
        
            
                
            
        


[image: Nothing to Do Title & Author]


 

 

[image: AAAAA - Also by]


 

Copyright © 2024 Scarlett Finn

Published by Moriona Press 2024

 

All rights reserved.

 

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

 

First published in 2024

 

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by an electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review. It may not be used to train AI software or for the creation of AI works.

 

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 

 

www.scarlettfinn.com


[image: Nothing To Front Series Matter]


CONTENTS

ONE

TWO

THREE

FOUR

FIVE

SIX

SEVEN

EIGHT

NINE

TEN

ELEVEN

TWELVE

THIRTEEN

FOURTEEN

FIFTEEN

SIXTEEN

SEVENTEEN

EIGHTEEN

NINETEEN

TWENTY

TWENTY-ONE

TWENTY-TWO

TWENTY-THREE

TWENTY-FOUR

TWENTY-FIVE

TWENTY-SIX

TWENTY-SEVEN

TWENTY-EIGHT

TWENTY-NINE

THIRTY

THIRTY-ONE

THIRTY-TWO

THIRTY-THREE

THIRTY-FOUR

THIRTY-FIVE

THIRTY-SIX

THIRTY-SEVEN

THIRTY-EIGHT


 

 

ONE

 

 

THE WARMTH OF THE Pacific sun, sea salt in the air, yep, vacation was upon them. Okay, so it hadn’t been high on her agenda that year, or, well, ever, but she and her sister had arrived.

“A tropical paradise!” Alessia exclaimed. “I told you. Didn’t I, Thea? Didn’t I tell you?”

Right on the beach, the first-floor deck ran the length of the hotel. Ten rooms, maybe twelve, side-by-side with only a strip of green and a few palm trees framing the sand and sea on their doorstep.

The Florin sisters weren’t used to the vast blue ocean or breathing such fragrant air. Her eyes closed. Seduced by the beauty and atmosphere, her imagination couldn’t help but get carried away.

“Thea!” Alessia grabbed her arm to shake her. “I told you!”

She smiled. “Yes, you did.”

In many ways, she and her sister were complete opposites. The vacation hadn’t been her idea. In fact their mother’s insistence she join Alessia was the only reason for her presence. Uh huh, weird to be chaperoning her full-grown sister? Maybe. Given the catalyst for the trip, their mom’s apprehension was natural. But, seriously, did it have to be her? The question was kind of rhetorical. Alessia had plenty of friends, most of them as crazy and gregarious as her. So someone may wonder, why hadn’t she brought them along instead? 

The answer to that question was revealing in itself. 

Best to start at the beginning. Cliché but necessary. Alessia won the tickets through an online contest. And the vacation wasn’t the only prize. No. Thirty days on a private island south of Hawaii was just the beginning. 

“Meet Roman Lowe!” Some Hollywood star Alessia was beside herself about meeting was the real prize. Never mind that the only reason she’d even heard of the guy was his negative image in the press. Fights. Drugs. Dramatic episodes. God only knew what the next thirty days would hold.

Okay, so, yeah, this Roman guy was supposed to have cleaned up his act. “Supposed to” wasn’t exactly money in the bank. The purpose of this stunt had to be rebuilding the actor’s image. Would it go off without a hitch? If anything went wrong, her little sister could have her heart broken and need support. Hence why their mother demanded she be Alessia’s plus one.

For a decent spell, this Roman guy’s reputation bumped from one mishap to another, blow after blow. Her awareness of that was significant given she spent about as much time reading celebrity news as someone without a yacht would spend at a marina. The details were hazy. Run ins with law enforcement, substance abuse issues, and various high-profile fall outs with his girlfriend, the glittering beauty Sway Sheridan, dominated the entertainment headlines. According to what Alessia told her on the plane anyway.

The real prize lay before her. Until witnessing it, she hadn’t known the environment would be so renewing. Curling her fingers around the deck rail, she arched into her breathing. Beyond the vast ocean, someone, somewhere, could be looking right back. 

The island felt a million miles from anywhere. 

Felt, but it wasn’t.

After a flight to LA and a night in a hotel, they’d boarded a plane to Honolulu, then another, small, private luxurious plane filled with other competition winners. 

Ten, apparently, each with one companion. 

That they were all female wasn’t much of a surprise. 

Roman Lowe’s incredible physique had been a popular topic of conversation, and his charm, his talent, his love of the ladies. Yadda, yadda… The excitement passed her by, but she was happy to see Alessia happy. 

Sway Sheridan, Roman’s girlfriend, if she was still his girlfriend, came up more than once too. Were they still together? Was he single? Would his rockstar brother make an appearance? Maybe they could share. As long as talk stayed talk, the frenzy could pass her by.

On finally making it to the island, a bunch of glorified golf carts transported them to check-in. To cocktails and flowers, promises they’d have the trip of a lifetime. So far, so good.

