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        Sometimes in our life, we are fortunate enough to meet that special person and they become our friend. The friendship is not the ordinary kind, no not at all, this one runs deep and true. Thank you Bev, thank you for being there when I need a friend.
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Prologue
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“Damn it all Cassie, you don’t have to do this!”

Unruffled by his outburst the exasperating woman stuffed another file into her already crammed briefcase. “You’ll have a coronary if you don’t calm down and Mable will blame me.”

“I don’t give a good Gawd d...!” John silently finished his heated thought. For all her I’m an equal attitude, Cassie Malone blushed like a trooper. God, she was a constant headache for him. With a rueful smile, he knew she was also the one thing in this dilapidated newsroom that kept him young and sane.

Watching her unorganized search for what must be another vital bit of data, hidden somewhere in the mess Cassie called a desk, his temper began to cool down. Cassie usually got her way. Grumbling to himself, somewhere young lady there’s a man that you won’t be able to wrap around that pretty pinky of yours. Though, as often as he wished it to happen, John Cummings didn’t think there was a man around that could accomplish the feat.

At twenty-five, Cassandra Malone was the epitome of the independent woman.

Ah, James, if only you’d not left her to her own devices. To this day, he wondered if his friend could have changed his daughter. Probably not, even if he’d lived after that plane crash five years ago, she’d still have gone her own way. As her Godfather, John gave up trying to control her and settled on lending advice and guidance.

Proud as he was over her abilities he couldn’t help but worry. Cassie possessed a powerful need to prove herself. Sadly, John knew it stemmed from her dad’s death. Always a driven man, James Malone liked to push too far in order to get an inside story. He feared his friend’s daughter was bent on doing the same thing. Once she flew out of Chicago, he would lose all control to prevent any disastrous course she might decide upon. “Look Cassie, Tim is already over there...”

“And he’s scared of his own shadow. Gees, he’s spent more time in the shelters than on the wire. We haven’t had a story in two days from Riyadh. You’ve heard the reports, nothing has really happened, so what’s holding him back?”

Arguing when she was so right wasn’t possible!

“Where is it?” Cassie tossed another file onto the desktop.

John watched as she impatiently pushed back the long spiraling hair. The girl only concentrated on what she perceived as important and her looks weren’t part of the goals. In fact, she’d probable say it was an annoying nuisance. A striking combination of dark and light, an artist couldn’t have captured a more perfect balance. Black as a moonless night, the long thick curls fell in a satin curtain about her slim shoulders, nearly reaching her waist. He’d seen her efforts in the past to capture the full-bodied waves into some kind of order, but as usual they always broke free with a will of their own.

“I found it!”

“I don’t know how...” Cassie’s desk became the office joke.

Tossing the hand-held tape recorder into her shoulder bag, along with a notebook and tickets, she snapped the purse and case shut. “There I’m ready.”

“Well I’m not.” John stepped forward, “You think this is some snap assignment. It’s dangerous over there, maybe Tim has the right idea. Chemicals and bombs are nothing to laugh at, little lady.”

The darkening in her sharp gaze came from the hurt inflicted by his unfair words. She wasn’t a fool. “Who’s laughing John? Hey, I’ll be careful, I promise.”

The girl gave him a reassuring kiss on his reddened cheek. “I’ll be sure to stay low, no chances, alright?”

“Make sure you remember that.”

~*~
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... A deafening noise blocked out everything; all Cassie heard was the rapid fire of the terrorist’s gun and then a monstrous ripping sound like nothing she ever experienced. A sudden flash, burning. Oh God, it was so hot! A fire seemed to be racing through her body. Another roll of the plane sent her falling back into something hard that connected with her head.

Dark dreams filled with strange, heart stopping screams and explosions came, one after another, surrounding her, yet she felt above it all...so unreal. She could have been floating on a cloud, watching as everything in the jet started to pull away in a thousand different directions. Spinning out of control, she felt jettisoned away from the horrible scenes taking place...then it stopped.

