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Chapter 1



Ryan Butler dumped his army-issue duffel bag onto the deck and grabbed a bench seat beside the ferry’s port rail. As usual, he’d kept his gear to a minimum for a visit home. And it struck him as weird that he still thought of Seashell Bay Island as home, despite his determined escape years ago. Most summers, he’d spend only three or four days with his folks, but this vacation could last a lot longer. He had plans, of course, but his years in the army had taught him the necessity of keeping them flexible. If the island started to close in on him, he’d jump on a ferry and head somewhere else. He had some money, some time, and no responsibilities, so he could pretty much do whatever he wanted, whenever he wanted. Ryan called that freedom, and he needed a good dose of it right now.


After his latest grueling contract with Double Shield Corporation, Ryan had made it clear to his controller that he needed a serious break. For ten months, he’d been babysitting diplomats in Baghdad. For six more after that, his job had been protecting a Fortune 500 CEO and his team as they bounced their way across a string of countries that varied from half-assed safe to outright deadly. Those jobs paid great but left him with an even bigger dose of uncertainty about his future than when he’d left the military. A little of the hired gunslinger’s life went a long way, and he sure as hell couldn’t see doing it in the long term.


As for the alternatives? At this point he hadn’t a clue.


A year and a half ago, simmering frustration with his army career and the lure of good money had prompted him to leave Special Operations and hook up with Double Shield, a private military contractor. But it hadn’t taken long to realize that money wasn’t enough. In fact, his restlessness had only increased with the corporate gig. At least in the army, Ryan had felt like he had roots that kept him grounded. Now he was drifting. His bank account was getting fatter, but that was about the only good thing he had to show for his life over the last eighteen months.


He twisted in his seat to take another look over the bay, breathing in the tangy scents of the sea air and the fishing boats. He’d taken one of these ferries between Portland and the island thousands of times, including every day of his four years at Peninsula High. The ride could be a boring pain in the ass, but it was relaxing. Forty minutes to an hour of pure peace. Put the earbuds in and zone out.


Except for the occasional mad morning rush to finish up homework before the boat docked in Portland. Okay, maybe more than occasional.


A cheerful serenity cloaked the harbor scene even though tourists and locals alike rushed to make boats to the various islands, towing children and dogs, as well as groceries in carts and battered canvas bags. Coming home had never particularly thrilled him, and yet Ryan had spent enough time eating dust and dodging bullets and IEDs to regard the good old USA, and coastal Maine in particular, as probably the closest thing to peace he’d ever find. Yeah, it was caught in a retro time warp that certainly wasn’t for an adrenaline junkie like him, but he did appreciate the laid-back beauty of the place that remained unchanged from one year to the next.


The ferry horn sounded one blast to signal the boat’s imminent departure. A couple of tanned and fit young deckhands—probably students—finished securing the cargo while two others pulled the metal gangway onto the boat. Like them, Ryan had spent the summer after his high school graduation crewing on the island ferries. It had been hard, hot work, but something about that final summer, working and partying with his high school friends, had been almost idyllic.


And then he’d left for the military and soon enough to Afghanistan, Iraq, and then Afghanistan again. In the process, he’d lost too many army buddies and seen enough ugliness to last several lifetimes.


“Hold up!” a voice cried from down the pier. “Please, guys, I really need to make this boat.”


Ryan recognized that feminine voice even before he saw Morgan Merrifield running full tilt boogie down the concrete platform of the ferry terminal. Her pretty face flushed and her blond hair flopping forward into her eyes, she lugged an overstuffed L.L.Bean bag in her right hand and pulled a wheeled cart with her left. Instinct made him jump up and rush down to the boat’s lower deck to help her.


Though one of the deckhands was rolling his eyes at her, the other one grinned and started to push the gangway back across the gap between the platform and the boat. With the sweetest smile God ever put on a woman’s face, Morgan thanked them as she set her bag down and fumbled for her ticket. Ryan waited a moment for the guys to secure the gangway and then strode across to help the girl he’d known since she’d barely started to walk.


“Yo, Morgan, it looks like you could use a hand with that. If taking my help wouldn’t offend your girl-power pride, that is,” he teased.


Morgan and her best friend, Lily Doyle, had always been hardheaded when it came to proving they were as capable as anybody on Seashell Bay. In Lily’s case, that determination had translated into fighting the sea as captain of her own lobster boat. In Morgan’s, it was all about organization. Morgan Merrifield could organize the living hell out of anything from a referendum campaign to the kids’ events at the Blueberry Festival. She’d been born to be a teacher, and Ryan figured she probably ran her elementary school classroom as efficiently as an Army Ranger instructor ran his drills.


“Ryan,” she gasped, her gaze widening in surprise. She stared for a few seconds, then flashed him a glorious smile that sank deep into his bones. “Oh, heck, offend away. Be warned though. That bag is heavy.”


Though he easily hoisted the canvas tote, she wasn’t kidding about the weight. Lugging the heavy load would have done in a lesser woman. But Morgan kept herself in shape, and today she looked as lithe and toned as ever. Incredibly feminine too, he didn’t mind noting—slender but with truly nice curves in all the right places.


“What’s in this sucker anyway?” he asked.


“Beer, among other necessities.” She cast him a mocking glance as she maneuvered the cart across the narrow gangway onto the boat. “By the way, it’s real nice to see you again too, old pal.”


Ryan followed her on board, laughing at her good-natured dig. “Likewise, Morgan. But why do you need to lug beer all the way from the mainland? The stores on the island stock all kinds of it.”


“I’ve got a regular guest who insists on having his beloved Moosehead, and damned if I didn’t forget to ask the Jenkins sisters to order it in. I was shopping in town today anyway, so I thought I’d pick some up.” She brushed a hand back through the silky, shoulder-length hair that kept blowing across her face, and her rosebud mouth curved into a sly smile. “We make a little money running an honor bar. It helps the bottom line a bit.”