The main building was just a couple of floors high, surrounded by a tranquil pool, crisscrossed by wooden walkways. One of the paths led to a separate structure where the rooms lined up together.

With lots of pale wood and fabric, maximizing their natural environment must’ve been a conscious choice. And what an amazing one.

Tearing herself away from the aroma of flora and the beckoning surf, she went back inside through the sliding door. A double width square arch displayed Alessia’s adjoining room, a mirror image of hers. 

Busy, Alessia spread clothes from her suitcase on the bed. “What do you think I should wear tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow?” she asked. “Today isn’t over.”

“They said we were eating in the dining room tonight. Just us. The competition people. We don’t meet him until tomorrow.”

Going to admire the delicate fabric draped across the bed, her sister’s excitement was palpable.

She swayed sideways to bump Alessia’s hip with hers. “Like you haven’t already picked out exactly which outfit you want to wear.”

Alessia’s grin glittered. “I went through about fifty different combinations. I really don’t know… I keep second-guessing myself.”

“The light is different here.”

“Mm. Yeah!” Excitement burst from her sister. “Yeah, uh huh, it so is!”

“Why don’t you try some on?” The suggestion gave Alessia the excuse she wanted. “They said we had an hour before dinner.”

All her life, she’d admired her sister playing dress-up, trying on this outfit and that. Their minds were different, they viewed things in different ways, but when it came to supporting her sister, Thea did everything she could, with the little things and the big, and always would.


 

 

TWO

 

 

DINNER WAS WONDERFUL. In a curved dining room, a circle of water beneath and glass ceiling above allowed them to witness the light fading from the sky. Delicious food, gracious staff, beautiful environment, tick, tick, tick. 

The mood was high and why wouldn’t it be? By design, the prize winners shared a passion. One they were eager to gush about. Here and there, spirits were tainted by the occasional glimpse of women circling, assessing, inspecting. Did they see each other as competition? Even the companions brought along for the ride threw an elbow here and there. Some were flat excited, others subdued. This would be an interesting month.

After food, music started. In true Alessia style, she’d already found herself a clique. They’d been huddled at the bar for the last half hour. Though relieved probably wasn’t the right word, pressure eased from her shoulders. She went to her sister’s side and rested a hand on her back to get her attention. 

“Oh! Thea,” Alessia said, hooking an arm around her to bring her into the group. “Meet my people, this is Keri, Lark, Alana, and… Francesca!” Her sister sucked in a big breath. “Girls, this is my sister, Thea.”

She’d never remember those names. “It’s great to meet you all.” 

“Let’s get you a drink!” Alessia exclaimed. 

“No,” she said, intercepting her sister’s arm before it could get the bartender’s attention. “Thank you for the offer. I’m tired… I’m going back to the room.”

Alessia didn’t hide her disappointment. “Oh no, please stay. Stay and party with us.”

“Thank you.” A smile would settle any offense, that was the idea anyway. “I appreciate the offer. We’re here for a month, I’ll catch up with everyone in the morning.” She kissed Alessia’s cheek. “Be good, little sister.”

At home, leaving Alessia alone in a bar would be unthinkable. Being on a private island put her mind at ease. The only guys around were staff and none of them had been inappropriate. Their room wasn’t a city away either. If something happened, she could be with her sister in minutes. 

Strolling out of the dining room, she crossed the ring of water without seeing another soul. Tiredness wasn’t the only reason for retiring. The noise and atmosphere were great, for Alessia and the like. In contrast, the beach was the only thing on her mind. 

Okay, being there for her sister didn’t require embracing the vacation part of the equation. Not that it actually was a vacation; her boss, Anika, enjoyed reminding her of that. Like the show, work must go on. She couldn’t complain. What kind of job would allow anyone to duck out for a month straight? Not many. Her work could be done remotely, and that was exactly her plan. Sort of. 

Since standing on the deck earlier, one urge tickled her consciousness. Embracing it, she kicked off her shoes at the end of her bed and kept on going to slide back the glass to the deck. Instead of going to the barrier that held her back earlier, she descended the smooth wooden steps to the beach. 

Sinking her toes into the sand, she stopped, wiggling them deeper. The gentle crash of the mighty ocean worked the knots from her shoulders. Something about it invigorated her while at the same time grounding her. The ebb and flow suggested the great blue was in a good mood, a welcoming mood. Lethal as it could be, that night, right then, it received her in friendship. The coast was one of her favorite places; the ocean was something different to what she got at home.

Its vastness. Its foreverness. Excited by the senses overload, she scampered toward the waves, like a child released from the constraints of civility. The tickle of water on her toes tempted her deeper. She wasn’t nuts enough to swim in the black void rippling beneath the moonlight. It just went on and on. Possibilities were endless. With the sea at her ankles, she walked through the surf, parallel to the beach. 