The silence brought a soothing peacefulness over her, leaving her in a cool, weightless world. Nothing seemed to matter as she floated, adrift in a peaceful existence. Closing her eyes, it became too hard to keep them open as the dream took over, “I must be dead, heaven must be a pool.” The cool lapping took away the burning sensation until it stole the last of her touch with reality.
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CHAPTER 1

The Gift
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“Looks to be a beautiful morning, Mr. Brunson.”

“Aye, that it does Captain.”

Grabbing the rail with both hands, Blaine leaned into the brisk wind. The sea was the only one of nature’s powers that a man could pit his strength against and still see the beauty beneath the beast. Crystal blue, the rolling expanse vibrated over the hidden life within its secret depths. The sea held his fascination as nothing else could; he’d not like leaving its majestic boundaries. Even now his nostrils flared over the scent of approaching land. Two, maybe three days were all that remained of his life at sea.

Knuckles whitened beneath the strength of his conviction. His green eyes drove out to capture what would soon be denied to him. The year went by swiftly and what a fine voyage. Honesty made his eyes brighten in eager anticipation. Already he longed to set sight on his new home and life.

White Haven, a gamble like none he attempted before and one that issued a fine share of challenges over the last two years. Buying more than ten thousand acres, sight unseen, in an unopened territory, had been considered not only foolish but also lethal by most of his associates. Insuring he retained his rights to claim it, before the ink dried on the Paris Treaty, took even his mettle to the limits. A landowner he wanted to be and handing over six ships to the right individuals brought a tremendous amount of insurance.

Blaine’s only regret came in leaving the sea, but then White Haven proved to be the most beautiful ground he’d ever laid eyes on. Situated in a lush, emerald valley between two mountain ranges, the virgin soil took to any seed that landed in its moist depth. Every cent he accumulated from his shipping business went into developing the land and building his home. Finding the right man to manage it turned into a stroke of luck. Mr. Long, a dreamer in his own right, proved to be a rare find. To insure the man’s enthusiasm continued in his absence Blaine set five hundred acres aside, which Long would secure ownership to at the end of the third profitable year from White Haven.

A self-made, wealthy man, Blaine knew what to expect before White Haven could stand on its own. The location alone stood as a major problem, but always a man to look ahead he knew that very shortly the newly opened lands would be thriving with new settlers. Because Blaine needed all the capital he could acquire, before dissolving Sterling Shipping Line, these last years were devoted to accomplishing his goal.

The last voyage of Sterling Shipping did better than he hoped. With the major outlay already taken from his past holdings, the take from the final run gave him the capital he would need until White Haven was established.

“Might be a storm brewing to the south, Captain Sterling. The wind’s picking up a might fast for the trades this time of year.”

Judging the mainsails Blaine’s senses stiffened. “It’s a good possibility. Keep a close watch. It could come up fast.”

“Aye, sir.”

His powerful strides moved with comfortable ease over the rolling deck. The Stargazer rode deep in the water under a full cargo. He faced a gut full of risk this last year; the remaining days at sea would be captained in safety. Blaine called down his orders for the men to secure the cargo, both above and below deck.

Only hearing of his father’s death during his absence dampened Blaine’s pleasure over his success. His sister’s letter also carried the unsettling news that their mother remarried shortly after father’s passing. Blaine’s homecoming wouldn’t be as welcomed as he would have liked. Alisa didn’t actually write about a problem, but her hints were clear enough.

John Gallagher wasted little time in taking over his father’s shipping line and warehouses. The man was a sorry lot, making it hard to understand his mother’s choice. But then, the uncaring haste of her marriage should be expected from such a selfish woman. His eyes darkened over what he would soon face in Williamsburg. Blaine could make their lives miserable should he take the legal recourse available to him. All his father’s property was by rights his. It would serve them right if he did go to the courts, but he couldn’t afford to be away from White Haven.

“Captain! Off the port bow.”

“What is it Mr. Brunson?”