Ryan switched the bag to his other hand and helped her steer the cart around a pile of suitcases left on the deck. “Well, aren’t you just the considerate hostess? Or is it host? I don’t want to be politically incorrect.”


“You, politically incorrect? Perish the thought. But yeah, I’ll do special stuff for guests to keep them coming back. God knows we can’t afford to lose any more business.” For a moment, her cheery expression dimmed.


The deckhands yanked the gangway on board again and closed the gate. Morgan wheeled her cart across the cabin to the port side and found an empty bench.


Ryan plopped the bag down beside her. “Okay if I sit with you? Or would you rather be alone?”


She looked at him like he’d just lost his mind. “What, you think I’d rather be alone than sit with the hottest dude to ever walk the halls of Peninsula High School? Every female on this boat is thinking I’ve hit the jackpot, Soldier Boy.”


Though she was clearly kidding, Ryan had a sudden flash of Morgan clinging to him like a second skin at the festival dance last summer. Neither of them had been joking then.


“Oh, come on,” he said, his brain momentarily seizing up as his gaze drifted to the truly nice cleavage exposed by her blue tank top.


Lame, man. Really lame.


Ryan dropped onto the bench next to her. “Sweetheart, I’m really sorry about your dad. He was a great guy.” The urge to pull her into his arms to comfort her surprised him with its intensity. He gave her hand a quick squeeze instead.


Morgan’s features turned somber, her gaze drifting to the dock where the water taxis were moored as the ferry moved toward the open water of the harbor. She shifted toward him on the bench, her skirt fluttering around her tanned legs. “Thanks, Ryan. And thank you for the sympathy card. I know I should have acknowledged it, but . . . well . . .” She paused to breathe a low, heartbroken sigh that practically killed him. “I just couldn’t stand to go through them all again, and then it seemed too late.”


Cal Merrifield had keeled over dead of a heart attack in late April. Ryan had been stunned when Aiden Flynn e-mailed him the shocking news. Morgan had lost her mother to cancer about three years ago, and now her father was gone at just sixty years of age. Cal had owned the Lobster Pot bar and restaurant for years before selling it to buy the island’s only B&B. He was truly one of the good guys, and Ryan knew that his sudden loss had devastated Morgan and her younger sister, Sabrina. According to Aiden, it had pretty much rocked the entire island of Seashell Bay.


“I heard you left your teaching job,” he said, not wanting to make her dwell on the details of her dad’s death.


Her face scrunched up in a grimace that would have been comical if the subject weren’t so awful. “Yes, for now. I took a leave of absence.”


“I assume that was for your sister’s sake?” No way Sabrina Merrifield could manage the B&B. Though she’d been Cal’s steadfast helper, poor Sabrina had always had enough trouble just managing her own life.


“Yes. That and my guilt.”


He frowned. “Guilt?”


Morgan’s gaze skittered off to the side as the ferry captain tooted his horn, drowning out the squawking seagulls. “That was a stupid slip of the tongue. Just forget I said it,” she finally replied.


Because Morgan was as upfront and honest as anyone he’d ever known, her response surprised him. But then she smiled, and even though it looked to him like it might have been forced, it brought her quiet beauty blazing back to life.


Simply put, Morgan was a babe, with eyes as blue as a June sky, a smooth-as-honey complexion, and a cute nose with a slight tilt that gave her face character. She also had the most thoroughly kissable lips he’d ever seen. But though all the island guys now agreed she was a first-class hottie, it hadn’t always been that way. Growing up, she’d been a bit nerdy, slightly overweight, and naturally shy. But by the middle of high school, she’d started to blossom into a very sexy girl. Morgan and Lily and their friend Holly Tyler had made one hell of a triple threat back then, and almost every teenage guy in Seashell Bay had spent considerable time and energy circling them like a pack of overeager puppies.


“Let’s go up to the top deck,” he said. “It’s too nice a day to be stuck down here in the cabin.” Morgan had probably sat on the lower deck because she didn’t want to haul all her crap up the stairs, but he figured they both could use some fresh air.


“Good idea,” she said, getting up.


“Want me to bring your stuff?”


She scoffed. “Boy, pal, you’ve been away too long. You know it’s safe to leave things on the boats. Besides, there’s nothing valuable in there.”


“Except for the beer,” he joked. Still, he decided to keep an eye on people getting off the boat at the two stops they’d make before Seashell Bay. He’d learned not to be fully trusting—not even here.


As he climbed the staircase behind Morgan, Ryan gave her rear view a thorough, if discreet, inspection. Damned if she didn’t get prettier every time he saw her, with a body that just didn’t quit. When she sat down on a bench at the stern, she reached into her purse and pulled out a pair of sunglasses, covering up the baby blues that he could stare into all day. It mystified him that Morgan wasn’t in a permanent relationship with some mainland guy since she’d been teaching school up the coast for years. He doubted that anything would ever happen between her and any of the island guys though. Most young people in Seashell Bay regarded their island contemporaries more as annoying brothers and sisters than potential mates. Friends, yes. Soul mates and lovers, not so much.


“If you’re a little cool up here,” he said, “I’ve got a fleece in my duffel.”


A refreshing breeze usually appeared around the time the ferry cleared the harbor and turned into open waters. On a hot summer day, you could fry an egg on the sidewalk in downtown Portland and be reaching for a sweater before the boat passed the ruins of Fort Gorges in the middle of the bay.


Morgan tipped her face up to the sun for a moment. “Thanks, but I’m fine.” Then she looked at him, inscrutable behind her big, movie star shades. “Ryan, I’m really surprised to see you here in June. You’re usually only back for the Blueberry Festival.”


He leaned back in his seat and stretched out his legs, going for casual. “Let’s just say this isn’t going to be my standard, quick in-and-out. I might even stay for the whole summer or most of it.”


