about her lured me right in, more so than the taste of her lips, the temptation of her coral-colored nipples, and the softness of her womanly core. With just a sample of all that was Claire Townsend, I’d become hooked like an addict. I wanted more. I intended to have more. And apparently, she felt the same way, so much so that the fool woman was now somewhere out here risking her neck for me.  
 
    Fear slithered up my spine. The very idea of Dorsey getting his hands on her swamped me with more terror than even the thought of him getting hold of Daniel, and that scared the bejesus out of me because I loved my brother. So what did that mean I felt for Claire? 
 
    “Movement. Get over here!” Garret whispered harshly, yanking my arm. 
 
    I whipped around, following him behind the bushes that lined the path. The three of us hunkered low, looking in the direction Garret pointed. 
 
    “Over there, near the guest cottages,” he said. 
 
    Olivier and I both stared hard through the rain towards the five cottages. Three were lined up on the left. Two others were across the pathway to the right with the fifth being the furthest back. That one was Claire’s. Between the dark cloud cover and waning light, I couldn’t tell who it was. A dark form had come out from behind the fourth cottage turning and heading towards the staff cabins and security guard house. My gut clenched. Daniel was locked away in Garret’s room. Claire was out here somewhere, quite possibly also there. She knew that’s where we’d put him. Logically, it’s where she’d go knowing Dorsey would be looking for him.  
 
    Thunder cracked followed by lightning. The wind roared, and branches from the nearby bushes slapped us.  
 
    “We don’t have much time. This storm is getting worse and we need to bunker down soon.” 
 
    Garret nodded, looking up at the darkening sky. “We’re not going to be able to leave your brother in my room. If that was Dorsey,” he tilted his head towards the cottages, “then he’s already searching room to room. We need to extract Daniel now.” 
 
    “And what about the others?” Olivier asked. 
 
    “You two go get Daniel. I’ll find Claire and the others.” I rose to a half-stand, keeping low. “I’ll check her cottage first. Go. I’ll make a sweep and meet you back at the cafeteria. If we haven’t yet found Dorsey, we’ll lock his ass out.” 
 
    “And what if you don’t find Claire and the other two?” Old Olivier asked, worry in his rheumy eyes. 
 
    Fear gripped my innards. “I’ll find them!” There was no other possible outcome. I’d find Claire and the others, or I’d die trying. “Just keep Daniel safe.” I took off running, staying low and heading straight for Claire’s cottage. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jan Larsson asked for a plan. What we came up with seemed more like a defense than an offense, but it was all we had. Instead of setting a trap from the outside, we’d need to get inside—with Daniel. 
 
    I knocked lightly, whispering through three doors before we found the right one.  
 
    “Daniel, it’s Claire? If you’re in there, let us in? I’ve brought help.”  
 
    He peeked through the blinds from the window next to the door before cracking it open. “Claire,” he admonished, quickly pulling me inside. Jan and Helene followed at my back. “What the hell are you doing? You’re supposed to be with the others! Where’s Cade? Is something wrong?” He looked past me through the still open doorway, glancing left and right before shutting it tight and throwing the lock. 
 
    “Cade is in the cafeteria,” I answered. It was the last place I knew of him to be so it wasn’t a lie. “I don’t know if he’s still there or not.” 
 
    He turned, pinning me with a familiar glare. “What do you mean? Have they found Dorsey yet?” 
 
    Helene spoke up. “Not as far as we know. They locked us inside your brother’s office and took off.” 
 
    Daniel took notice of Helene, raking her with his familiar blue eyes, and then acknowledged Jan. “Locked you inside?” His gaze returned to me. “How were you locked inside? You’re here.” He pointed out the obvious. 
 
    I shrugged. “I kind of picked the lock.” 
 
    “She did,” Jan nodded.  
 
    “There was no way we were staying in there like sitting ducks!” Helene huffed. 
 
    “Okay, okay, hold on.” Daniel waved his hands like an Ump calling an out at home base. “You’re telling me Cade locked you all inside his office and left you there, but you picked the lock and got yourselves out?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, my head moving up and down. 
 
    “And you left a perfectly safe office for fear of being discovered to come here with me, the one person Dorsey is looking for, and you thought this would be safer?” His voice kept rising with each carefully spoken word. “Are you fucking nuts, Claire? If anything happens to you, Cade is going to kill me!” 
 
    “Hey!” I stood straighter. “We came here to help you, buddy! We’d planned to have weapons and set up a stakeout and everything.” 
 
    Daniel looked at me like I’d grown a second head. “You realize a stakeout is done from a safe distance, right?” 
 
    “Well…” I hedged.  
 
    He stepped closer, looking more like his brother by the second. “And just where are these weapons, Claire? Your hands look pretty empty.” 
 
    “About that,” I began. 
 
    “The security office was cleaned out of whatever weapons the guard has on hand. We checked. Claire picked that lock too, not that it helped,” Jan Larsson explained.  
 
    Daniel looked at Jan. “So, no weapons, no way to run a successful stakeout and ambush Dorsey. And what are my brother and Garret doing? Please tell me they have a better plan than this hair-brained scheme you lot came up with.” 
 
    “That’s just it. They do have a plan, but it’s dangerous.” I felt my voice wobble as I said it. 
 
    Daniel sighed. “And what you three have done by coming here isn’t? Claire,” he closed his eyes and appeared to be counting silently, probably to ten. I had that effect on the Malone men, it seemed. “I get that you’re worried about my brother, but he can handle himself, and he has Garret to help. You know he was in special forces, yeah?” 
 
    “What? No. He just indicated he’d served in the military.”  
 
    “Oh, he served, all right,” Daniel nodded once. “He filled me in on the way here from your cottage. That bloke is a decorated sniper. He served with the British and Americans in Afghanistan. He knows how to handle the likes of Dorsey, and for that matter, so does Cade. He’s trained in martial arts, a black belt. Between the two of ‘em, and the security guard, Olivier, an ex-policeman I might add, I’d say everything will be all right. There really was no need for you to put yourself in danger on my account.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped. Everything Daniel said made me feel more foolish by the second. I walked closer to the window, peeking out and wondering if Cade was okay. The wind was whipping the rain in sideways, slamming the window and creating a watery cascade. My own clothing was still wet from running through it. As the air conditioning blew through the vent overhead, I felt the chill. Rumblings from the gathering storm left me unsettled as I watched nature gain her fury. A sudden gust of wind ripped away the leaves off an Elephant Ear plant across the path, into the surrounding jungle. A figure was revealed, one that shifted quickly sideways into the remaining cover. I sucked in a breath. 
 
    “What is it?” Daniel came up behind me, peering over my shoulder. 
 
    “It’s him. Loomis, or Dorsey. Whatever. It’s him,” I said, pointing. “Right there.” 
 
    Helene and Jan came closer, trying to see through the small space in the blinds where Daniel and I were looking.  
 
    “Now what? We don’t have a weapon.” Helene asked, stepping closer to Jan Larsson. 
 
    “True, but we don’t know if he has one either,” said Jan. 
 
    A loud PING followed by the cracking of glass sent us all to the floor. 
 
    “He has one,” Daniel stated. He cocked his head towards me. 
 
    I was flat on the ground, unsure how I got there so fast. I felt Daniel’s hand on the back of my neck. He’d pulled me down with him.  
 
    “We have to get out of here. If we stay, he’ll have us dead to rights.” Determination lit his eyes, reminding me of Cade.  
 