“An object sir, can’t quite make it out.”

Running to the bow, Blaine took up the glass and scanned the rolling waves. “There, I’ve a fix on it. What the...” Bringing the glass down, he stared at the small object bobbing up and over the waves. He could only shake his head over what he felt positive he saw.

“Lower the longboat! Mr. Brunson, cut the mainsail and bring her around.” Never releasing his sight on the object, Blaine swore violently as a large swell washed over the silvery piece of flotsam.

Pulling off his boots and shirt with the urgency taking hold of his stomach, he went up balanced upon the rail. He took a final sighting before pushing off, his clear dive slipped into the water.

“Captain’s gone over, Mr. Brunson!”

“Toss out the floats, Mr. Whitney!”

“Aye sir!”

A deep dive, his strong legs propelled him through the cool waters. Breaking the surface with a rush Blaine saw it. He also saw the clinging object slowly sink beneath the surface.

“Hold on, damn it!” Powerful, long reaching strokes drove him forward, but when he looked again the silver piece was clean. Diving deep he refused to give up. Searching the sightless water, he was finally forced to surface. Filling his lungs he went down again. Come on where are you?

The depth he went to drove the pressure hard against his ears. Blaine shook his head to clear it...there! He couldn’t go back for air. No, he needed to reach her now! As shocking as it may be the floating dark wisp of hair could only belong to a woman. Barely reaching her, he wrapped his fingers into the vanishing black lace. Kicking upward he pulled them both to the surface.

Gasping as he broke the surface his arms never stopped pulling her up. Like a babe bursting from the womb that didn’t want to release its precious treasure he flung her out of the sucking depths. Holding her upon his chest to keep her out of the water he pulled the dark wet blanket of hair away from her face. The pale beauty made him suck in the air he forgot to take.

“Breathe! Damn you, I’ll not lose what I’ve just found. Breathe!” Kicking with every ounce of strength he possessed Blaine struggled to reach the ship. Bumping into the hull, he gripped the ropes. “Come on men, get her up!”

No one said a word. The frantic tone of his voice was enough to tell them what he feared. Over and over Blaine willed her to breathe. The battle he waged against death’s hold could now be witnessed in her graying pallor.

Following her up, he landed on the deck just as they laid her out. Death by drowning wasn’t a new experience, but he refused to accept this one. “No! You will breathe, even if I have to force you!”

Stunned by the vehemence that drove their captain the crew watched as he carried out his threat against the poor limp form. More than one man crossed himself against the deed. Blowing into her mouth Blaine covered her cold, purple lips with his warm ones. Taking a deep breath he repeated the process, refusing to give up. As he cradled her head against him he could feel her body’s heat against his own. The evidence drove him on until first, only a small gag, and then a wrenching revulsion of water poured from her mouth. Holding her so she could expel the ocean, “Breathe, come on, now take in some air, my lady! Damn it, I said breathe!”

A great, vibrating gasp came as if she heard his command and was unable to refuse his order.

“Again, that’s the way.” She sucked in the air and Blaine’s joy drove the laughter from him.

Coughing, Ugh, the pain! It hurt so...Stop! It hurts. I don’t want to listen anymore. But she couldn’t refuse the demanding voice in her head.

“That’s it, slow now, take it slow.”

One of the men placed a blanket over the woman. “Is she...?”

“She’s fine.”

“You brought her back. You did Captain.” The man’s breathless exclamation made Blaine cringe.

“She’d barely gone under when I reached her. She was just afraid to breathe fearing she’d find only water to suck in. She’s a strong willed lady.” Seamen were a superstitious lot and after what happened he couldn’t blame their fear filled looks. But neither could he allow it to take hold. The elation over the life in his arms became too important. Aware of the seizing shivers taking hold of the woman, Blaine lifted her up in his arms.

“Ugh!” Her sharp moan drew his brows together. There, where the blanket slipped down, a crimson blotch began to spread.

“Mr. Blackwell, bring the medical chest! Mr. Brunson you have the bridge!”