He heard the sharp inhalation of her breath. “Well, that’ll be a first,” she said after a pause. “Your mom and dad must be so happy. And heck, that means people might actually get a chance to know the real you, not just the mysterious tough-guy front you put on.” She smiled and gave him a friendly poke on the arm. It wasn’t the first time Morgan had teased him about what she called his “strong but silent” act.


“What are you talking about? I’m an open book.”


“An open book with blank pages, maybe.”


“Wow, that didn’t tickle,” he said, adopting a wounded look.


Morgan laughed, a light, melodious sound that Ryan had always found insanely sexy.


“Okay, I take that back,” she said. “Maybe not blank, but written in some unbreakable code. Mr. Enigma, forever wrapped in mystery.”


Yeah, and that’s the way I like it.


Ryan had never much liked folks poking into his business, and poking into other people’s business was pretty much a team sport in Seashell Bay. “Maybe I just don’t have a very interesting story to tell.”


She stared at him. “Dude, that’s a big fat lie if I’ve ever heard one.”


“Come on, Merrifield, how many times have we hung out at the Pot drinking beer and playing darts?” he said with a taunting grin. “Or danced at the festival social? Hell, it’s not like I hide out in a cave when I come back to the island.” Damn, he’d almost forgotten how much he enjoyed kidding around with her.


Morgan’s expression went serious on him in an instant, surprising him again. “In a way, you do hide, Ryan. You hardly ever talk about yourself and never about what you actually do. All anybody knows is that you were in the military for years and then you left. Trust me, we’ve spent many a long hour on the island speculating about what nefarious things Ryan Butler might be up to. Some people even think you were part of the raid on Bin Laden’s compound, and maybe what happened there made you decide to leave the army.”


That theory was completely bogus, though Ryan had been part of operations every bit as hairy as SEAL Team Six’s mission to Abbottabad. “Not even close. Besides, SEALs are navy, and I was army. Who was the wing nut that came up with that stupid idea?”


Morgan made a zipping motion across her lips. “I never reveal my sources. But if you don’t like rumors, you could try to be a little more forthcoming. Inquiring minds want to know.”


“You mean nosy people want to know. Okay, here’s the deal—I was in the army, I left, and now I work for a private military contractor called Double Shield.”


She rewarded him with an encouraging smile. “That’s a start. Now what exactly do you do for Double Shield? Which, by the way, sounds like a condom ad.”


Ryan was torn between laughter and irritation. He didn’t like people pressing him for details of his life, but he knew Morgan was just kidding around. “I protect people who need protecting.”


“Holy cow, you mean like movie stars and rap artists?” She batted her eyelashes in a golly-gee imitation of someone who was actually impressed with what he did.


“All kinds of people,” Ryan said with just enough edge to signal the topic was closed for discussion.


Morgan blew out a sigh. “See what I mean? Getting information out of you is like digging for gold in Seashell Bay. Totally pointless.”


“Now that’s an incisive little nugget of analysis.”


She groaned at his lame joke. He was really hitting them out of the ballpark today.


The boat pulled up to the Little Diamond Island dock, and a few passengers started to gather up their things.


“Call me paranoid,” Ryan said, “but I’m going to head downstairs for a few minutes to make sure nobody gets ideas about your stuff.” Maybe they could talk about something else besides his life when he came back.


She smiled. “If it makes you feel better, go for it. They’d be crazy to try with you playing watchdog. Dude, you look more ripped every time I see you.”


Ryan flexed a bicep to make light of her comment. “Right, a regular man of steel.”


Morgan told herself that her rapidly beating pulse as she watched Ryan disappear below was simply a coincidence. Most übermasculine guys in their early thirties tended to swagger, especially around women. Ryan though . . . he moved with a quiet yet powerful grace that was a wonder to behold. His body was pretty damn wonderful too, with broad shoulders tapering to the classic six-pack and long, muscular legs. His Red Sox T-shirt hugged his brawny chest and showcased his cut biceps. That amazing body was the product of years of military training and his beloved kayaking, and it was all too easy to imagine how it would feel wrapped around her.


She breathed a tiny sigh and slumped against the back of the bench, turning her face up to the warm June sunshine. She’d spent hours rushing around Portland to pick up supplies. Normally she gave herself enough time before the boat’s departure to use the cargo service for her goods, but too many errands today and a fender bender near the parking garage had delayed her. So it was really great that, after her mad dash, Ryan had appeared to help her. The fact that he liked to rattle her chain spoke to the easy friendship that still existed between them.


Her thoughts about Ryan had often strayed from friendship into fantasy territory over the years, and their encounter at last summer’s festival dance had done nothing to change that. The two of them had ended up in a slow dance at the end of the evening, egged on by their friend Laura Vickers. A little drunk by then, Morgan had found it all too easy to melt into the dangerous shelter of Ryan’s embrace.


It had been a culmination of a stressful evening, brought on by a horrible and very public confrontation between Lily Doyle’s father and his longtime enemy, Sean Flynn. Morgan had been so rattled and worried for Lily that she’d responded by drinking more than she normally did, which had lowered her staunch defenses against her supersecret crush on Ryan. Her heart had pounded like a battering ram as he held her close—too close. His bristled jaw had rubbed gently over her cheek, and she’d thought he was going to kiss her right there on the crowded dance floor. Under the influence of alcohol and nerves—and yes, sheer lust—her smarts had evaporated in the heat of Ryan’s mysterious gaze.


At precisely the same moment, they’d both snapped out of it. By some sort of unspoken but clear mutual agreement, she and Ryan had derailed the makings of a runaway train. Even in her instinctive relief, Morgan had been shaken to realize how good it felt to be held by him. How thrilling the moment had been in its raw sexual power.


And how insanely stupid it had been to let it go that far.