The water’s massiveness put her insignificance into perspective. So much about life was unknown; anything could happen any time. Were they in control of their own fates? If this ocean decided to take her, there were only so many ways she could fight back or escape.

Optimism was a battle some days. In the city, surrounded by the rush and stress of everyday problems, concentrating wasn’t always easy. One thing kept her going: the unexpected. Every day was an adventure, if she stayed open to possibilities. No one knew what was right around the corner. If the worst happened, she’d face it head on. And something good was always welcome, especially if it was a surprise. A good surprise. 

Like the ocean. 

Being out there, in a remote corner of the world few people knew existed, excited her. Unexpectedly. Vacations had never featured in her life, as a kid or an adult. For the first time, she got it, how refreshing it could be to split from the day-to-day humdrum. Work wasn’t gone, she’d still have to clock in, as it were, but doing it there wouldn’t be the same as in the office.

People in the wider world rushed around, worrying about their lives, about deadlines and appointments, about hitting targets. On the island, she could breathe without all that. Concerns about parents or colleagues washed away in the surf. Even her boss’s demands seemed a world away. 

Night on the beach didn’t scare her. Not out there. No one could hurt her. There was no one to try. How long had she been walking? It wouldn’t be a great idea to go too far. Was that a light up ahead? In the trees a ways away? Continuing, she kept an eye on it. The brightness cut through the trees, flashing as each leaf and trunk swayed, covering and revealing it depending on the breeze. 

Hmm… what could it be? Closer, the water became less interesting as curiosity grew. The hotel was gone. When she glanced back, the lights of it were lost to the curve of the coast. There was a faint glow, but no building. 

The light in the trees was too far from the hotel to be part of that main structure. Maybe employees lived somewhere around there. Details were difficult to pick out in the dark. Whatever it was attached to couldn’t be large, there was only one light.

With twenty guests arriving, rooms to service and meals to serve, how many staff members would a place like that need? Could five handle it? Ten?

“He’s not here.”

The male voice stopped her dead. Uh… Scanning the beach, looking for its owner, she came up short. Where the hell did it come from? Moonlight aided her walk but neglected to highlight any signs of a person on the sand. Maybe looking into the light for so long had messed with her eyes.

“You shouldn’t walk so far at night.”

Again, the voice, and closer. Except it didn’t sound like… Whipping around, she zeroed in on him striding from the waves. Whoa, boy, nothing wrong with her eyesight. Damn, that was a body, a cut body more impressive than any she’d seen in real life. The lines of his form were so mesmerizing that he was practically upon her before she even thought to look at his face. 

“I… You’re out here,” she said, giving herself a mental slap. “Why shouldn’t I be out here too?”

He stopped. The previous purpose in his gait and trajectory suggested he’d intended to carry on up the beach. Her words changed that plan. Maybe fifteen feet in front of her, a little deeper in the waves, his attention cut to her. With his back to the moon, she couldn’t decipher his expression. He was tall. She liked tall men, always had. Though that was a totally inappropriate thought; one that completely shifted her perspective. 

The seductive island just delivered this random guy from the surf like driftwood, as though he was some kind of offering to her agitated hormones.

“I have permission to be here,” he said. “Do you?”

“I didn’t know I needed it.”

“So you thought you’d go wandering and just happen to run into him?” he asked, exhaling a sneer of pity. “Sorry to tell you, he’s not here.”

“You keep saying ‘he’ and I have no idea who you’re talking about.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Hey,” she said, kicking at the waves. “Don’t dismiss me. Do you know how disrespectful that is? You’ve made an accusation, either back it up or apologize.”

“Excuse me?”

“You heard me. I was having a perfect evening until you rudely interrupted with your assumption. I am here because I like listening to the waves and spending time with my own thoughts. I shouldn’t have to justify myself to you; I don’t have to justify myself to anyone. Am I doing something illegal?”

There was a long pause before he answered. “No.”

“Am I being offensive or unruly? Causing mayhem or harm?”

Another long pause and a more incredulous answer. “No, but—”

“The polite thing would be to go about your business and leave me to mine. Or if you couldn’t help yourself, say good evening or ask if I need assistance, don’t bark at me.”

“I—”

“How would you feel if I assumed your business or interrupted you without invitation or respect? You wouldn’t like it, I’ll bet. No one likes it.”

“Damn you’re scrappy.”

“Why does a woman asserting herself need a label?” she asked. “Can’t I just be right?”

“Uh…”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said on a sigh. “You’ve ruined it now. My bubble burst.”

Spinning around, she went back the way she’d come. The hotel would appear eventually. The spell had broken, for the night at least. The driftwood dude might be right that she was in the wrong place or even that she wasn’t allowed to be there. That didn’t mean he had any right to be rude.

Whoever he was, employee or supervisor, it didn’t matter. Even if she had intruded on him, it had been accidental. He could’ve gone about his business and ignored her. She would’ve been out of his way just a few seconds later. 