“Aye, Captain!”

Entering his cabin he gently lowered her into the bed. The woman was caught in the throes of a chill; there was only one thing to be done.

“The medical kit Captain.” A big man, Blackwell didn’t need any help to see the problem.

“Thank you, please leave us Mr. Blackwell.”

“Aye, Captain. I should get some hot water, it might help to warm her.”

“Yes, thank you.”

His man shut the door. Blaine heard him dismiss the few curious men away. Blackwell wasn’t a man to argue with.

Taking a steadying breath, Blaine started to rid the girl of the wet clothes. As much as he wanted her conscious, he said a silent plea she would not wake until he’d finished.

Discarding the soaked skirt he was surprised she held on as long as she did under the weight. The balance of her lower garments were too few in ways that made him blush for the first time in his life. “A strange mermaid the sea has given to this mortal man.” But there was nothing at all wrong with what laid beneath those garments.

Carefully easing the blouse away from her shoulders, his eyes burned in fierce awareness over the injury. There was only one instrument that made that kind of a mark.

“A bullet?” Whistling out in disbelief, Blaine quickly finished with the remaining clothes. The burst of questions were stored away in light of her injury. “Ach, lady, I can hardly wait to hear your story.”

Rubbing her briskly with a drying cloth, he slipped one of his shirts over her. Blackwell would have to extract the bullet still lodged inside. “You better have nine lives, madam.”

That willpower he’d spoken of to his crew better be there as well. Taking a bullet from a man wasn’t a pleasant experience. The pain she’d suffer made his body shake. Doing all he could for her he called Blackwell back in.

Blaine stood over him as he inspected her wound.

“That’s a bullet hole!”

“I know.”

“Who would shoot a woman? It will have to come out.” Their gazes met in troubled understanding. “Waiting won’t help her any. God sir, I hope she doesn’t come around—you’d best hold her just in case.”

Silently, Blaine begged the lady’s forgiveness. Madam, believe me when I say—this is painful for both of us.

There was only one way Blaine could insure the woman didn’t move. Easing himself over her he pinned her lower body down with his powerful thighs. Holding the uninjured arm above her head he braced his other across her chest. The searing awareness of the soft curves beneath him proved an uncomfortable position in which to be. Telling himself she was gravely ill and it must be done, didn’t blind his traitorous male senses to the full swells and dips of every feminine curve within his possession. More than a little angry he issued his harsh command. “Get on with it!”

“Don’t let her move, if she jumps she might make me drive it deeper.”

“Alright, I’ve got her.”

“I hope so sir. She’s waking up.” Beneath the man’s gruff curse, “This isn’t going to be easy.”

Holding his breath he watched the black fringed lids begin to flutter. Butterfly wings, yes, they looked as fragile. He was so close that her soft, warm breath brushed his lips. The temptation nearly drove him mad. Captured by the exquisite stirring beneath him, Blaine felt frozen anxiously awaiting the moment he would see her eyes.

Like the ocean meeting the evening sky they held each other’s gaze. Something happened between them then, a silent passing, but it came with a power he felt to his very soul. He saw she felt it too—the deepening awareness in her gaze couldn’t be anything else as they questioned him in wonder.

Blackwell’s movement broke the spell, causing them both to blink at the intrusion.

“Wait Blackwell.” He hoped she could understand for he saw the fear and confusion taking hold of her.

“My lady?” He carefully tightened his hold in order not to frighten her more. “You’re safe now, but I’m afraid the bullet must come out. I am going to hold you so you won’t cause more injury to yourself. Do you understand?”

Clear and bright her eyes grew large over his words...she understood.

“It is going to be painful.” Nodding to the man beside them he never released her gaze. Every powerful muscle came into play to act against her if necessary. “I am sorry.”

He thought she nodded just before her teeth clenched in readiness. Her eyes never left his as if she needed his strength to face what was coming. She didn’t fight him, but he felt her try to brace herself against him. “That’s it, draw on all your strength, you can do it. Now Blackwell!”