While in theory she loved the idea of having hot sex with Ryan Butler, she was not going to be a one-night stand for a hard-ass soldier who flitted in and out of the island, not even stopping long enough to make a ferry pass economical. And Ryan had clearly felt the same, because they’d quickly parted ways after the dance, never speaking a word about what had happened during those few electrifying minutes.


Dammit though, one look at him today had sent her right back in the grip of an emotional—and hormonal—tsunami. Whatever that dance at the social had stirred up, she obviously hadn’t managed to bury it deep enough. Morgan knew her traitorous body would happily straddle Ryan’s lap for a hot make-out session right now, in full view of a bunch of islanders who knew them both. But surely all that told her was that it had been way, way too long since she’d had sex.


Yeah, sure, that has to be it.


Ryan came back up the stairs, taking them two at a time as the boat pulled away from the dock. He sat next to her and said, “So, tell me about Golden Sunset. How are you and Sabrina making out with the place?”


She mentally winced, hating the idea of voicing her struggles with the inn. Should she be honest with Ryan or put on the brave face she maintained for all but her closest friends? Uncertain, she gave a little shrug.


“Not too good, huh?” His gaze looked both sympathetic and concerned, and she could tell he wanted an honest answer.


She capitulated. “It’s been rough. An awful lot of our regular guests came back year after year mostly because they loved Dad. You know what a big personality he had, and he really knew how to make people feel welcome and wanted.”


“Cal was a stand-up guy. One of the best.”


Morgan took a deep breath, the grief almost choking her. “Quite a few couples cancelled their summer reservations after they heard Dad had passed. I don’t know whether they didn’t want to come if he wasn’t there or they thought the place might be too depressing after we lost him.”


Hell, despite her best efforts, the inn’s atmosphere was depressing. It still seemed impossible that it should carry on without her dad.


“Maybe a little of both,” Ryan said, frowning a bit. “It’s too bad they didn’t look at it as an opportunity to keep supporting the place. And you.”


“Amen to that. Anyway, unless business somehow picks up, it looks like we could wind up in the red for the summer. And I think you remember how dead the rest of the year is for tourism in Seashell Bay.”


The B&B’s bread and butter had always been the summer vacation crowd. While most of that revenue came from tourists, a lot of island residents didn’t have room in their homes and cottages for all the family and friends that descended on them in the summer, so those folks often ended up at Golden Sunset too. That kind of business would continue at various levels all year, but only at Christmas was the inn ever close to full during the off-season. If Morgan didn’t manage to pull in some good summer business, her father’s B&B was headed for disaster.


Ryan glanced at another ferry as it passed them to starboard on its way back to Portland. At least a dozen people waved at them, as always happened when boats passed each other. She forced a little smile and waved back.


“Have you given any thought to selling?” Ryan said. “Or will you be able to ride it out?”


Oh, I think about selling every freaking day.


“I’m not sure anybody would buy the place at this point. Everything was up in the air even before Dad died. Aiden and Lily and their partners are building that new resort . . . and, well, who really knows how it’ll impact our little place?” Morgan was really happy that Aiden Flynn had returned to the island for good, but she had some worries about the effect of his upscale ecoresort on her small business.


“Most of your regulars should stay loyal,” Ryan said. “A lot of people prefer the atmosphere of smaller inns. From what I hear, Aiden’s place is going to cater to a different crowd.”


Morgan gave him a wry smile. “Yes, a crowd that likes lots of comforts and the latest in modern conveniences. Our place is short on both, I’m afraid. Heck, Dad even hemmed and hawed before finally putting in Wi-Fi last year. And our rooms are pretty . . . well, basic.”


She almost said run-down, but that felt disloyal. Facing an increasingly tight financial squeeze, her father had let things slide over the past couple of years, and now the place needed a lot of work, both structural and cosmetic. “Anyway, I have to try to make a go of it for my sister’s sake. She’d fall apart without the B&B.”


Though he’d been mostly away from the island for more than a dozen years, Ryan would know Sabrina well enough to understand. When she was a preteen, she’d been diagnosed with a learning disability. While she was a hard worker at the B&B, cooking and cleaning and doing other chores that were familiar territory for her, there was no way she could manage the operation. Most normal administrative tasks were simply beyond her, which meant they all fell on Morgan.


“So it sounds like you’re putting your teaching career on hold for the foreseeable future,” Ryan said.


Whenever Morgan thought about that, it felt like someone had punched her in the gut. Though she’d told her principal that she intended to be back in her classroom in September, the low number of confirmed reservations at the inn had made that an increasingly remote possibility.


“I’ve been hoping I could get the place operating efficiently enough this summer to let me hire a part-time manager to run it with Sabrina after I leave, but that seems more like a wish at this point than a plan. So I’m just taking it one day at a time and trying to figure things out.” Morgan didn’t want to surrender to pessimism but refused to bury her head in the sand either. The stakes for both sisters were too high to engage in self-delusion.


“One day at a time is never a bad idea.” Ryan leaned back on the bench and stretched out his long legs. His feet reached all the way to the opposite bench. “I guess I’m going to be doing something like that myself for a while.”


Morgan welcomed the shift in conversation. “So, what are you going to do with yourself on the island? Kayak all over the place and drink beer? Or will your dad need a sternman this summer?” Like a lot of people on the island, Ryan’s dad was a lobster fisherman.


“Actually, I was thinking that, if I end up spending the whole season here, I’d try to kayak to every one of the Calendar Islands. Give myself a little challenge to pass the time.”


The islands of Casco Bay were sometimes called the Calendar Islands, a reference to the fact that there were supposedly 365 of them. Some, however, were barely big enough to stand on.


“Well, that’ll be a heck of a workout.” Morgan’s brain, which refused to behave itself, easily conjured up the image of Ryan’s half-naked, ripped form gleaming in the sun as he paddled through the chop of the bay.


“Just a walk in the park if I stick around for a couple of months. As for helping Dad out, yeah, if he needs me to sub while his sternman takes some time off, I’ll be on the boat.”