    I wondered if he and the others heard the gunshot? With so much noise from the storm, the probability was low. We were on our own with no cavalry to save us. 
 
    “What do we do?” I asked. “There’s only two ways out, the front door and the window he just shot through.” 
 
    Daniel shook his head side to side. “Actually, Claire, there’s a small window in the bathroom. You two ladies could fit through it. I’m afraid he and I are stuck for the moment, though. But you two could go get help.” 
 
    I looked at Helene who nodded.  
 
    “Show me!” I got up on my hands and knees. Helene followed suit, and Daniel led the way while Jan stayed low. We crawled fast, dropping down flat once again when another bullet pierced the window. High winds whistled through the holes, filling the silence in the room. 
 
    The bathroom was small, but there was indeed a window on the back wall next to the commode.  
 
    Daniel stood, throwing it open. “You first,” he said to Helene. “Sorry, I don’t know your name.” He extended his hand to help her rise. 
 
    “Helene Marais,” she said, offering a quick smile. “French Vogue photographer.” 
 
    “No kidding?” he said. “Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Marais. Upsy-daisy.” Daniel gripped her around the waist and lifted Helene like she weighed nothing at all. Muscles flexed in his arms reminding me of Cade. Both brothers were incredibly fit and handsome. I could tell Helene, despite her seeming preference for women, was not immune. 
 
    “Oh, my. Yes, a pleasure as well.”  
 
    “Now, please stick your feet through first,” Daniel helped guide her as she leaned over his shoulder.  
 
    Helene winked at me, humor tugging her lips even in this dire situation. Slowly, he lowered her through until there was only a short jump down. She held onto the window sill and let her feet find the ground. Peeking back in, she addressed Daniel. “When this is all said and done, we should discuss you doing some modeling.” 
 
    Daniel paused, raising an eyebrow. He started to respond, then simply nodded, turning his attention to me. “You’re next. Come, let’s get you out now.”  
 
    I stepped closer and put my hands on his shoulders. “Don’t hurt yourself,” I murmured, self-conscious about my weight. 
 
    He blinked. “Hurt myself? A tiny thing like you can’t hurt me, Claire. Ready?” He lifted me high and I felt myself going over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. I reached wildly, accidentally grabbing Daniel’s butt.  
 
    “Sorry!” I moved my hands up to his waist.  
 
    Daniel chuckled. “No worries. I won’t tell my brother you groped me.” He stuck my feet through the window. 
 
    I felt myself descending and then another pair of hands had my waist. Helene was helping from the other side. 
 
    When I was face to face with Daniel, with only the wall between us, he said, “You gals stay low and run as fast as you can to the others. Get Garret and Cade. Tell them Dorsey’s out here pinning us down. They’ll know what to do.”  
 
    “I will!” I dropped down, sinking low.  
 
    Helene and I got soaked in an instant. We were behind the row of cabins, and around the corner from my own cottage. The main building was beyond the living quarters and between the stinging rain and howling winds, we weren’t going to make good time. We also had to get past what would be a direct line of sight from where Dorsey was hiding in the front to the open space between Garret’s cabin and the one next door.  
 
    “All we can do is run for it,” Helene whispered near my ear, her words echoing my thoughts. 
 
    “I’ve never been shot at before,” I said out loud.  
 
    “Me neither. Hopefully, he won’t notice us. If he does, keep moving. Don’t make it easy. It’s very difficult to hit a moving target. You ready?” She gripped my elbow. 
 
    I took a deep breath and nodded. “Ready.”  
 
    Another gunshot sounded, and we both took off like Olympic runners on a track. Just as we hit the open space, I slipped on mud, flying forward onto my hands. I didn’t completely fall down, but my recovery was slowed by my shoes trying to gain a solid foothold. Another gunshot sounded. This time, the bullet whizzed past my head.  
 
    “Claire, run!” Helene was ahead of me but turned back to grab my arm.  
 
    We both heard Dorsey curse loudly. He ran towards us. This was not the plan! 
 
    “Split up,” I yelled. “Go left and get help! I’ll lead him away. Go!” I ran as fast as I could straight for my own cottage. My only thought was I could lock the door and hunker down until help arrived. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Cade 
 
      
 
      
 
    Something small and solid slammed into me like a cannon ball, knocking me down. I’d just rounded the path taking the right side towards Garret’s cabin when out of the shrubs, something hit me. Automatically, my arms grabbed it and rolled, pinning it to the ground. A terrified face stared back, a frightened wet pixie face with large, hazel eyes. 
 
    “Claire! What the hell?” Incredulity colored my words. 
 
    “Cade! Run! We have to run!” She pounded at my chest, trying to push me off. A gunshot zinged past my ear.  
 
    I ducked lower and shielded Claire before peeking over my shoulder. I could see the foliage separating and a man came into view. It was Dorsey. 
 
    “Shit! Get up, run!” I rolled off and jumped to my feet, pulling Claire up and pushing her ahead of me. “Move!” 
 
    Two more shots went wide in the storm. I followed Claire who ran like a wild rabbit from a hungry fox. She dodged left and right. I kept pace with her. She broke left dashing between two cottages and breaking through to the other side. Another left and a desperate sprint across the garden separating the pathways and we were at the back of her own cottage. She reached back, grabbing my hand and tugged me around the side. We arrived on her porch where she pulled a key from her hoodie pocket, shoving it into the lock. Throwing open the door, we ran in, closing and locking it before ducking low against the far wall.  
 
    We sat, both struggling to catch our breath. Claire began to speak twice, but stopped both times to put her head between her knees, sucking in air. I rubbed her back, making nonsense soothing sounds. 
 
    Finally, she spoke. “Are you okay?” She looked up at me, hazel eyes wide. 
 
    After God knows what she’d just gone through, she was asking if I was okay. It was almost funny. 
 
    Shaking my head, I cupped her face in my hands. “I’m fine. What happened to you? Why did you pick the lock and leave the office? Why, Claire?” 
 
    Surprise lit her expressive eyes. “How did you know I…” she began. 
 
    “Garret. He found your cotton swabs, Houdini. What the hell were you thinking, Claire?” 
 
    “I was thinking I could help you.”  
 
    She spoke with such seriousness. I was flabbergasted. Even so, how the hell this tiny devil-pixie thought she could help catch a criminal intent on killing my brother and probably me was too ridiculous for words. I couldn’t hold it back any longer. I laughed, the kind of laugh born of fear and gut-wrenching anxiety.  
 
    She slapped my chest. “Why the hell are you laughing, Cade? What’s so funny?” 
 
    I let her slap and berate me as I leaned against the wall. I’d no energy left. After a moment, I pulled myself together and turned to her. “Have you ever gone up against a hardened criminal before, Claire?” 
 
    “No, I haven’t.” Indignation made her posture rigid. 
 
    “There’s your answer.” I spoke sternly, my words filled with sarcasm. 
 
    She rose to a sitting position, on her knees. “As far as I know, neither have you!” She threw me a pointed glare. 
 
    That stopped me. “Touché.” I reached out and took her hands into mine. “But you could have gotten yourself killed, Claire. You damn-near did!” The very idea made me angry that she didn’t exercise better sense. “If anything had happened to you…”  
 
    “It didn’t. You found me. I’m in one piece.” She raised her arms to demonstrate, her hands still in mine. 
 
    I inspected her, head to toe, lingering over her soft curves, curves I wanted to explore, to caress. All the anxiety, fear, and adrenaline suffused me at once. Dorsey had come within a hair’s-breath of taking her away from me. Without warning, I yanked Claire across my lap.  
 
