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Chapter One 
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“Oh, look at it, Copper. Isn’t it gorgeous?” 

Copper Daniels looked up at the impressive sight of the cruise ship floating before them. With fourteen decks, three pools, a casino, a spa, and all the food a person could eat, the Allure was awfully pretty. “She’s beautiful.” 

“That’s right,” Jolene replied. “It’s a ‘she.’ Gotta remember that.” 

Copper didn’t really care how her sister referred to the ship; to her it was a little slice of heaven. Seven days of sunshine, rest, and relaxation. She could hardly wait. It had been a cool spring in Minneapolis, and summer hadn’t yet caught up. The thought of basking under the sun in warm Caribbean ports of call was the most alluring thing about the Allure. 

Larry impatiently shifted the camera bag on his shoulder. “So are we going to just stand here admiring her or are we going to board her?” 

Jolene let out a laugh and slapped her husband playfully on the shoulder. “You make that sound like something naughty.” 

He threw her a wink. “It is our anniversary, toots.” 

Copper felt herself blushing as the two shared an intimate look. It was their first anniversary, to be precise. That had been her one hesitation about joining them on the trip. “Are you sure I’m not going to be a third wheel?” 

Jolene rolled her eyes. She looped their arms together and started heading toward the gangplank. “Puh-lease. That one might be handy in bed, but he acted like I was torturing him when I wanted to go shopping on our honeymoon. That’s why we both brought playmates this time. That way we can have fun during the daytime too.”

“Golfing, golfing, golfing,” Larry said happily as he followed along close behind them. 

Copper let out a laugh. “You live in Miami. You can golf year round.” 

“No, he can’t,” Jolene said firmly. 

“Golfing, golfing, golfing.” 

“Goofball,” his wife tossed back. 

“Golfing.” 

“Goofball.” 

The two kept going back and forth until it just got silly. By the time the photographer took their obligatory boarding photograph, the three of them were laughing so hard they were practically in tears. Copper quickly decided that it was best that she had decided to come along. As obsessed as Larry was, she just might be the one thing standing between him and strangulation. 

“All right,” she said good-naturedly. “If I have to, I’ll be your stand-in. I’ll shop, snorkel, play tourist, and... Ooooh... Just stay here!” 

She stopped to gawk. She’d been through all the brochures, but nothing could have prepared her for the opulence of the Allure. It was like a floating four-star hotel. Make that an all-inclusive resort. She looked around in wonder. There were shops for every taste, a lounge with comfy-looking red velvet chairs, and an atrium that stretched upward forever. 

“Let’s find our rooms, and then we can explore,” Jolene said, whipping out their travel information. “Hmm... We’re up two floors on the Empress Deck. Follow me.” 

Copper was still ogling the place when her sister pulled her onto the elevator. There were so many things to do. Already she knew she wanted to get a facial at the spa, eat Pad Thai at the Purple Orchid, and go shopping at the bookstore. Who needed a room? 

Out of the corner of her eye, she caught her brother-in-law giving her sister’s bottom a soft caress. Oh, that was right. Some people did need a room. 

Unfortunately, she wasn’t one of them. 

Jealousy flickered inside her, but she pushed it away. Her Larry was out there somewhere. Although to be honest, as painfully shy as she was, he was probably going to have to find her. 

She just wished he’d hurry up. 

Once off the elevator, she followed her sister down the long corridor until they found their adjacent rooms. Curious, Copper opened her door. Her smile broadened. The room wasn’t all that spacious, but the view was spectacular. The down payment Larry and Jolene had made on this trip during their honeymoon had been worth it. They’d managed to get balcony staterooms. 

“What do you think?” Jolene asked. 

“It’s perfect.” She loved the burgundy color scheme and especially the white cat sitting on the bed. If she wasn’t mistaken, that was a towel. She glanced at the room to her right. “When is Murphy supposed to get here?” 

“Oh,” Jolene said, her eyes opening wide. “I thought I told you. Murphy can’t go.” 

“Can’t go?” 

“Yeah, he called last night just before we left to pick you up at the airport. He was put on call at the last moment and couldn’t get out of it.” 