“That’s nice of you since you hate lobster fishing,” she said, scrunching her nose in sympathy. Like Ryan, many of Seashell Bay’s younger generation had no desire to follow in their fathers’ footsteps when it came to the hard slog of hauling traps from sunrise to sunset.


Ryan shrugged. “I don’t much like a lot of things I have to do. Doesn’t mean I won’t answer the call.”


She smiled at the typically cryptic Ryan Butler statement. “Your parents will be happy to finally have you at home for more than a few days.”


“Yeah, but I’m not going to stay with them. I want a place of my own, a place to . . .” He paused for a couple of moments, his gaze distracted. “Anyway, I’m going to rent a cottage or a house, hopefully one on the water.”


Morgan raised an eyebrow. “Renting isn’t going to be easy. Almost everything is booked by this time of the season.”


“I know, but it can’t be helped. I only made the decision to do this a few days ago. I figure there should be something available, even if it’s a bit of a dump. I don’t need anything fancy. As long as it’s got indoor plumbing, I’m good to go.”


Dump. On some of her worst days, Morgan had silently used that harsh word to describe the current state of the B&B. But on his lips, the word had sparked a pretty interesting, though kind of crazy, idea. She toyed with it for a few moments, testing it out in her head. Sure it might be dangerous, at least for her, but it seemed worth a try.


As the ferry cut through the deep blue water of Hussey Sound, Morgan mentally put on her big-girl panties and got ready to proposition the sexiest man to ever come out of Seashell Bay.















Chapter 2



Ryan spotted his mother on the landing when the ferry was still a quarter mile out from Seashell Bay. She wore a red-and-black plaid shirt, one of a half dozen or so she’d lovingly preserved since her college days in the seventies. They must have cost about five bucks each back then, so he had to give them credit for their staying power.


His mom had never yet failed to be waiting for him on the landing when he came home. Not once in thirteen years. And in muggy heat and bitter cold, in pelting rain and blinding snow, she wore those same plaid shirts that barely retained a fraction of their original vibrant color. Sundays and religious holidays provided the only exception to her hilariously rigid clothing routine, since she wouldn’t be caught dead at Saint Anne’s morning Mass in anything other than a dress. Julia Butler might be a bit eccentric, but everyone loved both her and his dad. They were hardworking, God-fearing folk who would do anything to help a neighbor or anyone else in need.


“I’ll bet that red speck on the dock is your mom,” Morgan said. She moved closer to him as she leaned against the rail and didn’t flinch when he automatically laid a casual, friendly arm across her slender shoulders. The ocean breeze whipped her hair into a tangle of shimmering gold and made her dangly earrings do a little dance.


“She never misses,” he said.


“It’s pretty great to have someone waiting for your boat, isn’t it?”


Ryan caught the wistful note in her voice, which said all there was to say about her recent loss. Had Cal met his eldest daughter every time? He knew Morgan came home a lot and always spent most of her summer on the island helping her dad and hanging out with her girlfriends.


Not wanting to make her feel uncomfortable, he reluctantly pulled his arm away. But, man, he had to resist the urge to keep touching her. “Is Sabrina picking you up?”


“No. My truck’s at the landing, so it seems we’re both all set.”


“I’ll help you load up.”


“No need. I’ve got it covered.”


There was that girl-power pride again. Ryan thought her response was more automatic than honest, and he wasn’t about to take no for an answer. “Hey, you know my mom. She’ll kick my ass if I stand around with my hands in my pockets while you’re lugging all that stuff.”


She flashed him a wry grin. “Well, since you put it that way.”


Ryan narrowed his gaze over her shoulder and gestured to a lobster boat motoring just off Paradise Point. “Isn’t that Lily’s boat—Miss Annie?”


Morgan peered at the boat. “None other. She’s coming in early today.” She waved, but neither Lily nor her sternman looked in their direction.


“That’s a girl on the stern.” Ryan thought he should recognize the young woman but couldn’t quite nail it down.


“Erica Easton. She’s been working for Lily since Forrest Coolidge went down with a stroke last fall.” Morgan made a little grimace. “Poor Forrest. He survived the stroke, but his days on Summer Star are over. It’s such a shame because that’s about all he ever lived for. The man fished lobster for over sixty years and pretty much loved every minute of it.”


Ryan felt an odd pang in his chest. It was terrible that old Forrest had a stroke, but any man who’d been able to work at something he loved every day for more than six decades must have been a happy guy. He wished he felt the same way about his own career. He was damn good, which was why Double Shield had been only too eager to sign him up. But did he still love soldiering? Though he’d loved it when he was fighting for something he believed in, that happened less and less, especially since his shift to private security. Even in Spec Ops, his missions had sometimes been murky, and buddies had died for no reason that made sense to him. “That’s a shame about Forrest, but I’m glad Lily found a sternman.”


Morgan turned and flipped up her sunglasses, fixing a serious gaze directly on him. Ryan stared back, falling into the big eyes that were framed with thick, soft lashes. Morgan’s blue eyes, silky hair, and killer body were a potent and dangerous combination.


“Ryan, listen,” she said earnestly, “because I’m going to suggest something that you’ll probably think is batshit crazy.”


“Wouldn’t be the first time,” he joked, trying to get her to relax a little.


She managed a hint of a smile. “I got an idea when you were telling me about trying to rent a place for the summer.”


“Yeah?”


“Well, there are plenty of empty rooms at the B&B these days. So it would be no problem for you to have one as long as we’re not full up. And I wouldn’t charge you anything, of course, so you’d save the cost of renting.” Her gaze skittered away over the water. “But look, I certainly won’t be offended if you tell me it’s a nutty idea.”


Ryan tried not to show his surprise. Shock, really. Morgan’s offer was generous, but he wasn’t a B&B kind of guy. He liked peace and quiet and even solitude, because he’d gone very long periods when there was little of that in his life. It was the main reason he didn’t want to spend weeks at his parents’ house with family and friends coming and going all day long.