    Outside, the storm howled, and rain lashed the tin roof drowning out her gasp of surprise. I held her close, looking towards the window. With the blinds down and the curtain drawn, I couldn’t see if Dorsey was still out there searching the cottages, coming after us both, but neither could he see where we were. Other than the storm, there were no sounds of anyone on the porch or trying to gain entry. We were truly alone.  
 
    I glanced down. “Where are the others?” 
 
    She watched me, speaking low. “Helene ran to get help. Daniel and Mr. Larsson are still holed up inside Garret’s cabin as far as I know. They’re safe for the moment. Dorsey saw me and followed. I led him away.” 
 
    I slid my hand up into her wet curls, rubbing the softness of her cheek with my thumb. “That was smart…and stupid. Goddammit, Claire. I almost lost you.” My voice dropped to a hoarse whisper. 
 
    Our eyes connected and locked. I felt my heart pounding and wondered if she could hear it. Her lips parted. I watched them, amazed at their full shape, drawn to their pink sweet promise.  
 
    She reached up, touching my face. “But you didn’t, Cade. I’m here. You have me.” 
 
    “Do I?” Her words woke something within me, something primal. “Are you mine, Claire?” I leaned in closer, searching her eyes.  
 
    “I…” she stuttered, “if you want me.”  
 
    Her words, barely whispered, were filled with a vulnerability that stunned me. She was asking a question I thought the answer to was pretty obvious. Apparently, it wasn’t. I needed to make myself clear.  
 
    “Yes, I want you.” With that, I took possession of her lips, kissing her with a fierceness, tasting the depths of Claire Townsend. Heat rushed through my veins setting my body on fire with need. In that moment, I knew I had to stake my claim. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
    Delicious sensations tingled everywhere Cade touched me. A duel began with the first sweep of his tongue, one I’d willingly lose if only he’d promised not to stop. All our bickering and sniping, all the insane attraction despite the misunderstandings and our passionate clashes had led to this moment. Between the storm and the danger, we’d reached a breaking point. Raw need drove me into Cade’s arms, whether his or mine didn’t matter. It was ours now. A together thing of hopelessly entwined desperate desire.  
 
    I felt his hands slide beneath my hoodie, yanking it up. I raised my arms, helping to get it off. My t-shirt followed leaving only my white lace bra with pink hearts on the satin cups. He didn’t stop there, but pulled at the cord tying my sweat pants, pulling them off along with my shoes.  
 
    “God, you’re so beautiful!” Cade stared at me, his blue eyes not missing an inch. I felt his gaze like a hot caress. 
 
    He pulled me back onto his lap, but I stopped him, straddling him instead. “Your turn,” I said, pulling his wet t-shirt up over his head revealing tan skin and hard muscles. He was warm beneath my fingertips. I traced a line down the middle of his chest reaching lower. The hitch in his breathing made me feel powerful, desirable. He grabbed my hands, stopping me as I popped the button on his jeans. 
 
    “What do you want, Claire?” He whispered.  
 
    Words failed me, probably because he chose that moment to lean in and gently bite my nipple through the thin material of my bra. The pleasure/pain of it set off electrical charges down to my core. He licked the hardened peak, the friction from his tongue over the satin making my stomach muscles tighten. 
 
    He reached up, pulling the strap down revealing my breast. “Perfect. So perfect.” When his mouth closed around the pouty peak, no more barrier between, I thought I was going to orgasm right then and there. My back arched, thrusting my hips against his. Something hard waited for me there. I couldn’t hold back the whimper in my throat. 
 
    “Tell me, Claire,” he murmured, moving to my other breast, licking a hot trail.  
 
    Cade sucked hard and I melted. “You! I want you, Cade. Please!” 
 
    His hands slid down my back, grabbing my buttocks and pulling me in. My legs spread wider as he wedged me tight against him forcing his hardness against my most sensitive parts.  
 
    “Oh!” I buried my fingers into his soft, blond hair, holding him to my breasts as my head fell back. The rasp from the stubble on his jaw against my skin added to the pleasure building within.  
 
    I heard a zipper release, felt strong fingers push my panties aside, and before I could take a breath, Cade thrust inside, filling me completely. 
 
    “Yes, oh, God, yes!” It felt so good.  
 
    The raging storm in Cade’s eyes emboldened me. He looked at me with such awe, held me tight, watching me take my pleasure. I rode him hard, not caring about what was happening outside my door, what might happen later or even my few extra pounds. The only thing that mattered was this moment with this man. With Cade. He kissed me again, nibbling my lips even as his hands gripped my hips helping me stay astride as he slid deep inside, pumping hard.  
 
    I was so close. Lightning lit up the room followed by darkness and the loud rumble of thunder overhead. Everything was gathering and tightening with each sweep of his tongue, every squeeze from his hands on my flesh, every stroke from our thrusts impaling me.  
 
    “Cade! Oh, my God.” My head fell back, and I went over the edge. The orgasm exploded, rocking me, warming me even as the sensations wracked my body.  
 
    “That’s it, baby.” It was Cade’s arms that kept me from falling over backwards. They tightened around me as he maneuvered, laying me onto my back on the floor.  
 
    I wrapped my legs around his back as he pushed inside me, muscles straining in his arms as he held himself above me. I rode the aftershocks as Cade pounded my sensitive flesh. Veins stood our prominently on his neck and his body went rigid as he climaxed. He collapsed on me, his face buried in my neck. We lay there once again catching our breath. He was still inside me, still part of me. It felt so right.  
 
    A moment of silence passed before Cade pulled himself up onto his elbows. 
 
    “Are you okay,” he asked, caressing my cheek.  
 
    I smiled, thinking I was better than okay. “I am.” My fingers drew lazy circles on his back.  
 
    “I’m not hurting you, am I? I can move,” he started to pull away. 
 
    “No!” I held him in place. “Not yet.” 
 
    He sighed, settling back snugly into the vee of my legs. They felt like jelly, but I didn’t care. 
 
    “I’m still in you, Miss Townsend,” he grinned unapologetically, wiggling his hips. “I’m not sorry to say I’ve invaded your personal space once again.” 
 
    My sensitive flesh responded, twinging in the most pleasant way.  
 
    I bit my lip, enjoying our banter. “I know. I like it.” I gazed into his eyes. For a time, we said nothing.  
 
    Finally, Cade spoke again. “Claire, I want to tell you—” 
 
    A loud banging interrupted him followed by a louder voice. “Claire, Cade, are you in there?” 
 
    It was Garret.  
 
    I looked at Cade who cursed. 
 
    “Shit!” He pulled out, leaving me bereft. “Quick,” he said, handing me my clothes that were scattered across the floor. “Get dressed!”  
 
    I got up, running to the bathroom. Cade was already throwing on his pants and shirt.  
 
    There was no time for me to reflect on what had just happened. Reality was crashing the party, a very dangerous reality intruding on what was probably the most ill-timed sexual encounter ever. I wanted to think about it, to dissect it, remember every look, word spoken, every touch, but Garret was here, and Dorsey was still out there.  
 
    I dressed as fast as I could manage, cleaning up a bit as I went. I took one last look in the mirror, running my fingers through my hair to straighten it, and then joined Cade in the bedroom. 
 
    Garret and Daniel stood there, both armed.  
 
    “Olivier is with the others. He was the only other person with a gun. We can’t find Dorsey.” Garret explained. 
 