The pain tore through her flesh! Baring down against the brutality, Cassie struggled to escape the fire. He held her fast refusing the release she sought. She wanted to strike out at the man and inflict the same intense agony that moved in wild, shocking velocity through her crippled form. So large! He’s so heavy...she couldn’t breathe! “Oh God...get off of me!”

“Blackwell!”

“I found it! Hold her! Damn, she’s strong.”

Blackwell didn’t know the half of it. Driven by the pain contorting her features she’d found a strength that proved a fair match to his own. He didn’t want to hurt her. “Lady, look at me! Show me those gorgeous eyes.” Blaine didn’t know if he was shocked or pleased when she just growled at him. “Do you defy my order?”

“Let me go! Ohhh...!”

“My lady has a temper!” Struggling to prevent the break she came near to accomplishing, he called on her anger.

“Temper! Let me loose and I’ll show you a temper!” Through the stabbing pain she ground out her threat. “Can’t he hurry?” She didn’t want to cry, but God it hurt. “Hold me. Please. It hurts.”

All the struggles ended in unnerving defeat as he felt the strength fall away from her. Still holding her good arm, he slowly raised his hold off her chest. Smoothing back the damp curls from her forehead his fingers caressed the tight lines of pain. “It’s almost over. Just a little more then you can sleep.”

A soft whimper followed as she leaned into his large palm. Laying his cheek against her flushed face he spoke softly into her ear. “You are a strong lady, madam. I have never seen a woman take what you have and few men would equal your willpower. I am proud of you.”

“It was you.”

Rising up to look at her she met his gaze past the pain being inflicted.

“You told me to breathe. It was you.”

Blaine felt the violent stab of pain shoot through her as Blackwell pulled the bullet out. Her sharp gasp floated away as her eyes closed, oblivious to any more pain.

Blaine smoothed back the dark strands that fell across her brow, “Rest now, it’s over.” Easing himself off her, he forced himself not to linger when every instinct repulsed at the idea of leaving her side.

“Never seen the likes before.”

“No...neither have I.” The man’s gruff cough made Blaine pull his thoughts away from her.

“The bullet Captain, haven’t ever seen one of its kind before.”

Dropping it into his hand Blaine saw what the man meant. Larger than any musket ball, it wouldn’t have fit into a pistol. There was a distinct, sharply pointed mold to the slug even in its present state. The weight and size made him look at her. If it had hit anywhere but at her shoulder bone, it would have killed her. Frowning, he wondered why it hadn’t shattered her shoulder. Pocketing it, Blaine’s questions were accumulating for the lady.
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CHAPTER 2

Dreams to Reality
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Throughout the day he maintained his vigil on the girl. By late afternoon he had more to worry over. The threatening storm Brunson predicted moved in with a fury. Lashing everything down to prepare for what was coming he gave the orders to head in toward land. They’d been riding the Massachusetts’ coastline since noon. If they could find a sheltered cove they would stand a better chance than being tossed upon the rocks.

Unable to leave the deck he’d sent Blackwell down to be with the lady. The Stargazer moved hard through the heavy swells. Blaine fought the need to be with her fearing her wound would reopen. It was the first time he felt torn over his loyalties.

Luck seemed to be following him today. Steering the ship inland Blaine found a cove. Dropping the sails they anchored. The cove broke the force of the gale winds. Though, he preferred riding the open seas, if this turned any worse they would have been blown into the coast.

Going below he found Blackwell standing over the girl placing a cool cloth upon her brow. “How is she?”

“After all she’s been through I would say she is doing pretty good, but she’s got a fever coming on.”

“Can we do anything?”

“Keep her warm, sweat it out of her.”

“You better get some grub. I’ll stay with her for now. The ship is secure.”

Taking off his soaked coat, he changed into a dry shirt. Blackwell sent down a dinner tray.