“Uh, that’s real sweet of you, Morgan. It’s just that I don’t—”


She looked back at him and waved a hand to cut him off. “I understand. You’d rather be on your own somewhere. I just thought it could turn out to be a good arrangement for both of us.”


As he stared into her eyes, trying to read her, her expression told him nothing. Was there something going on here? He hadn’t forgotten how their dance had almost flared into something a whole lot more last summer. Later, when he tried to analyze what had happened, he’d put Morgan’s amorous reaction down to stuff going on in her life, including seeing her best friend, Lily, falling in love. In the past, despite some strong physical signals Morgan had let slip, she’d always carefully maintained her distance from him.


“Well, it’s obvious what would be in it for me,” he said. “What about for you?”


The ferry slowed and started to make its final turn to line up with the dock. “Your mom’s waving,” Morgan said. She smiled at Mrs. Butler and started to wave back.


Ryan gave his mother a quick wave and turned back to Morgan. “Well?”


“To be honest, I was hoping for a little skilled labor,” she admitted, looking sheepish. “Sorely needed labor, I might add.”


Okay, that at least made sense. Though the proposal still didn’t appeal to him, every instinct told him to help her out. “Morgan, I can do basic labor, but if you’re looking for skilled work . . .”


He didn’t finish, because Morgan flashed him a wide, sweet smile that thumped him hard. That smile, so genuine and open, had always done it for him.


“Oh, don’t be so modest,” she said. “Everybody on the island knows you’re great with tools.”


Great with an M4 or an HK416, maybe. Just okay with a hammer.


Ryan wasn’t sure if her remark contained any additional meaning but swore there was a glint of mischief in her eyes. He decided not to go there right now. “What do you need help with?”


“I think the better question would be what don’t I need help with.” She exhaled a sigh. “Right now I’ve got to deal with the immediate problem of a leaky roof on top of dozens of small jobs that need to be done. I’ve been planning on asking Brendan Porter to do some of the work, but he’s always so busy. Besides if I could get it done via a . . . a barter arrangement . . . I wouldn’t have to shell out money I can’t really afford.”


Ryan sure hadn’t planned on spending his time on the island doing handyman work. But how could he leave one of his oldest friends in the lurch? And from the anxious look on her face, he could tell it had practically killed her to ask. While she’d tried to sweeten the proposal by offering him a free room, saving money wasn’t the issue for him. What mattered was that someone he cared about needed help during a rough time.


And since help was something the resolutely independent Morgan Merrifield rarely sought, that told him how rough things must be for her.


“Okay, I should be able to handle that kind of job—if I can do it in bits and pieces and still get in my kayaking and other stuff.” Stuff like maintaining his intensive daily workouts so he didn’t get soft and slow. “But you don’t have to give me anything at all. I’ll do it to help out a pal.”


She twisted her mouth sideways and then shook her head. “No, I can’t let you do all that work for nothing. If you don’t want a room, then we’ll just have to agree on an hourly rate. I won’t have you working for free. I’m touched by your offer, but I just can’t allow it.”


Morgan’s body language and the conviction in her voice told Ryan she meant what she said. So what now? She was clearly hard up for money, while he was pretty flush. So it would make no sense for her to pay him wages for his work. That wasn’t a realistic option. Nor was working for free. He totally got what she was saying about that—it would eat away at her pride and maybe even end up damaging a friendship that he truly valued.


Would it kill him to stay for a couple of weeks at the B&B? The handyman chores shouldn’t take longer than that. And who knew if he could even find a decent rental house anyway? Until he found a place, Golden Sunset would be preferable to living in his parents’ cramped house.


Stop trying to kid yourself, you moron.


He knew the biggest reason he shouldn’t take a room at the inn was Morgan. He’d been stifling his lust for her for years, and after the slip last summer, he knew he had to be extra careful. He had to keep some space between them, and that would be pretty damn hard if they were sleeping under the same roof, wouldn’t it?


He should dig in his heels and say no to the room and no to accepting any money from her either. She’d have to accept help on his terms, or there would be none. That was the smart way to handle it.


Stupidly, Ryan found himself saying the opposite. “Okay, I guess I could stay at your place for a little while. Just long enough to get most of the work done.”


Her head jerked a bit, as if she was surprised. Then she held out her hand. “Deal, dude. And thank you.”


Morgan should be happy. She was happy. Then why did her stomach feel like it was doing cannonballs off a high dock?


The answer was obvious. Ryan Butler was a very dangerous man. Until last year, she’d firmly stashed him in a mental box labeled totally off-limits. It sounded silly, but to her, Ryan was almost a James Bond or Jason Bourne type of guy, a crazy-hot mystery man who did wild, top secret stuff he never talked about. He acted like a normal guy when he was home, except for the sky-high emotional walls he’d erected around himself. Ryan never talked about himself or his life. If that didn’t spell danger, she didn’t know what did.


And now she’d flat-out invited Mr. Sexy Mystery Man into her life. Into her home.


“For goodness’ sake, Morgan, why didn’t you put all that stuff in cargo?” Julia Butler asked after she finally relaxed the fierce squeeze she’d put on her son. They stood in the center of the dock as disembarking passengers parted like a wave and flowed around them.


Ryan grinned. “Because our girl had to do a forty-yard dash to make the boat, Mom. The boat crew got the gangway back in place real fast though. It looked to me like those guys knew they’d be in deep trouble if they didn’t.”


Morgan stuck her tongue out at him. “No, they did it because they’re nice young men. Oh, and because I always slip them a good tip when they cut me a break.”


Julia’s eyes twinkled behind her wire-framed glasses. “You always were a very practical girl, Morgan.”


“Glaring at the crew has always worked for me,” Ryan said.


“Yeah, but I’m not some six-four, jacked hunk who looks like he was carved out of a granite cliff,” Morgan scoffed.