    “He chased us here. He can’t be far,” Cade said.  
 
    “Then we need to hurry back because the cyclone will be directly over us within the hour. The winds in the wake of the eye can level this cottage. No time left to hunt him down. We need to bunker down.” Garret stood at the door, looking out, making sure the coast was clear before stepping out.  
 
    Daniel looked at his brother and then at Claire, head cocked. One eyebrow rose, questioning.  
 
    Irritation flashed in Cade’s eyes. He pushed his brother ahead of us out the door. “Shut up, Danny-boy.” 
 
    “I didn’t say anything,” he said.  
 
    “You didn’t have to. Go.” Cade reached his hand back to me, glancing over his shoulder, checking me from head to toe. “You ready, love?” 
 
    I nodded, smiling because he’d called me ‘love.’  
 
    “Stay low and close right behind me, okay? Garret will take up the rear, so no worries.” 
 
    We passed the tall Frenchman. “Don’t worry, Claire. I’ve got your back.” He winked, then grew serious as we went out into the storm, running to make it back to the main building.  
 
    A tree snapped near us, falling into the jungle with a loud crash. “What about Dorsey?” I asked, noting how deadly the cyclone had become. I had to shout just to be heard above the roar of the wind. 
 
    Daniel heard me and shouted back over his shoulder. “He made his choice when he came looking for me. Don’t worry about him, Claire. He’s not worth your concern. 
 
    Some part of me knew this, that Jeremiah Dorsey had sealed his own fate by traveling here, intent on murder, all over his anger at being a cuckold. Still, I didn’t like the idea of anyone being caught out in this storm.  
 
    “He’ll hole up somewhere and we’ll find him when it passes,” said Garret. “Or what’s left of him,” he added. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    The storm raged for hours. We could hear debris flying, slamming into the walls of the main building. It rattled the metal shutters over the windows, howling like the furies of myth and legend. Despite feeling exhausted, I couldn’t sleep. Helene and Jan found their mattresses two hours earlier. I noticed that the other therapist, Jessalyn, joined Helene. They snuggled together under a yellow blanket. Jan Larsson snored intermittently, occasionally getting up to walk the large room and check in with Garret and Olivier. Cade was across the room in conversation with Daniel and Dr. Chadwell. All around me, nurses and staff tried to catch some sleep amidst the noise and uncertainty of the situation. 
 
    I sat in the middle of my makeshift bed watching everyone. I couldn’t use my computer or phone. The internet was down. The electricity was off, even the backup generator. We were now down to battery-operated hurricane lamps and floor fans. They cast a white glow throughout the cafeteria where they sat next to a few beds and tables, but their reach was limited leaving patches of darkness in between.  
 
    I glanced over at Cade again. Something inside me went all soft and gooey just looking at him. We’d made love. At least, that’s how I thought of it. It was hot, fast, and intense, but there were moments of tenderness, of reverence. Before we were interrupted, we were connected in the most intimate way possible. A low twinge reminded me how intimate. The heat suffusing my cheeks confirmed it. I couldn’t, for the life of me, remember why I’d ever thought him insufferable. The man had tried to look out for me from the moment we met, and I’d reacted like a lunatic. It was a wonder he stuck around. I had to admit that I’d been wildly attracted to him from the minute I saw him. It was poor self-esteem that made me get all prickly like an angry porcupine. I thought if I put up walls, he’d stay away, and I wouldn’t get hurt. He’d scaled them anyway, and in my mind, he did so shirtless, sun glinting off his tanned skin, determination in his blue eyes.  
 
    The room grew hot and I fanned myself. Cade glanced over, catching me in the act and smiled. My internal temperature went up another degree.  
 
    “Hot, Claire?”  
 
    I jumped, turning my head sharply. Thierry stood next to my air mattress, two bottled waters in his hands. He held one out. 
 
    I shook my head. “No, thanks. I’m good.” I noted Cade still watching me through my peripheral vision. I glanced his way. The smile was gone replaced by a scowl. 
 
    “You looked a little flustered. Just wanted to help,” he said, sitting down.  
 
    A twinge of irritation needled me. I hadn’t invited Thierry to sit, and having him do so now, in front of Cade after what we’d shared, seemed wrong.  
 
    “I appreciate that, but really, I’m fine. Just tired.” I added in a fake yawn for effect. All I wanted was for Cade to join me, for us all to get through this storm, and to survive the threat of Dorsey. The last thing I needed was another misunderstanding to spoil what Cade and I had begun. 
 
    Gone was the kinder Thierry from the last couple of days, the one who respected my wishes. He was either obtuse or deliberately ignoring my hint to be left alone. “I’ve got to say, you have bigger balls than I gave you credit for, Claire. When you refused to go hang-gliding, I figured you to be one of those people who never took risks, never opened yourself up to new experiences, but after hearing you defied Malone and escaped his office, and I have to say—I can’t believe he locked you in there instead of just having you stay here where I could protect you—I was shocked.” he paused, his eyes lingering on my face before sweeping my body. It was the old Thierry all over again. “You put yourself out there knowing this Oliver Loomis or Dorsey, whatever his name is, was dangerous. I think you are a bit of a thrill-seeker, Claire. Deep down, you want to step across those lines, oui?” Thierry’s hand slid across the sheet, his fingers reaching my knee.  
 
    I watched in horror as he attempted to run his hand up my thigh. Before I could pull away, I saw something large and blond running at us. 
 
    “You slimy son of a whore, get your hands off her!” Cade lunged, slinging an arm around Thierry’s neck and ramming another beneath his arm, yanking him up and off the mattress.  
 
    They struggled with Cade maintaining the headlock on him. Thierry slammed an elbow back into Cade’s ribs. 
 
    “You’re gonna pay for that one, Frenchie!” Cade released him, spinning him around in time to throw a hard right, his fist connecting with Thierry’s jaw. The loud smack woke everyone who rose from their beds shouting “Fight!” 
 
    Thierry rebounded and ran at Cade, catching him around the waist. They went down, a pile of limbs swinging.  
 
    “Cade!” I stood up in the middle of the air mattress, fear gripping my heart.  
 
    Garret and Daniel rushed in, pushing through the crowd of staff now standing in a loose circle around us. Thierry swung, landing a hard blow on Cade’s face. Cade laughed, but it wasn’t a pleasant sound. He bounced once, spun, and kicked. The round-house knocked Thierry down who laid there, stunned and unmoving. Garret got to him as Daniel quickly pulled Cade back with an arm around his brother’s waist. 
 
    “That’s enough, Tiger. I think he gets the message now to stay away from your girl.” 
 
    “I’ll kill him if he comes near her again!” Cade was still in a rage.  
 
    I jumped off the bed and ran to him. “Are you okay? Oh, my God, Cade. Is your face all right” I reached up, my hands checking for bruising or broken bone. 
 
    “I’m fine.” Cade leaned away from my touch. He looked down at me. “What the hell was he doing in your bed, Claire?” 
 
    Anger burst within me in an instant. “I didn’t invite him, Cade Malone, so don’t you go getting all pissy with me! You saw. He just came over out of nowhere and invited himself.” I glared at him, my eyes narrowed. How dare he think any of this was my fault?  
 
    “Chill out, brother,” Daniel whispered. “You’re making quite a scene.”  
 
    “You’re one to talk! We wouldn’t be in half this mess if it wasn’t for you. Your damned selfishness got us all into this mess, Daniel, put lives in danger!” Cade threw back at him. 
 