The island had her. Its people still had a way to go.


 

 

THREE

 

 

EVERYONE WAS ON high alert the next morning at breakfast. It was the day. The day the competition winners would meet their prize. For them, the island was secondary to the man, as revealed by Alessia’s agitation and that of the others at the breakfast buffet too.

“Sit still,” Thea said, reaching over to lay a hand on her sister’s wrist. 

Alessia’s posse from the bar the previous night had joined them. They were as twitchy as her younger sister. 

“This is so exciting!” Alana exclaimed so loud that she drew the attention of other tables. “I can’t believe it’s real.”

Thea smiled. Just like Alessia, the other women were in their early twenties. Their over-the-top enthusiasm was sweet. Being so aroused by anticipation was usually reserved for children. In her opinion, every excuse to let loose and embrace happiness should be snatched with both hands. 

Lark leaned in and lowered her voice. “You know what I can’t get over?” The women slanted closer, bubbling with anticipation. “He’s somewhere close by. He’s actually on the island right now, he has to be.”

“I can’t believe it,” Alana said. “I still can’t…” She laid both hands on her chest. “God, I think I might die.”

Before they could say more about their joy, a woman came in, clutching a leather binder to her chest. “Hello, everyone!”

Screams, followed by hushes, went around the room as the prize-winners reacted to this incremental progress. A few people said hello back, they weren’t quite a cohesive group, maybe because they were so overwrought.

“My name is Mieux, I’m Roman’s coordinator for this event.” A holler of approval rose, and the woman laughed. Yeah, that was her feeling too only she kept hers in for Alessia’s sake. It was like being on a rollercoaster ride without experiencing it while everyone else went nuts. “I know!” Mieux raised a hand to silence them, though it took another few seconds for the crowd to calm down. “He’s excited to meet all of you too. We have a few pieces of housekeeping to deal with before he joins us. But…” Mieux backed away. “No point being stuck inside when we’re in such a beautiful location. If all of you will follow me, we’ll take this outside!”

People scrambled to leave their seats. She was the only one who didn’t move. Alessia was halfway up before she noticed and rebounded. 

“You’re not coming?” Alessia asked and tilted her head. “You want to work?”

She winced. “Do you mind? I’ll come if you need me to.”

Alessia grinned as Keri and Alana caught her arms.

“Come on!” Alana exclaimed. “We don’t want to be last.” 

“I’m good,” Alessia said. “I know you won’t enjoy it. I have my peeps.” She pulled away from Keri and Alana to throw her arms around her sister to whisper in her ear. “Besides, while they have to share their time, I’ll get to meet him alone.”

She smacked a kiss on her cheek and grabbed for her new friends. The three of them hurried to catch up with the others pouring out the back. Alessia waved once more before disappearing through the doors that swung shut behind the rabble. 

Ah, peace.

Picking up her juice, Thea finished up. She hadn’t read the Roman itinerary too closely the previous day. Roman Lowe was probably a very interesting person and was renowned for his charm. However, knowing herself the way she did, she’d be aware of every second of work lost while meeting the stranger, and obsessing about how she might make it up. 

Another set of doors opened, and a couple of servers came in. When they saw her, they hesitated. 

She put down her glass. “Sorry. I’m finished.”

Leaving her seat, she respected the schedules of others too. The staff would want to get the dining room cleaned before whatever they had to set up for next. The grand round room had to be used for other events. Even if it wasn’t, lunch would be just around the corner. 

Which reminded her of something else. On departing the dining room, she went to reception. No one was there. Hmm. What should she do? Most places had reception manned twenty-four hours, but this island was not a resort open to the world, not at that minute anyway. 

She only had to loiter for a few seconds before a guy came hurrying out of a side room. 

“Yes, ma’am, can I help you?” From the guy’s expression, she guessed he was torn between his customer relations training and sheer confusion. “You didn’t want to join the group?”

“I have work to do,” she said, laying her hands on the high desk. “I didn’t see the Wi-Fi password anywhere and I can’t get cell coverage.”

“No, you won’t get that here,” he said, doing a terrible job of hiding his amusement.

She exhaled. “But you do have corporate facilities. I read it in your brochure last night.” 

Which she’d picked up when trying to check her emails and come up blank on how to access the internet.

He frowned. “Yes, we do, but…”

Her brows rose when he didn’t continue. “But… what?”

“Well, they’re not… serviced at the moment. We have a building on the north shore, but—”

“I can walk,” she said. “If you give me directions.”

“There are carts, but…”

Another but, a smile warmed her lips. “Is there a problem?”

“I… I don’t know.”

Poor guy hadn’t expected this. Given the other activity on offer, her desire to work put her in the minority. She enjoyed what she did, most of the time. It wasn’t easy, but she liked being thorough. Who didn’t want to do things well?

“Guests aren’t allowed… During their stay… Mr. Lowe’s team are the only press allowed. It’s an exclusive event.”