Replacing the blankets she kicked off kept him busy. The storm died out around midnight. After seeing that the night watch was posted he returned to find her thrashing about the cot under a vicious fever.

Acting quickly to prevent her from injuring herself, he brought her into his restraining embrace. The long vigil to save the woman began.

Fevered struggles to be free of his hold turned to delirious rambling that held him in full alertness to hear every word. Blaine decided it would be a remarkable feat on her part to survive, should he believe only half of her strange, sporadic tale. He dismissed the wild tale and told himself it could only be the fever and nothing more.

Exhausted by the time the wildness finally released her, Blaine fell back into the pillow needing his own sleep.

~*~
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The horrible dream finally ended and in its place Cassie found a calming peace accompanied by a euphoric feeling of being safe. And there was a man. Oh, how she held to her vision of him. She never remembered a dream like this before and she wanted it to stay...forever.

Such green eyes, they looked so deeply into her own, setting off a wild, electrifying sensation that left her all warm and soft inside. The power of her dream became unsettling. How she wanted to touch him, especially that wind-blown mane of sun kissed copper hair—the one stray lock that fell so innocently across his wide bronzed brow...such a temptation. Oh yes, he was a handsome man. One that possessed undeniably proud features that took her breath away. A vision she wished she could lock away and take out to caress and fantasize over when she was alone. No more lonely nights and vacant days.

Tossing against the thought that he was only a dream, Cassie fought to hold onto the memory. Don’t leave me.

The light intruded trying to steal the dream. Cassie didn’t want to wake up, but once he left she found no reason to remain in the haven his presence granted.

Strange how hard it became to open her eyes, they felt so heavy. After several tries she did get them open, at least she believed she was awake. Something...no, everything was different.

Rapidly blinking, she tried to clear the unusual images fogging her mind. But the visions remained. What were the huge beams and multi pane windows doing there, above her? “I must still be asleep...”

Did you feel a dream? Because Cassie did have the weirdest sensation of being held!

The conviction grew stronger as she became more aware of her surroundings. The room didn’t seem as important as the weight pinning her down. Fighting the rush of panic, Cassie made some tentative moves to shift her weight. All attempts stopped over the searing pain striking her shoulder. Remaining perfectly still, she struggled to breathe until it finally subsided.

What or who she saw lying with his head on the pillow beside her own was a revelation.

Snapping her eyes shut, she whispered to hear her voice. “Ok Cassie, he’s only a dream. A dream you can make disappear.” She faced worse things in her life. Drawing on courage she didn’t really possess, she forced her eyes open.

Staring wide-eyed at her vision she told herself to make him vanish. When nothing happened, she tried again. Cassie realized it was his arm and body effectively keeping her from moving. But, his hold didn’t prevent her from feeling. Groaning over the very real pressure of his body against hers, Cassie couldn’t stop the assault of questions rising over the discovery.

He’s real...heavens, he is as real as I am. Then this isn’t some wild fantasy. She stared at him. Had it all really happened?

The horrible memories came like some frightening collision. The plane...terrorist, the gun...and the crash! Biting her lip to hold back the weeping sobs, Cassie did remember. “Let me forget. Oh please, stop it all.”

But where did he come from? Where was she? All the evidence said she should be dead. The bullet, yes she had been shot...her shoulder! And the plane exploded and crashed into the ocean.

Trying to remember past the falling only a dark void existed...except for him.

Looking at him she couldn’t deny that he was her dream, but he wasn’t a dream. No, he was a very real man. With coppery gold hair and high cheekbones, he looked regal. His full firm lips were gentled in sleep. But even in repose the powerful chin and jaw line weren’t to be ignored. Neither was the smooth muscled chest and shoulders, or the large arm under her breasts. She didn’t have to see the thick, virile thighs to know they were entwined with her own. Their hold hinted of the potency in the man they belonged to.

Cassie could almost find the prospect of escaping him laughable. What happened to her? And, more important, how did she end up in this man’s...bed!

