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Former soldier Nathan Wyatt had no choice but to leave his army buddy to die, a secret that's still tearing him apart. Two years on, he’s in Hollywood prostituting his war medal for work as a bodyguard to the stars when his best friend’s widow drags him home to fulfill his neglected responsibilities to her family trust.
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Chapter One




Northeastern Afghanistan




Ears ringing from the explosion, Nathan Wyatt struggled to retain consciousness, one hand instinctively closing on his weapon, while he flung the other forward to find a brace as the Humvee spun one hundred and eighty degrees. His nose hurt like a bastard.

The vehicle ground to a halt on its destroyed front tires with a slamming jolt, facing the second of the four-vehicle convoy they’d been leading.

From the backseat, Nate blinked, trying to process what he was seeing.

The road mine had blown in the hood, twisting their custom-fitted bull bars into a kids’ climbing frame and sending shrapnel tearing into the interior. Groaning, Ross slumped over the steering wheel, blood soaking his lower body. Beside him, Steve raised shaky hands to a head wound.

The roar of an accelerator dragged his attention through the shattered windscreen. The second convoy vehicle was reversing at high speed, its occupants—local allies—firing wildly. Bullets whizzed past the mangled Humvee. C’mon, guys, we taught you better than—

Boom!

The truck imploded in a blinding flash of light and the Humvee shuddered under a percussion shock. Gravel, rock and flaming debris showered the roof. Nate’s brain engaged. Fast. The first improvised explosive device had been weight triggered. The second, timer detonated. Someone had waited to set it off when the truck backed up to find cover.

He jerked upright, wiped a hand over his rapidly swelling nose. “Ambush!” he hollered at Lee. No response. For the first time he realized the gunner’s legs weren’t dangling from the turret. Seizing a link of ammo for the .50 machine gun bolted to the Humvee’s roof, he yelled at Steve, “We’ve lost Lee!”

Boom!

The jerry cans of fuel exploded in the burning truck, spewing flaming material in every direction and belching clouds of black smoke. It swirled through their doorless vehicle, making him cough.

“Need help!” Steve shouted. Grabbing the comms unit with one hand, he used the other to press down on an arterial wound in Ross’s thigh that was pumping blood like an oil well, thick and viscous.

Nate dropped the ammo link and scrambled for the medic kit.

“Contact, contact!” Steve shouted, giving the coordinates for backup as Nate ripped the packaging on an elastic latex band and jerked it tight a couple inches above the wound. A third explosion from the burning truck rocked their vehicle, and Nate cursed as one of the two steel S-hooks caught Ross’s flesh. Good thing he was unconscious.

Steve dropped the mic and took over with Ross. “Got it. Recon!”

Reshouldering the link of ammo and his weapon, Nate swung up through the hole in the Humvee’s roof, emerging into fierce heat and choking clouds of noxious black smoke. Even through a broken nose he could distinguish the obscene note of barbecuing flesh.

The blazing truck was providing temporary cover. But it only needed a shift in the hot desert wind to expose them. To show the enemy their job wasn’t done.

It took one glance to ascertain the machine gun was inoperable. As he armed his M4A1 with a grenade launcher, he strained to see through the stinging smoke. Trying to locate the enemy, sight Lee, discover an LUP—laying-up position. The fumes coated his throat, already tight with emotion he couldn’t afford. Stay alive, mate. We’ll come for you.

But first they had to save themselves.

The ringing in his ears gone, he could hear exploding rocket-propelled grenades, bursts of 40mm grenade fire and the steady stream of small arms and machine guns. Through the billowing smoke he caught glimpses of tracer rounds, and could see that the convoy’s two remaining vehicles were under attack and returning fire. Nate ducked back into the Humvee.

His body twisted at an awkward angle, Steve was applying a QuikClot sponge to Ross’s wound. “Our guys engaging.” Nate handed him a pressure bandage and started collecting extra weapons and ammo. “No sign of Lee, but visibility’s shit, which is buying us time. Can’t see an LUP. We’ll have to take our chances with the ditch alongside the road. Now let’s get the hell out of here before the insurgents discover we’re not dead yet.”

“My foot’s trapped.” Steve tied off a bandage. “Leave me a crowbar and a GPMG. I’ll catch up to you two.”

Nate dropped his armful on the ground outside the Humvee, fetched the crowbar and set to work, cutting off Steve’s protest. “You can waste time arguing or you can plug Ross into a saline/morphine drip.”

Steve bent over Ross. Blood from his head wound dripped onto the unconscious man and he paused to wipe it with his sleeve. It was shredded and bloody with shrapnel, but the Kevlar vest had protected his chest. “Smoke starts thinning, you go,” he barked.