Her mouth opened in understanding. “Let me assure you that I don’t work for any media company. I also have never met Roman Lowe and am passing up that chance to get on with my day job.” The guy didn’t seem convinced. “To be honest, I’m more interested in receiving email than sending anything out. I shouldn’t need to make calls.” Though her boss would just love her being unreachable. “All I need to do is pick up my emails and pull a few things from my cloud… Can I do that?”

“I… don’t know. I have to check with my supervisor.”

“Okay.” What the hell would she do if they denied her access? Her hard drive contained most of what she needed to get started, but the cloud documents would become necessary along the way. “How about I go grab my things and come back? That will give you the chance to talk to whoever you need to talk to.” 

And for her to come up with a few arguments if she had to push the issue. It wasn’t like she could just leave. The plane that brought them didn’t appear to belong to any commercial airline.

The guy relaxed a little and nodded. “Yes, that would be great. Thank you.”

“No problem,” she said, pushing away from the desk. “I’ll just be a few minutes.”

She returned to her room to retrieve her laptop and folders. Everything was in the same place in her closet. Killing some time, she sat down to undo the sandals rubbing at the back of her ankle and switched them out for slip-ons. Giving the guy a few extra moments, she reapplied her sunscreen, put some shimmer on her cheeks and swiped on a little gloss. 

Earlier that morning, Alessia spent half an hour putting on makeup. Should she make more of an effort? All she’d done was smudge on a little gold eyeshadow. The preened women at breakfast were so glamorous it was difficult not to be aware of her hang-ups. Still, she didn’t mind fading into the background when the others were so eager to be noticed. 

When there was nothing else to do, she scooped her work things into an oversized beach-bag and grabbed her sunglasses and hat. If there was time at lunch, she might go for a walk on the beach or lounge in the sun a little. Should she put on a bikini beneath her clothes? No, then the temptation of the water would likely win out. If she wanted to swim later, she’d return to the room and change. 

Back at the reception desk, she reconsidered that decision. If she was going to be away from her room to work, it would be nice to have the bikini as an option. The guy from earlier came scurrying out before she could progress beyond the contemplation stage. 

“You have to sign these,” he said, putting a stack of papers on the reception desk in front of her.

“What is it?” she asked, scanning the first sheet. “It’s an NDA.”

Thea answered her own question before he could. Glancing at his badge to check his name, she read “Tom.” Her ex’s name was Thom, pronounced the same, spelled differently. That was a shame for this Tom, she wasn’t likely to forget him. 

“Yes,” he said. “Everyone else is signing them. It says you can’t talk to anyone about anything that happens here. It includes electronic means too.” His eyes rose like he was searching his thoughts. “Oh, and I was also told to remind you that the Wi-Fi can only be used at the corporate suite, and you’ll be the only one on it other than our staff.”

Reading between the lines, she smiled. “So if any secrets get out, you plan to blame me.”

He shrugged. “Honestly, ma’am, I’m parroting what someone else said. Feel free to read the NDA and sign it at your leisure. Though anyone who doesn’t sign will be transported off the island.”

Did that mean their plane was still there? Interesting, but not really relevant. Not like she was a pilot or would be able to afford so much as the fuel costs, if the staff wanted to charge her for using it to leave. 

The NDA seemed standard. Anywhere else, she’d send it to lawyer-ex Thom to check it out. This time, given she had no intention of spilling secrets to anyone and hadn’t even met the big star, it didn’t seem like a big deal to sign it. 

The page underneath gave more cause for concern. “This is a release,” she said. “Allowing you to use my image or words in marketing materials and/or press related to the event.” Tom remained blank. She pushed the NDA back to him. “Keep this one. I need a day with the other one.”

“Oh, I…” His color rose as he looked around. For whom? No one else was there. “I’ll have to check.”

She smiled and tucked the release into her beach bag. “You do that. I’ll make my way to the corporate suite… Can you point me in the right direction?”

“There will be a cart waiting for you in the main lot,” he said, picking up the NDA. “Without the release, I don’t know if you can…”

Shame for this guy. Obviously a worrier, his day wasn’t getting off to an easy start. 

“I haven’t met your big star. No one has taken my picture, and I haven’t been asked anything. The release is irrelevant until any of that happens.” He thought about it for a few seconds then seemed to calm down. “Okay? Can I go now?” He nodded. “Thank you.”

The hotel faced the beach. The lot where they’d arrived in their carts was tucked in at the side of the building. It wouldn’t do much for the view to have a big, ugly circle of concrete between the serene pools and lush greenery that separated their flagship building from the beach. She got it. 

Tom was right. A cart awaited her outside, driver and all. 

“Honi,” he said, wearing a broad smile.

“Thea.”

“Good to meet you, ma’am.”