He felt her eyes on him before her petite form tensed, alerting his senses. Even in sleep he sensed every soft breath. Blaine never slept in waking contentment with any woman, before this night. He found the experience extremely enjoyable.

Cassie couldn’t stop starring at him. A bit of apprehension started over the thought of him waking up. She didn’t want to forget anything about him, just in case he vanished when his eyes opened. It seemed a little nutty, but she almost believed she might be a part of his dream. Maybe once he woke they would lose each other. If she could have, she would have held on to him to prevent him from leaving her.

Ah, her eyes were as lovely as he remembered, shimmering blue. He’d seen the waters of a lagoon with that coloring once. The depths were warm and inviting.

“You are awake, my lady.”

If she must go, Cassie never wanted to miss being looked at by him. She let his warmth surround her, hoping it would be enough to hold him to her.

Temptation proved a defeating opponent. Bringing his hand up he buried his fingers into the midnight lace curls at the side of her head. The thickest sable wouldn’t be as sensual. The way she closed her eyes in slow, seeking beauty sent a tremor through him. Blaine consciously tightened his embrace to keep her where he decided she belonged. The depths gave you to me and only a fool would throw you back...and I have always prided myself on not coming close to that affliction.

“How are you feeling?”

Opening her eyes she wondered how he could sound so exciting. Everything was going wild inside her. If he did disappear it must happen soon, another moment in heaven only to have it snatched away would be cruel.

Maybe she still had a fever? Placing his palm on her cheek she felt warm, not feverish.

“Are you awake...am I?”

Blaine almost laughed over her first words, but seeing the serious concentration in her gaze. “Yes, we are, though I have never experienced a more wonderful dream.”

Blushing over the humor she heard from his low voice Cassie guessed she did sound silly.

“Are you feeling all right?” Hiding his reaction wasn’t easy.

“Besides my shoulder...yes, I guess I do.”

He felt relieved but knew he was stalling. He should be on deck. At the least he should rise from the bed. Lying beside her was taking advantage of a situation that no longer existed.

“What happened...I mean, where am I?”

Were her eyes glistening with unshed tears? His anger went deep for his callousness in not realizing how confused she must be. Blaine moved carefully in order not to jostle her, easing off the bed and away from her.

He’s leaving! Free of his warmth Cassie felt the cold move up her spine. The fears that weren’t heard before seemed to be screaming at her now.

Clutching the covers to keep a hold of herself she never took her eyes away from him. He pulled on a large sleeved shirt. The gray pants fit like a second skin enhancing the athletic shape she became rather familiar with.

“I’ll send down some hot tea and broth.”

“You’re leaving...” She failed to keep the panic from her voice.

“You are safe, my lady, nothing will harm you on the Stargazer.” Blaine didn’t like the way she looked, nor what he felt caused the appearance of fear darkening her bright eyes.

He used ‘my lady’ again. Why was his speech so formal? “The Stargazer?”

“My ship.”

“Ship?” Keeping the questions from popping out proved useless.

“Yes.” He felt himself stiffen in growing awareness. “What was the name of the ship you were on, madam?”

What did he mean? Shaking her head to clear it, “I...a ship?” She made less sense than he did, but her thoughts were all mixed up.

Seeing how distressed his question made her, he silently cursed his impatience. “You need to rest, we will talk later.”

“You’ll come back, won’t you?”

He eased her good hand away from the hold she maintained on the blanket kissing the back of its delicate shape. Her eyes followed his action in child like wonder. “Nothing could stop me. If I were to know your name I am sure I would return sooner.”

Breathless over the way his gaze held hers, “Cassandra Malone, but everyone calls me Cassie.”

“Cassie...remind me to ask you how you received such a interesting combination, Spanish and Irish, it’s a volatile match.”

Not half as much as you are, thankfully her thoughts remained her own. “And you, sir?” Formal he was, so she would be.

“Captain Blaine Sterling, at your service.”

Nodding in astonishment, “Captain...Blaine Sterling.”

Smiling over her stutter, “Soup and tea?”