    Daniel backed off, hurt filling his blue eyes. He held up his hands in surrender. “Yeah, I guess so, and I’m damned sorry,” he replied, “but at least I’m not making an enormous ass of myself.” 
 
    Garret coughed, trying to hide a chuckle. It was short-lived as he turned to Thierry. “You know she’s off limits to you. I don’t know why you insist on being such a prick.” 
 
    Thierry spit blood onto the floor and got up. He straightened his t-shirt and fixed his eyes on Garret. “Consider yourself fired for that remark,” and turning his attention to Cade, added, “and you as well, Malone. As soon as the ferry returns, I expect you both to be on it.” 
 
    “You don’t get to make that call, Thierry.” Dr. Chadwell joined us from the kitchen where she’d set up her own room. She stood clutching a white spa robe around her tall, slender frame, regal as a queen. Steely determination added a hard edge to her usually warm eyes. “The only person who hires or fires on my island is me. The only person fired is you, Roussel. Take yourself off to bed. In the morning, we’ll make arrangements to settle your final paycheck, and you will be on the next ferry out.” She turned to me. “I apologize for any distress he’s caused you, Miss Townsend. I will completely understand if you wish to take legal action.” 
 
    I was stunned. Other than being a pain in the ass, Thierry hadn’t really done anything outside of what every woman expects to encounter from time to time from men. “I’m okay, Dr. Chadwell.” I tried to assure her. 
 
    She reached out, touching my shoulder. “It’s not okay, Claire. If it was, I’m sure Mr. Malone would not have felt it necessary to defend your honor. We’ll talk in the morning. Try to get some sleep.” 
 
    She nodded to Garret who made sure Thierry removed himself from the rest of us. Olivier took up a post between Thierry’s make-shift bed and the rest of the staff, keeping watch. He looked tired and I instantly felt sorry for the grizzled old guard.  
 
    Then I remembered Cade had just accused me of encouraging another man, and after what we’d shared, that really ticked me off! I turned to give him a piece of my mind, was just about to let loose a healthy harangue when he stopped me cold. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Claire. I’m such a jackass.” Cade watched me carefully, remorse darkening his light blue eyes.  
 
    His apology stunned me. Here I was ready to blow my top after he dared try to place the blame for Thierry’s behavior at my feet, and now all the wind was knocked clean out of my sails. I didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “I’m still mad at you,” was all I could utter.  
 
    “I know.” Cade stepped closer. “That wasn’t fair at all. I know you didn’t lead him on. Hell, I was watching the whole time. Honestly, I don’t know why I seem to lose my shit when he gets around you, but I do. The very idea of that fancy French gigolo touching you makes me want to rip him limb from limb.” He glanced at Garret. “No offense, mate.” 
 
    Garret snorted, one eyebrow raised as mirth spilled from his eyes. “None taken, mon ami. Most French men aren’t complete asses like Thierry. He’s quite special in his own right.”  
 
    “This is true,” said Olivier, his expression serious. “We’re lovers, for sure, not annoying arseholes and sexual harassers.” He dusted off the lapel of his uniform and straightened his shoulders. “No means no, oui, Mademoiselle Townsend?” I nodded, biting my lip to keep from laughing. “Exactament,” he stated, and that was the end of it. 
 
    Thanks to these two, my anger had dissipated. I turned back to Cade. “You’re going to have to work on that.” 
 
    Hope blossomed on his ruggedly handsome face. “Does that mean I’m forgiven?” 
 
    “It means I’m giving you the chance to make it up to me.”  
 
    “Take it, Cade.” Garret urged.  
 
    “Oh, I’m definitely going to make it up to you.” Cade slipped his arms around me, pulling me close. “What can I do, Claire?” 
 
    I looked up, noticing some slight swelling and redness on his cheek from the one punch Thierry landed. Reaching up, I gently touched his skin. When Cade winced, I drew my hand back. “First, you’ll let me put some ice on that.”  
 
    He grabbed my hand and kissed my fingers. “Okay, Nurse Townsend.” 
 
    “And second,” I watched his lips skimming my knuckles back and forth, hypnotized by the intimacy of the action. “Second, you’re going to forgive your brother.” 
 
    He stopped immediately, going completely still. I could see the wheels spinning in his brain as he wrestled with the knee-jerk reaction to tell me to mind my own business or accept my demand. Cade took his time, clearly weighing the consequences. Finally, his body relaxed.  
 
    “All right.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the smile that stretched across my lips. Cade’s eyes followed the movement and he stared, holding me close.  
 
    “Can we kiss and make up now,” he asked. 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask,” I whispered. Cade leaned in, grinning. I pulled away before our mouths could meet. “But first, go and tell Daniel you’re sorry and he’s forgiven. He’s miserable over there.” With my fingertip, I nudged Cade’s chin to the right, pointing him in the direction of his brother who now stood on the far side of the cafeteria leaning up against the wall, arms crossed with his chin resting dejectedly on his chest.  
 
    “Now?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, now. And hurry. You own me a kiss.” I batted my eyelashes and let my lips form a soft pout. The low groan my actions earned made me chuckle. It was odd indeed to feel so ridiculously happy in the middle of a cyclone with a homicidal criminal on the loose, but there I was, flirting with a sexy Aussie man who made me all kinds of hot and crazy. It was going to be a very long night, but somehow, in this moment, it didn’t seem so bad.  
 
    But morning was coming, and with it, the reality of the storm’s destruction…and the renewed threat of Jeremiah Dorsey.  
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    Morning came too soon. I’d spent the night curled up in Cade’s arms as the cyclone raged. Around four in the morning, the worst had passed leaving only a steady rain that continued until dawn. It was then, I’d finally slept peacefully. The sound of metal shutters being raised woke me. I reached over, feeling for Cade and found only an empty bed. Cracking an eye open was painful. All I wanted to do was go back to sleep, but the room grew brighter, and I could hear people moving around and talking on the other side of the cafeteria. 
 
    “The sun’s up. That’s promising.” Dr. Chadwell strode past, already dressed for the day in cap-sleeved lemon silk blouse tucked into white linen slacks. Her yellow strappy heels clicked on the polished concrete floor. She looked elegant.  
 
    I ran a hand through my hair noting it was all over the place. I knew that next to her, I probably looked like rats had nested on my head and my clothing was shabby at best after sleeping in them. Across the room, Cade, Garret, and Olivier worked with Jessalyn and Mr. Larsson. They finished raising all the storm shutters and surveyed the immediate outside for damage. Garret and Olivier were still armed, rifles slung over their shoulders and pistols tucked into their belt holsters.  
 
    “Attention, everyone,” Dr. Chadwell began. The roomful of people stopped what they were doing and turned giving her their attention. “I spoke with the port authority just now reporting our situation. They’re sending over help via the Maritime Gendarmerie helicopter as well as a couple of patrol boats to take us off the island. They’ll be here within the hour and I’ve been instructed to get everyone down to the pier. Take only what you’ve brought here with you. Don’t worry about anything else. The spa will be providing your hotel and anything you need on the mainland until we can assess the damage here. Patients will have travel arranged to send you back home with the option to rebook at a later date. Staff, we’ll see what’s what on the island before making any further decisions. Okay?” She glanced around the room. Everyone nodded, exhausted. “Very good. Gather your things and we’ll begin making our way down pier-side in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “And what about the criminal the Malones brought here? What are we to do about him? Just go outside like a killer isn’t still out there?” Thierry interrupted. 
 