She sat down, and he got moving. There wasn’t really time for small talk. Absorbing the sights and sounds of the tropical place required all her attention. Did people get used to living there? In the city, it was easy to forget the culture and significance of the environment when it was gray and dull, even in the sun, it all seemed dreary. It couldn’t be the same there. Somewhere like that, so lush and green, it had to be a treat every minute. 

The track to the corporate suite, at the north of the island, split off the same curving road they’d traveled from the airstrip. Maybe that same road ran around the whole island.

They stopped and she hopped out.

She should’ve been better prepared and fumbled around in her bag for her wallet. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

With a wave, Honi drove off without waiting for a tip.

Huh.

Trees offered some welcome shade in her approach to the back of the corporate suite. At least, she guessed that’s what the building was, Honi hadn’t confirmed it.

Inside, stairs led up left and right from a small foyer. Straight ahead, one of two double doors was open. The view of the ocean beyond that room beckoned.

The crash of the waves lightened her soul. The broad room led out to some kind of wide terrace with loungers. A perfect place to work. 

View in her sights, she headed through the doors to—the intrusion of another figure in her peripheral vision stopped her dead. 

A person. She hadn’t even considered someone else might be there. Surprised, she stood there, saying nothing. 

On his feet, behind a desk with shelves at his back, the guy mirrored her in silence and stance. Maybe he was waiting for an explanation; she had just walked in on him. Wearing board shorts and a casual button-down only partially buttoned over a tee-shirt, he wasn’t like desk jockeys back home. But then, who would be comfortable in a suit or tie in that environment?

“Tom…” she started, pleased to have at least remembered how to talk. “At the desk…” Raising her fist, she jabbed a straight thumb toward the door. “In the hotel said I could…” Her thumb curled in as her forefinger sprang out. “I can go upstairs.”

“You’re the scrappy wanderer.”

Confused, she blinked her wide eyes. “I’m… I’m what?”

“The beach last night… That was you.”

What was he…? Oh wow. Took her a second, but yeah… Words failed her again. The guy in the surf last night. She’d paid more attention to his body because his features were difficult to pick out in the moonlight. Yeah, that was the reason. After he’d made the connection, she got it, his shape, the height, the breadth of his shoulders…

“You’re… the driftwood…”

He smiled. Wow, damn, that was… unfair. Any animosity she held for the guy who’d startled her with his rudeness dwindled in the light of that killer smile. 

“Carried in from the sea,” he said, nodding. “Yeah, I guess it probably did look like that.” What should she say? “I see now you were telling the truth.”

She was ten steps behind. “About what?”

“Last night,” he conceded. “I thought you were looking for Roman.”

Oh, her mouth opened, exhaling understanding. So Roman was the enigmatic “he” the driftwood referenced. 

“Nope,” she said, curling her fingers around the strap of her bag. “Sorry to disappoint.”

“No, I’m not disappointed, just surprised.”

“Because you’re always right?” she asked, finishing the question with a smile, so it didn’t come off too confrontational.

He breathed out a laugh. “It has been known… maybe once or twice.” When he smiled, her own widened. “Why would you come all the way here if not for him?”

“He’s a stranger. Why would I come here for him rather than someone I know?”

“He’s a stranger to all of the winners, as far as I know, but they’re here for him.”

“Then I don’t suppose his ego needs me,” she said. “I came here because my sister is not worldly and I want to support her.”

His eyes narrowed as he considered her for a few seconds. “Your sister?” She nodded. “Doesn’t she have any friends?”

That made her laugh. “Alessia has a lot of friends, but each of them would be as interested in Roman Lowe.” Tipping her head to the side, she crooked a brow. “I’m not competition.”

“Ah,” he said, apparently enjoying that revelation. “Why is that? You’re married?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. 

“Engaged? Involved?”

Again, a head shake. “No. Neither.”

“So you’re not competition because…” 

He drew out the last word to prompt her.

“Because I have no interest in throwing myself at a stranger. Because money, for me, doesn’t equal happiness. Because the idea of being plastered across the television and internet is genuinely terrifying… Can you imagine that kind of scrutiny? I don’t envy him it.”

“Your sister doesn’t mind any of that?”

She shrugged. “We’re different. Doesn’t mean we don’t love and care for each other. So she’s happy watching makeup tutorials and trying out different hairstyles? It doesn’t mean she’s not a good person, just that she values looking good and spending time with her friends.”

“And you don’t value those things?”

“I’m more… work-oriented… and much more interested in what a person says than how they look while they’re saying it.” His head bobbed like he was taking it in. “Anyway… Like I said, I can go upstairs.”

“It’s nicer down here,” he said, stalling her before she could retreat. “Up there it’s just boring boardrooms and uncomfortable furniture.” He put down whatever he’d taken from the shelf and turned himself more toward the room. “Here we have couches inside and loungers on the terrace… Could probably even rustle you up a hammock, if you feel like working on the sand.”