“Maybe.”

Nodding in understanding he left her to stare after him.

She brought her gaze back to her hand when the door shut. “Captain?”

Taking a tentative look around her she realized she was in...a cabin. The captain’s quarters?

The chart table seemed to say it was true. The objects on it drew Cassie’s brows together in worried concern. “A sextant and compass?” Hurriedly scanning the room, “An oil lamp? Pitcher and basin? The open beams...What kind of a ship is this?”

Holding her hand to her lips she knew this wasn’t any ordinary ship...it was ancient! Maybe he was into some kind of regatta that raced ancient ships as a hobby?

Closing her eyes she concentrated. “No engine.” The more she discovered, the crazier her thoughts became. “Nothing. Not one modern piece in the whole room.”

Either Captain Sterling was a total eccentric or she was crazy! Cassie didn’t like either thought. She needed to make some sense out of all that was happening.

Pushing back the covers, she carefully edged her legs over the side of the high bed.

“Go slow Cassie.” The slightest pressure made her shoulder throb and send out twinges of warning sparks. Managing to push herself up with her good arm, she sat with her legs dangling over the side until the wave of dizziness subsided. Determined to see for herself where and what she was on, she forced herself to slide off the bed. She nearly fell when her knees began to fail, but managed to hold herself up. It was several moments before she could make her foot inch out for her first step.

The intense throbbing in her shoulder made the door seem miles away. The discoveries to be found beyond the barrier were too important to give in to her body’s cry. But reaching it made minutes turn into hours. The struggle to open the monstrous hulk of wood on the massive leather hinges almost killed her determination.

The blue sky glaring through the high opening at the end of the tight hall appeared impossible to reach. Cassie refused to quit. She used the wall to help her reach the slanted stairs. Moving up the rungs on her bottom, the fresh air above her replaced some of the energy the obstacles stole away.

Pacing her strength, she finally reached the top. Leaning against the large, raised platform that covered the stairwell, Cassie’s eyes slowly adjusted to the bright sunlight.

The breeze whipping her hair around tasted of salt. What she stood on, most definitely looked like a ship. Big, the open deck was alive with men. Her eyes followed up the large mast, Cassie couldn’t take in the full expanse of billowing white sails. Three, no, four masts held the enormous canvasses, all straining out to hold the wind.

Captain Sterling wasn’t joking. His was certainly a...ship! She’d only seen something like this in books. Increasingly aware of every detail, as hard as she tried, she couldn’t find the slightest evidence of age. It was beautiful!

My God, the work and expense he must have put into her to accomplish this. Why hadn’t she ever read anything about this ship? What had he called her? The Stargazer. Any relic preserved like this would have drawn newspaper notoriety.

Well, she would see that it did! The photo layouts would be superb. It may be out of her normal field, but she would use any excuse to take it on.

Excited, she wanted to see the ocean and how the ship moved through the waves. Stepping away from her support she wavered dangerously. Too much for the first time... Her legs felt like rubber making her decide against trying the stairs. At least no one noticed her in the shadows. She would rest a minute then go back before they did.

The breeze started getting cooler, almost uncomfortable. For the first time she noticed what she wore. His shirt! The thing barely reached her knees. The open sides rose high up her thighs. The daring tug and lift of the billowing material... “Oh stars! I’ve nothing on beneath this!”

They’ll think her a fool coming up here dressed this way!

She saw him then and the sight ended all other concerns. Heart stopping, she watched the way he moved across the upper deck. The long strides held such vibrant authority and confidence over everything around him. The men looked at him in respect, an honest detail she stored away. Where the ship stood out as an enchanting piece of workmanship, her Captain was one of a kind in male magnetism.

The thought made her dizzy. Groaning, Cassie realized the Captain had nothing to do with the weakness overtaking her.

A split second was all Blaine hesitated before vaulting over the quarterdeck rail to reach her before she collapsed. Scooping her limp form up in his arms, “Damn!” He rushed her back to his cabin.
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