    Lisa Chadwell glared at him. “We are protected, Thierry. Garret and Olivier are armed. We’re safer together. I trust that they will get us to the pier in one piece.” 
 
    “Maybe you do, but I don’t,” he said, throwing shade at Garret. 
 
    “Then you can stay here.” She turned walking away. “I don’t have time for your pouting.” 
 
    I watched them. Thierry’s expression had deteriorated so much from handsome activities director to hateful child that I couldn’t believe I’d ever thought him good-looking. Cade stepped past Olivier who slapped him on the back good-naturedly.  
 
    “Doc, we can make a quick sweep of the immediate area and check the path down to the beach before anyone steps out,” Cade offered, catching up to Dr. Chadwell.  
 
    “Send Garret and Olivier. I need you here to help everyone get organized.” She looked in my direction. “Good morning, Claire.”  
 
    I half-smiled as I got up from the air mattress, tugging my t-shirt down. “Good morning.” 
 
    She continued on leaving me standing with Cade.  
 
    He stepped closer, wrapping his arms around my waist. “Good morning, love.” A lingering light kiss warmed my lips.  
 
    I pulled back and buried my face in his chest. “Hey,” I said, conscious of the fact I’d yet to brush my teeth.  
 
    A low rumble of laughter vibrated through his chest tickling my ear. “Ready to get started?” 
 
    All I really wanted was to stay right here in the circle of Cade’s arms. It felt safe and warm. “I suppose,” I murmured, snuggling closer. His arms tightened. “Any sign outside of Dorsey?” 
 
    “Not that we could see, but it’s a mess. There’s debris everywhere so getting through it on the pathways is going to be hairy. Why don’t you gather your things and do what needs doing. I need to get everyone organized and have a quick word with Garret. I’ll meet you at the front in thirty, okay?”  
 
    I looked up at my cool, confident man. My man? When, exactly, did that happen? So much had gone down in such a short period of time that it was surreal.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Good,” he dropped another kiss, this time, on my forehead. “Hop to it, Pixie!” he growled low, slapping my ass and grinning before he released me and walked away.  
 
    “Pixie?” I asked, eyebrow arched.  
 
    “My very own devil-pixie,” he said, laughing.  
 
    Devil-pixie? Shaking my head, I grabbed my toiletries and a fresh change of clothing. There was no time to question Cade’s odd term of endearment. I’d ask him later, once we were safely away from the island.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Cade and Jessalyn stood in front of the group. We were all assembled just inside the cafeteria about to leave.  
 
    “Everyone stay close. Use the buddy system and be careful where you step. We’re going to be moving as quickly as possible to get down to the dock.” Jessalyn spoke, hands on hips.  
 
    Cade walked the line of staff and guests checking to make sure we were all accounted for. Dr. Chadwell stood at the head of the line with her nurse, Tessa. She touched Cade’s arm as he came back to the front. 
 
    “You still have the syringe?” she asked. 
 
    “No worries,” he patted the side pocket of his black running pants. “And Garret and Olivier are patrolling the perimeter for any sign of Dorsey. If he survived the storm, they’ll likely find him first.” 
 
    “Very good. Then I think we’re ready.” Dr. Chadwell turned to address us. “Stay close. If you need help, don’t hesitate to ask.”  
 
    I was third in line behind the front desk hostesses. Daniel stood to my right and Mr. Larsson was behind us with Helene. The group extended back thirty-nine people deep. Jessalyn took up the tail while Cade led the way out the door.  
 
    Outside was a revelation of destruction. The cyclone’s tailwinds had leveled many of the cabins and cottages. Tables and chairs that were neatly arranged on the patio only yesterday were now tossed everywhere or missing altogether. The lovely terracotta tiles were cracked and ripped from the foundation. Trees were down, shrubs uprooted, and vegetation was strewn as far as the eye could see mixed with mud and rock. The beautiful island had taken a beating. Stepping carefully over the refuse, I wondered if the dock would even still be there.  
 
    It took quite a long time to make the journey beachside. Between the obstacles in our path and the oppressive humidity, we were all a mess by the time we arrived. Sweat trickled down my spine making a mad dash to the crack of my behind. It was miserable. As we stepped out of the jungle pathway to flat ground, my fear for the condition of the dock came true—halfway. Only half the dock stood. The other? Out to sea or at the bottom of it.  
 
    Everyone stopped, not wanting to step on what was left. Cade held up his arms for everyone to stay back.  
 
    “Dear Lord,” Dr. Chadwell whispered. “Is it safe, do you think?” She asked Cade. 
 
    “I don’t know. Hold on.” He stepped closer, going around to the outside walking on the wet sand. There, he kneeled down inspecting the pilons beneath. “They look undamaged. No cracks in these here,” he pointed. “Even the ones that held up the other missing half are still in place. Looks like the winds ripped off the flooring but left the foundation.” He stood. “Hold on, Doc.” 
 
    Cade walked back to the remaining dock and stepped onto the boards taking one tentative step after another. My heart lurched in my chest. When he reached the middle, he stopped and jumped straight up, coming down hard on the planks. My stomach dipped in fear. 
 
    “Be careful, Cade!” The words shot through my lips before I could stifle them. Daniel put a comforting arm around my shoulders. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Claire. He knows what he’s doing.” 
 
    Cade smiled and winked, and then walked slowly all the way to the edge. “It’s safe, but I think when the ship arrives, we should only walk two at a time to board.” He spoke to Dr. Chadwell. 
 
    “Then that’s the plan,” she stated.  
 
    A low whirring sound in the distance had everyone looking up. The gendarmerie helicopter came into view. As we watched, the first patrol boat came around the far end of the island’s peninsula.  
 
    Cade turned, walking to me. “See, sweetheart? Everything is going to be all right.” 
 
    Relief filled me, and I relaxed a little. Cade reached for my hand. 
 
    “Don’t count your chickens when the fox is still loose in the henhouse, Malone!”  
 
    An angry deep voice intruded. Everyone turned at once, startled.  
 
    Jeremiah Dorsey came out from the jungle path behind us, gun in hand and aimed straight at Daniel. He was no longer the polished gentleman I’d previously met when he arrived. Gone was the expensive suit jacket. He’d obviously lost it during the storm. His hair stood up from his scalp and mud spattered his shirt and slacks. The rolled-up sleeves revealed a plethora of tattoos on his forearms, years of addiction to ink. Deadly intent lit his dark green eyes.  
 
    Daniel jumped in front of me immediately as screams erupted from the group. The women backed up while most of the men began forming a protective ring around them. Thierry, who’d been near the back, moved off on his own looking for a way out.  
 
    I felt Cade’s hands grab my arms as he pulled me back behind him and moved up to Daniel’s side.  
 
    “Dorsey!” Daniel sneered. 
 
    “Danny-boy-O. Just the person I’ve been looking for. I knew you’d be here cowering behind big brother as usual.” 
 
    “Dorsey, whatever your beef, it isn’t worth this. We had a deal, you and I,” Cade spoke, attempting to diffuse the situation. 
 
    Dorsey eyed him from head to toe. “We did, until this little cock pilfered what’s mine. Did you know he screwed my woman?” 
 
    “I heard,” Cade replied. “But killing him won’t make that fact go away, Dorsey.” 
 
    “No, it won’t, but it’s a matter of perception, Malone. A man in my position doesn’t let a bloke get away with taking what’s his.” 
 
    “Well maybe if you took better care of Dorothy, she wouldn’t be seeking attention elsewhere,” Daniel taunted. 
 