She laughed. “Thank you, but my sunscreen’s supposed to be just in case rather than a challenge…”

“Then you should work here,” he said, rounding the desk to come her way. “We got off on the wrong foot… We should start over.” He offered her a hand. “Zane.”

Sharing a workspace didn’t bother her. She worked in an open-plan office most of the time anyway. 

Sliding her hand into his, she shivered when his fingers closed around it. “Thea.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” he said. “Wanna get to work?”

She nodded. Having a colleague wouldn’t be so bad. While he did his hotel business stuff, she could get to work on her project. Maybe they’d motivate each other. With the sun glittering off the ocean, it wouldn’t be easy to resist temptation. If he was working, she’d be working, the setup would do just fine.


 

 

FOUR

 

 

ZANE LET HER WORK at the desk. He spread out on the opposite side of the room, where two couches faced a low table. 

They worked with little interaction beyond the tip-tap of their keyboards. His preference was to work with his laptop on his legs. Sometimes his feet ended up on the table. He’d even been sitting on the floor for a while. 

When she worked at home, she liked to spread out too. Usually on the floor or the bed. Building a new training course meant tying together a bunch of strands. Increasing intensity without scaring participants, making sure everything was covered, was a complicated process. One that required concentration. 

“Lunch!” His exclamation startled her. Sitting on the far away couch, he stretched to flex his back. “Damn,” he said. “Shouldn’t have doubled my run this morning.”

She frowned, breathing out as her head dropped to the side. “Was that a humblebrag?”

He laughed. “Could’ve been.”

When he surged to his feet, she bowed back, an inhale catching in her throat. Even from twenty feet away that body was impressive. 

“What are you in the mood for?” he asked. 

Mmm… Loaded question given her current line of thinking. 

Somewhat reluctantly, she dragged her mind from the gutter. “Work. I’m in the mood to work.”

“Someone very smart, much smarter than me, taught me that breaks are important. If we don’t take breaks, we lose perspective. We forget what’s important… So what’ll it be? Sushi?”

“Sushi?” she asked, perking up as her mind shifted gears. 

Her interest put another smile on his face. He wasn’t shy about showing his feelings. 

“Absolutely. We’ve been sitting in here all morning. Why don’t you go out and get some air? I’ll arrange lunch.”

“Maybe we should go back to the hotel. I don’t see a kitchen anywhere around here.”

And definitely no sushi, she’d have noticed that. 

“Go back if you want, but I guarantee the servers have enough going on with Roman’s entourage.”

Good point and with Zane being staff, his colleagues wouldn’t appreciate serving him in the dining room. As she was a guest, it was probably against some health and safety rule to let her eat in the kitchen. 

“Okay, here is good,” she said, slipping off her shoes and kicking them under the desk. “I’m going to breathe.”

The doors to the terrace had been open all morning, teasing her with refreshing sea air and the whisper of waves. Just after one p.m. was a good time to give into temptation. Striding out, she opened her arms wide, and her head fell back. But she didn’t slow down. Nope. How often did she have her lunchbreak in such a beautiful setting? The semi-circular terrace was surrounded by a broad waist-high wall. That was the obstacle holding her back from the beach. 

The grass bank below was just a few feet wide and a clear path to the sand. On either side of her view, gray rocks extended into the water and trees hung low in the lush tropical forest surrounding them. It felt like the last place on Earth. The last paradise. 

“You like the beach.”

His voice, low and deep, rumbled like the distant waves out there on the horizon. It washed over her in a cleansing tide. 

“I like forever,” she said, curling her fingers around the far side of the terrace wall. “I like looking out there and imagining all that will be, all that could be… all that’s ever been.”

“That’s a lot of imagining.”

Spinning around, she caught the wall to jump up and sit on top of it. “These are the same waves people have looked out on for millennia. And these rocks we stand on? This land, it’s lush and fertile, borne of volcanic commotion rooted deep beneath our feet. It doesn’t blow your mind?”

He dropped down onto one of the outdoor sun loungers, extending his legs and tossing his arms over the back behind him. 

“You blow my mind,” he said. “How do you switch from whatever you were doing in there to these broad existentials in less than two minutes?”

“It’s the air,” she said, opening her arms and leaning back. “Don’t you just feel cleaner here?” Sitting straight, curiosity got the better of her. “How long have you been here? You know there’s more to the world than this, right? It’s not all clean nature and sea air.”

“Unfortunately, I do,” he said. “I like seeing it through your eyes though… You’re so… open.”

“And you’re used to guarded people?”

“I’m used to people being less… impressed… Sincerity is a trait I value.”

“Doesn’t everyone?” she asked.

“It pours from you. In the way you act, the words you say, your tone, your expressions. You’re so… bare.”

She laughed, making a point of looking down at herself. “And this isn’t even my most revealing outfit.”

“I can’t wait to see the others.”

They shared a smile. 

“Do you work here every day?” 

“Most days, yeah. What are you working on?”