Ryan’s dark brows politely arched up, while his mother’s eyes popped wide. Morgan mentally winced.


“Ah, I hope business is getting better at the B&B,” Julia finally said into the awkward pause. “How’s it looking for the Fourth?”


The July Fourth celebrations in Seashell Bay brought boatloads of visitors. The B&B had always been fully booked during the holiday when her dad was in charge.


Not this year.


“We’ve still got some space, Mrs. Butler,” Morgan said. “We usually get some last-minute bookings, so I’m hopeful we’ll fill up.”


“Let’s load up your stuff,” Ryan said. “You’ll need to get that beer in the fridge soon.”


When the three of them reached the parking lot, Julia took Ryan’s duffel and headed off to her car, an ancient Jeep Cherokee even more rusted than most of the island beaters. After Morgan opened the tailgate of her dad’s red Toyota pickup, Ryan helped her get everything stowed.


He opened the driver’s door and handed her inside. “I’ll talk to Mom about our arrangement later,” he said after she rolled down the window. “I didn’t want to spring it on her here.”


“Sure.”


“She’s obviously not going to be thrilled that I won’t be staying with her and Dad,” he said.


“Well, take your time. Your room at the B&B will be ready for you whenever you want to move in. In fact, you can have a choice.” He’d be staying in the main house while her bedroom was in the attached annex. Though that wouldn’t put much distance between them, every little bit helped. “You can have the biggest one we’ve got. We usually reserve that room for families—”


“Morgan, all I need is a bed and a closet,” Ryan interrupted, leaning on the window frame and looking impossibly tough and handsome. Her heart skipped a few beats just looking at him. “Big and fancy are wasted on me.”


She laughed. “Well, none of our rooms are very big, and we definitely don’t do fancy at Golden Sunset Bed-and-Breakfast.”


She didn’t often refer to the B&B by name because she hated “Golden Sunset.” While the sunset view from the inn was often spectacular, she thought the name made it sound like a retirement home. Morgan still hoped to adopt a fresher label, but her sister was balking. Sabrina’s greatest desire was for everything to stay the same. Change—almost any change—filled her with anxiety.


“I’ll spend tonight with my folks,” Ryan said, “and tomorrow morning we can start by going over what you want done. How’s that work for you?”


Fantastic—if this plan doesn’t blow up in my face. “Sounds perfect. You can’t believe how much I appreciate this, Ryan.”


He shook his head. “It’s no big deal. Is eight o’clock too early?”


“Absolutely not. Sabrina gets breakfast started by six, and I’m usually in the kitchen helping her by six thirty. You like omelets?”


His lips curved into a sexy grin that left her short of breath. “I’ll eat anything that isn’t still moving.”


She wrinkled her nose. “Please, spare me the detail. Eight o’clock tomorrow, then.”


“Yeah, it should be . . . interesting.”


After that cryptic comment, Ryan gave the roof of her truck a tap and headed off across the lot.


In her rearview mirror, Morgan watched him all the way to his mom’s Jeep before she finally put her truck in gear. Ryan Butler was hands-down the hottest man she’d ever known, and starting tomorrow night, he’d be sleeping under her roof.


That evening, Morgan wheeled past the Doyle home and trap lot and up the long driveway to Lily’s place. A sunset glow washed over the jumble of lobster traps, buoys, coils of rope, and the large steel shed that served as Lily’s workshop for repairing equipment.


She parked in front of the two-bedroom cottage Lily had built a few years ago at the back of her father’s acreage. The house was cozy as heck, with its wood-burning stove and warm, comfortable furnishings. Morgan had wonderful memories of countless meals and bottles of wine with her best bud here. In this cottage, they’d shared joy and heartbreak, and joked about island life and the trials of finding a suitable mate in Seashell Bay.


Surprisingly, Lily had finally found her true love among one of the island guys—Aiden Flynn, who had left Seashell Bay at eighteen and returned only a year ago. Soon, Lily and Aiden would be married, and the newlyweds would move into the historic Flynn family home on the other side of the island.


Lily threw open the screen door. “The beer is cold, the coffee’s warm, and Mom stocked me up with fresh-baked blueberry tarts this morning.”


Morgan gave her best friend a quick hug. “Oh, please. I gain a pound every time I even take a look at those darn tarts.”


“After what you said on the phone, I’m guessing you’ll take beer, not coffee,” Lily said as she headed back to the kitchen and pulled open the fridge. Her bare feet and damp, curling hair meant she’d already showered after a hard day of hauling lobster traps.


“Yeah, like, move over coffee because this is a job for alcohol.”


They settled in the living room, where Morgan took an overstuffed armchair and Lily sprawled on the sofa, putting her feet up on the battered wooden coffee table. After taking a hefty sip of her Shipyard Ale for courage, Morgan told her about meeting Ryan on the ferry.


“I can’t believe he didn’t tell Aiden he’d be staying so long this time,” Lily said. “Not that Ryan is ever a fount of information.”


“No kidding. At least he told me a bit about what he’s been up to lately. He’s with some private military contractor now.”


“Really? Doing what? Chasing terrorists? Saving the world from an alien invasion?”


Morgan rolled her eyes. “Aiden’s got you playing too many video games. No, he’s been protecting diplomats and corporate bigwigs in foreign countries. I did a search for the company, Double Shield, when I got home.”


“Wait, you did an Internet search on Ryan? Seriously?”


“Yeah, busted.”


Lily laughed. “Oh, well, you could always make it your summer project to find out everything he’s been up to, I suppose. If anybody can probe that man’s defenses, it’s you. Especially after what happened between you guys at—”


“I prefer not to be reminded of that particular descent into insanity,” Morgan interjected. “It was a momentary aberration due to stress and alcohol.”


“Uh-huh. You stick with that story if it makes you feel better, girlfriend.”


Morgan tossed a throw pillow at Lily.