    Cade smacked his brother’s head. “That’s not helping, dammit! Shut it!” he whispered harshly. 
 
    “See what I mean? Even you know what an unruly shit your brother is. Why the hell I didn’t just kill him outright when he defaulted on his payment is definitely a mistake on my part, one I intend to rectify now. I ain’t got nothing against you people, but I have all of your information after a fortuitous search through your personnel files, Doc,” he said, addressing Dr. Chadwell and the group. “I know all your names, your addresses. If any of you tries to testify to what you’re about to witness, I’ll make damned sure your loved ones come to a similar end. You understand?” 
 
    “You can’t do this, Dorsey. Let’s talk. I’m sure we can come to some arrangement.” Cade took a small step forward, hands up. 
 
    “Stop right there, Malone. Not one more step. There’s no arrangement other than the one we already have. I expect payment in full on the date agreed upon. But Daniel here has reneged on the oldest agreement between gents, and for that, he has to pay the price. Come on, Danny-boy-O. Step to it like the man you think you are. Let’s go.” He motioned the gun indicating Daniel should move away from Cade, away from us. 
 
    “I’m not letting that happen, Dorsey.” Cade grabbed Daniel’s arm, and then, speaking to him, “don’t you dare move.” 
 
    The tension within the group was thick. My heart pounded as fear flooded my body. Cade inched further forward and to his left positioning himself in front of Daniel. Both their bodies blocked me. I felt Helene’s hands on my shoulders digging in. The helicopter drew closer, the sound of the propeller blades growing louder. 
 
    “Then you’ll die with him, Malone.” 
 
    “Put the gun down and step away!”  
 
    Dorsey froze, his eyes shifting sideways. Olivier came from behind, shotgun drawn.  
 
    “Do it!” the old man ordered. 
 
    I held my breath, praying. Jeremiah Dorsey began to slowly lower his gun. I felt the air leave my lungs in relief. 
 
    Without warning, Dorsey aimed and fired. Cade turned, pushing Daniel backwards who fell onto me knocking us both into the dirt.  
 
    Another shot rang out from the far right. I lay stunned, peeking out from beneath Daniel as Dorsey went down, blood spraying in a mist from the side of his head.  
 
    Olivier rushed up on him, eyes hard, his gun never fired. Garret came out from the bushes, shotgun clutched in his hands. The barrel was still smoking. Dorsey was dead. 
 
    I wiggled, struggling to get Daniel off me. “Move over. I’m okay.” 
 
    Daniel grunted. “I’m trying, but Cade needs to get up first. Move over, brother. You’re heavier than you look.” 
 
    No one moved. “Cade? You can get up now. Dorsey’s done.” Daniel’s voice changed, rising. “Cade?” he said, pushing at his brother’s shoulders. “Cade! Help! We need help!” 
 
    Garret came running. Dr. Chadwell and Tessa rushed in from behind me. I struggled to wiggle from beneath him looking at Cade as I managed to get halfway out and sit up. He lay across Daniel, face-down. His eyes were closed, and blood seeped in an ever-widening circle on his back. 
 
    “Cade? No!” I screamed. “Help him,” I shouted.  
 
    Garret reached under Cade’s arms, lifting him carefully so Daniel could slide out of the way. He laid him back down as Dr. Chadwell and Tessa ripped his t-shirt open revealing a gaping gunshot wound on the upper left side of Cade’s back. Garret pulled his own shirt off, wadding it up and placed it over the hole, pressing down to stop the bleeding.  
 
    The wind whipped up as the helicopter descended, landing thirty feet away on the flat ground. Uniformed men came running, pushing us all back as they arrived on the scene. The first of three patrol boats pulled up to the dock. Medical aides came bringing a stretcher and supplies. Before I knew what was happening, they were taking Cade in the helicopter. Daniel joined them leaving the rest of us behind.  
 
    The Maritime Gendarmerie made quick work of loading us into the boats for evacuation. The police, they said, would come back later to deal with the remains of Jeremiah Dorsey. Pain numbed me. My heart ached. I wanted to be with Cade, needed to know if he was okay, if he was going to live. But I wasn’t family, and only family was allowed to go with him. I didn’t even know where they’d taken him. All I could remember of the ride back to the mainland was Helene stroking my hair and telling me everything was going to be all right. I didn’t believe her. Couldn’t, but I needed to or else I’d fall apart altogether. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Claire 
 
      
 
      
 
    A month had passed since I returned from France. I spent two weeks there staying with Helene in Paris. We tried to locate the hospital where Cade had been taken, but no luck. Either he’d been taken to a hospital outside of Paris or…I didn’t want to think about the alternative. I didn’t have a phone number to reach him or Daniel, and phone lines were still down on the island which ruled out calling Dr. Chadwell. I had no way of finding anyone. I couldn’t sleep, couldn’t eat. My heart was broken so badly. I missed him. I needed to see him, needed him to hold me. I had no idea if he was even alive.  
 
    When all my efforts proved futile, Helene saw me off at the airport. It was the longest flight of my life. 
 
    Back home, Dr. Petit’s office called leaving a message. Her secretary, Nina, asked me to come in for a follow-up.  
 
    I’d make the appointment next week. Maybe. 
 
    I wasn’t ready to see anyone yet. I hadn’t even called Tricia and Liz despite them leaving me multiple messages demanding to know where I was, if I’d come back to the states yet. Their gifts sat in a bag on my kitchen table, unopened. I needed more time before I could face them and all their questions. I just wanted to curl up in my own bed and sleep. Didn’t want to see anyone. Well, that wasn’t altogether true. I wanted to see Cade but had no idea where to find him or how to get in touch. I didn’t know what to do so I shut down. 
 
    I wandered through my apartment like a ghost, barely taking the time for necessary grooming tasks like taking a shower or brushing my hair. I ordered in take-out so I wouldn’t have to go out to the grocery store. I paid all my bills online, did the barest due diligence for my clients’ websites. I was too far gone inside my own head.  
 
    I knew I needed to pull myself out of this funk. The sun was shining through the crack in the curtains reminding me there was still a world out there, one I needed to be part of even if it meant going on without Cade. I showered, shaved my legs, shampooed and conditioned. Afterwards, I dressed in real clothes and not the same pair of sleep shorts and Doctor Who t-shirt I’d worn for days on end before switching out to cut-offs and old rock band tees. On the outside, I felt refreshed, but inside, I still hurt.  
 
    On the way to the kitchen, I noticed my answering machine blinking. I had a message. Hitting play, I listened as I stood in front of the refrigerator contemplating the sparse contents within. It had reached the point where I could no longer avoid a trip to the supermarket. 
 
    “Claire, it’s Dr. Petit.” My head cocked to the side, listening. She’d never called me personally before. “I know Nina has tried to reach you about coming in, and while I respect your need for recovery time, I think you should know I’ve heard from Lisa,” she paused, “Sorry, Dr. Chadwell. My sister, but that’s neither here nor there.” 
 
    Her sister? My eyes bugged. Now I knew why Dr. Chadwell had seemed familiar. She was the dark-haired version of Dr. Petit! I closed the fridge door and ran to the counter listening intently to the rest of the message. 
 
    “She said you would want to know that a Mr. Malone was…” The message cut off.  
 
    “No!” I banged the replay button, but still, there was no more. Either her phone dropped the call or my machine was full. I grabbed the handset and began to redial. Then I realized it was Sunday and no one was at the doctor’s office. When had the call come in? I checked the date and time noticing the message was two days old. How had I missed it? Was I so far into my own depression that I didn’t even wake up when the phone rang? 
 