“I’m putting together a training package,” she said. “I work for an HR consultancy company. On their training team. Companies hire us to go in and train their people on whatever. Some are standard packs, like if there is new software or hardware people need to learn to use. Those tend to come from whoever produced it. We go through them and customize the set as we have to, then we go in and deliver them.”

“Others aren’t standard?”

She smiled. “I do a lot of studying. A lot of online courses. We build our own packages, for confidence and development. We do things like sexual harassment seminars and go to various conventions and things as well… If your people need to learn it, we can teach them.”

“Putting the packages together is your job?”

“I build them and go out to deliver them too.”

“A jack of all trades.”

“Something like that. What is it you do?”

“Nothing as exciting as that,” he said. “How long have you been with them?”

“A couple of years,” she said. “I did in-house training for a multinational before that.”

His arms slithered down to the chaise at his sides. “You didn’t enjoy it?”

“Less latitude,” she said. “A lot more layers and bureaucracy to deal with. Plus, it was the same thing over and over. I prefer variety.”

“So you have your dream job? Great! Not something many people get. And it gives you time off to go places with your sister.”

“Our offices are being refurbished. There was a flooding issue. Working away was sort of ideal timing.”

“Can’t say it didn’t work out for me too,” he said. “Is it just you and your sister?”

“In the family?” she asked and nodded. “Yeah.”

“She’s younger than you?”

“Yes,” she said, picking up her legs to cross them in front of her. “You interviewing me for something?”

He laughed. “Just getting to know you. What about your parents?”

“They’re teachers. Met in college. She was a freshman, he was a junior. I was a surprise in her junior year. They got married just before I was born and had Alessia three years later… My grandparents helped out a lot.”

“I bet. What do they teach?”

“High school. My mom is an English teacher. Dad’s a history buff.”

His head bobbed. “Your grandparents still around?”

“My mom’s parents, yes. They live just a street over from my parents. My dad’s parents died when I was little… car wreck.”

His eyes drifted to the sea. “I’m sorry… I know what that’s like.”

“How do you know what that’s like?” she asked, sliding down from the wall when it was clear his attention was elsewhere. There was nothing out on the waves, she double checked, so it had to be something in his head. “Zane?”

Like he’d forgotten she was there, his focus jumped to hers. “Sorry, I was somewhere else.”

“Tell me,” she said, sinking down to sit on the edge of his lounger. “Where were you?”

“My mother died in a vehicular accident.”

“I’m sorry,” she said, sensing it was still raw for him. “Recently?”

He smiled and breathed out a laugh. “No… A long time ago.”

Slipping a hand under his, she curled her fingers around his palm to take it to her lap. “You were close?”

He shrugged, fixated on their joined hands. “I was a kid. It blindsided me. Blindsided all of us… Didn’t appreciate what I had until it was gone.”

“We’re all guilty of that. Do you have siblings?”

“A brother,” he said. “Stepbrother.”

“Your father remarried. Do you get along?”

Bright amusement lit his face. “Rourke’s a law unto himself.”

“What about his mom?”

“Was she a good replacement for mine? Truth is we were sent off to boarding school. Most of our raising was done there.”

“By teachers?”

“Let’s go with that.”

“Now I’m intrigued,” she said. “My parents are still together. They can be pretty zany sometimes, but we had stability.”

Clearing his throat, he adjusted his angle. “Do you have a big family?”

“Not that we’re close to. You?”

“Rourke, cousins on my mom’s side.”

“That’s good. That you kept in contact with them.”

One side of his mouth tilted. Was there something more to those relationships? Watching him intently, drawn in, his eyes ascended to hers, his smile creeping higher. Yes, she was definitely missing… something.

“That mind of yours is working again,” he murmured, his voice a deeper purr than before.

She conceded a smile of her own. “You’re staring… at me.”

“I am,” he said without any hint of contrition. 

In fact, he might actually be proud. Taking control of their joined hands, he guided hers up, laying it flat in the center of his torso. No colleague would do something so… intimate. Yet, as she watched his hand flatten over hers and felt its warmth, she admitted, only to herself, that she liked it. 

Swallowing hard in hopes of calming the quickening of her heart, she took a slow, measured breath. “When will our sushi arrive?”

“Might be a while,” he said, sinking lower. “But don’t worry, we’ve got a lot of ground still to cover.”

Getting to know each other? It might be the longest lunch break she’d ever taken in her life, but they were in a tropical paradise—nothing was business as usual.


 

 

FIVE

 

 

WORK DIDN’T GET their full attention for the rest of the day. Any attention to be honest, neither of them returned to their computers. They stayed right there on the loungers until the sushi arrived an hour later. And it wasn’t just any sushi, oh no, it was the most incredible sushi on the face of the earth. These finer things were something else. Maybe she’d suggest sushi day back at the office and make this a regular thing. Though the amazing experience may have had something to do with the company too.
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