Well, that was just wrong. “So Larry’s going to have to golf by himself?” 

“Nick’s coming instead.” 

Copper’s head whipped around so fast, she nearly gave herself whiplash. “Nick!” she squeaked. 

“I know. How lucky was that? I was surprised he could make it on such short notice. He’s going to teach his early afternoon classes and then meet us.” 

“But... But...” Copper’s mind was awhirl. Nick was Larry’s brother—the quiet one of the bunch. The quiet, intense, sexy one. “Are you sure you want that much family along?” 

Jolene cocked her head. “Funny. That’s what Nick said until Larry told him you were joining us.” 

Copper was flustered. This was not at all what she’d had planned. Murphy was one thing. He’d grown up next door to them and was almost more of a brother than a friend. She felt comfortable around him. Larry, too. But Nick Branson! 

He wasn’t the comfortable type. 

She let out a puff of air. Her restful, relaxing vacation was quickly vanishing. She’d only met Nick twice before, first at the wedding and then at a Christmas family get-together. They’d hardly said boo to each other, but those encounters had been enough for her to know that the man made her feel off-balance. Tongue-tied. Self-conscious. 

Whoa boy. 

“Well, if you’re sure,” she said waveringly. She had to remember this was her sister’s anniversary. She couldn’t spoil it, no matter how fiercely her shyness was raring up inside her. 

“It will be fun,” Jolene insisted. 

“Yeah,” Larry said, joining his wife. He wrapped her in his arms and gave her a hug. “It will be a trip none of us will ever forget.” 

Copper didn’t doubt that. 

Seven days trapped on a ship with Nick Branson. Whoa boy. 

* * * * * 
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He wasn’t going to make it, Copper thought with relief. She turned the page of her book and reached for her strawberry daiquiri. Ahhhh. That was more like it. Warm sunshine, a pool, and no unnecessary stress. 

She savored the rum in the drink and gradually felt herself start to unwind. She’d been tense ever since Jolene had broken the news that Nick was going to come, but he’d missed the boat. Literally. 

She couldn’t help but be a little glad, although her feeling of disappointment was surprisingly strong. For Larry’s sake, probably. No. Not probably. Of course it was for Larry. Larry and his golfing. What else could it be? 

The horn gave another blast, signaling their four o’clock departure, and she glanced toward the promenade. Jolene and Larry were waving goodbye to people on shore. She’d thought about joining them, but she’d already scoped out her place by the pool. 

And it was a good one. 

Now that she knew the trip was going to be uneventful—relatively, at least—she could relax. Sitting up, she stripped off her cover-up and dropped it on the deck beside her lounger. Blissfully, she sat back and let the sun’s rays warm her. After being wrapped up in layers of clothes for so many months, it was a treat to wear a bikini and not feel a chill. 

“This is the life,” she said under her breath. 

Returning to her book, she found her place. She’d just begun to fall back into the story when the lounge chair next to her screeched as somebody opened it to the reclining position. Uneasiness tightened the back of her neck. Why did people do that? There were a dozen open chairs around the pool. Did this person have to sit so close, invading her space? 

The encroacher sat down, and self-consciousness pinched at her. It wasn’t that she was ashamed of her body; she worked hard to stay in shape. She just didn’t feel comfortable having people look at her. 

And they always looked at her. 

Automatically, she reached for her cover-up. She stopped midway, though, when her gaze stuck on something unexpected. 

A dragon. 

She loved dragons, and the man who’d sat down beside her had the most amazing tattoo of one on his right calf. It wasn’t a bad calf, too, come to think of it. She tried not to stare, but she couldn’t help herself. A bad boy and a badass dragon. She nearly licked her lips. The creature was twisting menacingly, and its tail was flailing wildly. Best of all, the mythical beast was breathing fire out its nostrils right toward the man’s knee. 

In a word, it was awesome. 

“Hi, Copper.” 

In a word, it was Nick. 

Copper sat up so quickly her book tumbled onto her lap. When she realized it was the only thing that stood between her and his gaze, she lurched for it before it could hit the deck. Clutching it to her chest, she looked at him with incredulity. “You made it.” 
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