    I needed to pull it together. There was news of Cade. She said Mr. Malone. That would be Cade, right? Or Daniel. What if it was Daniel? There would be only one reason Daniel would call me. No! No, I couldn’t let that thought in. The tightness in my chest was too painful. I had to be positive, hope for better. She had information about Cade and I would need to wait until Monday morning to find out, but at least now I had some hope. I just needed food in the meantime.  
 
    Looking around for my keys and purse, I located both, before heading to the door. It was time to go out into the light of day. For the first time in over a month, I felt just a bit better. I could do this. I could buy food and cook something, fill my time until Dr. Petit’s office opened in the morning. My thoughts ran a million miles an hour inside my head as I opened the front door to leave. 
 
    I stopped dead in my tracks, my heart exploding. 
 
    “Claire.” A familiar deep voice spoke my name. It felt like a soothing balm to my battered heart.  
 
    Cade stood on my doorstep, his expression as tortured as my soul. His hand was still in the air, positioned to knock. He’d lost weight, appearing leaner than before, tired. I didn’t care. I threw myself into his arms.  
 
    “Cade! Oh my God, Cade!” Tears welled in my eyes as I hugged him tight.  
 
    He winced. “Careful, love.”  
 
    I leaned back, staring at his face. “Did I hurt you? I’m so sorry.” My eyes bounced over his body inspecting him. 
 
    He tightened his arms, pulling me back against him. “Don’t be. It’s okay. Just still not one-hundred percent yet.” 
 
    We stared at each other, neither wanting to break the spell. He was here! Joy bubbled up inside me spilling out in a teary smile.  
 
    “You’re here. How did you find me? I’ve been searching everywhere for you!” 
 
    “I heard,” he said, then tilted his head sideways. “Well, I found out last week after a surprise visit from Dr. Chadwell. She said Ms. Marais had contacted her trying to locate my whereabouts for you, but since the spa phone lines were down, she hadn’t received the message until last week. Her sister, it turns out, is your doctor, and I’m afraid I may have violated some patient-doctor confidentiality a bit by insisting she get your address. I hope you can forgive her…and me.” 
 
    “So you flew here? And you were okay to fly?” I ran my hands over his back gently. There was a ridge beneath his shirt, scar tissue from the bullet wound. When Cade sucked in a breath, I knew it still pained him. 
 
    “Not exactly, no,” he replied. “But I had to see you. God, Claire, I looked for you everyday in that hospital room, but you never came. I didn’t even know exactly where I was myself, but it became clear no one had told you where I was. Daniel tried to find you at first, but he got so wrapped up in caring for me that his effort fell by the wayside. Things were critical for a few weeks. I was in and out of it, fighting a blood infection.” 
 
    Hearing him tell me how bad it had really been brought tears to my eyes again. He needed me, and I wasn’t there. “I’m so sorry, Cade. I wanted to be there. The medic said I couldn’t go with you because I wasn’t family. It all happened so fast, and then we were separated. I really tried to find you, please know that. I’ve been sick with worry.” I was full-out crying now. 
 
    “Sssh, love. I know. It’s okay. I’m here now.” Cade’s voice, raw with emotion, washed over me. “God, I’ve missed you so much.” His eyes dropped to my lips. 
 
    “I’ve missed you more. I thought you might be…” I couldn’t even say it. 
 
    His finger pressed my lips briefly, then traced their outline. “I’m alive, love,” he looked down noting the lack of space between our bodies, “and it looks like I’m invading your personal space again.”  
 
    A laugh escaped me. “I think I’m okay with it this time, Mr. Malone.” 
 
    He leaned closer. “Not too okay, I hope. I kind of like it when you go all devil-pixie on me.” The change in his tone stirred my blood, heating me from the inside. 
 
    “We need to discuss this whole devil-pixie thing. I’m pretty sure it’s not very complementary,” I began. 
 
    He grinned, whispering, “That’s my girl,” and claimed my lips.  
 
    The kiss was deep, desperate, and hot. My body melted into his, my hands instantly sliding up into his blond hair as Cade caressed every part of me his hands could reach while nibbling my lips. Each sweep of his tongue sent fiery sensations skittering down my spine. I hadn’t even realized he’d backed me inside my apartment until I heard the door slam shut. 
 
    Suddenly, he stopped, pulling back and looking down at me. His brow creased with worry. 
 
    “What is it? What’s wrong,” I asked, fearing the worst. 
 
    His blue eyes traveled down and then back up, searching my face. “You’re too skinny. Haven’t you been eating?” 
 
    I looked down, noticing my thinner figure for the first time. I actually thought I looked pretty good, and no one had ever said I was too skinny before. Weirdly enough, it made me feel sexy.  
 
    “I was on my way out to the grocery when you showed up at my door. We could go buy groceries if you like,” I teased. 
 
    Cade laughed, shaking his head. “Later. I’ll feed you later, beautiful, but right now, I’m hungry for something else.” 
 
    He grabbed my bottom and lifted me up, wrapping my legs around his waist. I gasped.  
 
    “Where’s your bedroom, love. We have some serious catching up to do.” 
 
    “Over there,” I pointed. “And then what?”  
 
    Cade kissed me again, carrying me through to my bedroom where he gently laid me down. 
 
    “Then, I have a question to ask you,” he whispered against my neck, licking a hot trail up to my ear, “one best asked over a nice dinner at a very fancy restaurant with flowers and soft music.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. “Is that right, Mr. Malone?”  
 
    His hands roved, finding my breasts and squeezing gently. My nipples went pebble-hard instantly. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, it is. You are as right as right gets, and the most beautiful woman I’ve ever met,” he groaned as he lifted my blouse and pulled the cup of my bra aside exposing the evidence of my desire to his hungry gaze.  
 
    Hearing the raw sexuality in his voice, the sincerity of his words caused a heatwave of passion to flood my body. “Can I just say yes now?” 
 
    Cade grinned, watching me as his mouth hovered over my nipple. Anticipation and need gnawed at me. “Oh, you’re going to be saying yes a lot over the next few hours, Miss Townsend.” His tongue flicked out, licking me.  
 
    I sucked in a breath, arching my back for more. “Yes, do that again.” 
 
    “That’s what I like to hear, love.” He obliged.  
 
    “Yes, Cade, yes.” I was lost in the moment, filled with joy and simmering with heat.  
 
    He pulled back, gazing at me intently. “Claire.” 
 
    “Yes, Cade?” I grinned. 
 
    His eyes were serious, tenderness turning them a deep, true blue. “Back on the island, I started to tell you then, but we were rather rudely interrupted by Garret and an extremely pressing situation.” 
 
    I reached up, cupping his jaw. “What? What were you going to say?” 
 
    He drew in a breath, and then, “That I’ve fallen so deeply in love with you. I have no idea how it happened or exactly when, but I love you, Claire.”  
 
    His expression was a mixture of fear and hope and…love. My heart skipped a beat, so full of emotion at his words.  
 
    “I love you too, Cade.” 
 
    Relief flooded his eyes as a smile spread across his lips. “You do?” 
 
    “I do.” He kissed me again, tenderly, passionately.  
 
    “Keep those words in mind, Claire,” he whispered, “I expect to hear them again soon. As for now…,” he claimed my mouth, driving me insane with desire. Nothing else mattered anymore. My lover had returned, alive and well, and he wanted me. Wanted all of me. Forever.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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