“Are you going to assault me or get on with it?” Lily said, after deftly catching the pillow. “There are some juicy bits, right? I bet all that wicked chemistry between you is still front and center.”


Off the charts. But Morgan wasn’t yet ready to admit that. “Ryan doesn’t want to stay with his folks, so he’s going to try to rent a house.”


Lily smirked at the dodge but let it go. “That makes sense, though he must be forgetting how busy it is here in the summer.”


“I told him he’d have trouble.” Morgan tried to sound casual. “So I offered him one of the empty rooms at the B&B for a while. For free, of course. Just to help out a friend.”


Lily set down her beer. “Uh, well, that was certainly kind of you. Probably not the smartest move you’ve ever made but definitely kind.”


If there was one thing Morgan could always count on with Lily—though actually there were a lot of things she could count on—it was the unvarnished truth.


“It seemed to make sense in the moment,” Morgan said. “You know how much work needs to be done, and I’m so strung out financially that I can’t really afford to pay a carpenter or handyman to do it all.”


“And what did Ryan say after he picked himself up off the deck of the boat?”


Morgan waggled a hand. “He agreed, eventually. I insisted that he either had to take the room or I had to pay him for his work. I’m not about to take advantage of the guy that way.”


Though I’d like to take advantage of Ryan Butler in a bunch of other ways. Oh, yes, I would.


“So when does he move in?”


“Tomorrow.”


“Mother Mary. Well, at least he’ll be sleeping upstairs in one of the guest rooms, not right next to you in the annex. Temptation will still be close though.”


“I’ll be sure to keep my bedroom door locked in case he comes down to the kitchen for a midnight snack and gets lost,” Morgan said.


Lily laughed. “Look, I totally get why you’re doing this, but if the shoe were on the other foot, you’d be giving me holy hell. You were like a mama bear from the moment you got a sniff of something starting to happen between Aiden and me.”


Morgan didn’t buy that comparison. “Not the same, Lily. You’d been in love with Aiden since forever, so I thought you’d get really hurt when he went back to his life in baseball. But all I’ve ever had for Ryan was some . . . uh, well, let’s call it hormone-related interest.”


“Had? Past tense? Hey, sweetie, you can’t fool me.”


“Okay, so maybe I do still have a certain lust for his fine form. But it’s not like I’d be courting a broken heart. It won’t happen, because Ryan and I are totally different.”


Lily lifted an eyebrow. “How so, exactly?”


“Well, what do we have in common? Nada, other than this island. And when it comes to Seashell Bay, Ryan steers clear of the place except for a few days a year, while I come home every chance I get. That’s a pretty fundamental difference, don’t you think?”


“That sounds like what I said about Aiden and me,” Lily said drily. “And I still remember how you called bullshit.”


“Okay then, how about the fact that he spends his life toting a gun? You know how I feel about the gun culture, Lily. And while I support our troops, I don’t think war is a good answer to anything.”


“Forgive me for harping on the same theme,” Lily said, “but Aiden and I don’t exactly see eye to eye on a lot of issues either. And yet our differences have a funny way of seeming totally insignificant when he’s got his arms around me. Or when he’s making my life easier in a thousand ways.”


“Did you just change your tune from a minute ago? I know you’re desperate to get me married off now that you’ve hooked Aiden, but really . . .” She gave Lily a wink in case there was even a remote chance her pal would think she was serious.


Lily pointed an accusatory finger. “Hey, if a little carefree sex was all there was to it, I’d be thrilled for you. But you know it won’t stop at that, and you will get hurt. Not because you and Ryan are so different, but because I don’t see Mr. Tall, Dark, and Loner settling down anytime soon, if ever. And not around here, that’s for sure.”


Morgan had the urge to hunch her shoulders. “You think I should withdraw the offer?”


Lily paused and then said, “What does Sabrina think about it?”


“She was leery at first, which didn’t surprise me. But once I went through all the work we needed done and how much money Ryan could save us, she was okay.”


“Sabrina appreciates everything you’re doing,” Lily said. “She understands how hard it was for you to leave your job and come home. It was a huge act of love on your part, Morgan.”


“Love and guilt.” Morgan hated that she still struggled to come to terms with her messed-up feelings about her dad, Sabrina, and the B&B. It was like an anchor strapped to her chest. “And my sister isn’t nearly as positive about it when she’s talking to me.”


Lily shook her head. “Enough with the guilt trip, you. Cal had no right to expect you to give up your career and come running back after your mom died. Especially not when he had Sabrina to help him.”


Morgan grimaced. “But you remember how devastated he was. Losing Mom made him think he couldn’t run the place by himself. And Sabrina was an even bigger mess than he was after Mom died, so that weighed on him too. Dad pulled it together over time, but he never stopped needing my help. I let him down, Lily.”


“Oh, bullshit. The B&B is still alive and kicking.”


“Alive but hardly kicking. Anyway, he made me promise that, if anything ever happened to him, I’d take care of Sabrina. And he meant making sure the B&B would be there for her. If it were just up to me, I’d try to sell the place while it’s still got some loyal clients. If it keeps going downhill, it isn’t going to be worth much in a sale, and then we’ll be in real trouble.”


Still, she hated the idea of selling, because it would mean she’d failed her father and her sister again.


“You think the money you’ll save from Ryan’s work will be a significant help?” Lily asked.


“Define significant. I have very little savings left, and the bank won’t extend Golden Sunset’s credit. So unless I get the work done free or on the cheap, the place is going to start looking even more like an old shack.” She hated that idea too. Golden Sunset didn’t deserve such shabby treatment.


“It needs some updating for sure, but that place has great bones.”


“Great old bones, Lily. And old bones break easily.”


Her friend eyed her doubtfully, then reluctantly nodded. “Well, if you really do need Ryan, all I can say is please be careful, okay?”


“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine—as long as I give Mr. Stud Muffin a very wide berth.”
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