Nate began levering the jagged metal away from Steve’s calf. “Don’t distract a one-eyed man.” The left was swelling shut and his nose had clotted, forcing him to breathe through his mouth, which drew the acrid smoke farther into his lungs. Every cough made him feel as if his face was being hit by a two-by-four.

In the midst of the chaos, both men worked with glacial calm. Steve stuck a needle in Ross’s arm. “Stay alive, Ice.”

Ross stirred. “Hey, we’re the Indestructibles,” he muttered. He opened his eyes. “Where’s Lee?”

His hands slippery with blood and sweat and a fear he wouldn’t give in to, Nate redoubled his efforts. “Expecting him any minute, leading the U.S. frickin’ cavalry.”

Ross lapsed back into unconsciousness. “Smoke’s thinning,” warned Steve.

“Got it.” With a grunt, Nate levered the last of the tangled metal away from Steve’s calf, then swore. The ankle was securely clamped in place by the twisted bull bars.

For a moment Steve stilled, then calmly finished taping the IV to Ross’s body. “Pass me some hardware and get outta here.”

Nate dropped the crowbar. “I’ll get a hacksaw. Cut off your foot if I have to.”

“There’s no time, mate.” Steve’s voice was shaky but determined.

As if substantiating his argument, they heard the whine of an RPG. Twenty meters in front of them the road exploded. They’d been spotted.

Steve picked up Ross’s weapon. “Take Ice and find cover. I’ll keep them busy.”

“No man left behind.” Scrambling to his feet, Nate hauled out a machine gun and lay on the ground beside the Humvee. Wiping the sweat from his battered face, he took aim and fired. A burst of rounds kicked up the hill.

“I said go. We’re not all dying today.” Ignoring Steve, Nate lined up another shot. A second RPG imploded, fifteen meters to the left of the vehicle, igniting a small pool of fuel. “Get Ross the hell out of here and save his life.” Viciously, Steve kicked Nate in the ribs with his free foot. “That’s an order, soldier!” With a roar of frustration, Nate scrambled to his feet and hoisted Ross onto his shoulder. Steve loaded him up with munitions. “Tell my family I love them. And tell my wife—” His voice broke. “Tell Claire I’m sorry.”

Nate set his jaw. “I’ll drop Ross and come back.”

His best friend’s gaze met his. “Goodbye, mate.”

“I’m coming back, goddamn it!”

Steadying Ross, Nate ran. Lungs pumping, stomach sour, heart breaking. He ran.

The blast flung him forward on a surge of heat and power. He landed winded, staring into a blue Sunday sky with Ross on top of him. Rolling them both into the ditch, he elbowed up the shallow bank with desperate speed. The Humvee was burning, Steve, a silhouette amidst the flames. Half a dozen insurgents descended from the wadi, opening fire.

On a sob, Nate raised his weapon to his good eye, aimed and pulled the trigger.

And then the fighting started.





Chapter Two




Eighteen months later




Nate marked the blonde as a potential stalker the moment she walked poolside on Hotel Hollywood’s rooftop garden where rocker Zander Freedman’s party raged with its usual excess.

For a start she wasn’t conscious of being observed—not a trait of any of the celebrity guests here. And she was nervous. Despite the cool way she lifted her chin as she walked through the throng, she clutched her purse tightly. Damn it, the bag was large enough to conceal a weapon.

He couldn’t read her eyes. She wore shades that dwarfed her face, but her exposed arms were too pale for a local and the simple blue halter sundress was department store, not designer. After a year in the service of the rich and famous Nate could tell the difference. And though she seemed as pretty—and as skinny—as any anorexic starlet, the boobs were real.

His gaze dropped to her feet. Serviceable sandals and unpainted toenails in a place where everyone was buffed, polished, gleaming, manicured, pedicured, tautened…hell…a couple even had butt implants.

He glanced at the other security detail to see if she’d triggered their radar. Luther and Jake were doing a perimeter check; Andrew had been waylaid by an older movie actress, known for her penchant for muscle. And judging by the twenty-two-year-old’s starstruck expression, he wasn’t unhappy about it. With a pang, Nate remembered a time when he’d been part of a team he could rely on. “Don’t party with clients,” he growled into his mouthpiece and Andrew jumped guiltily.

As a line of waiters simultaneously popped the corks on twelve bottles of Krug champagne, the blonde paused by the ice sculpture of an electric guitar, its strings dripping in the Los Angeles heat. Waving away the waitress who approached her with a tray of hors d’oeuvres, she scanned the crowd with the single-minded intensity Nate recognized as that of a rabid fan.

Casually he stepped closer to his employer, currently holding court by the guardrail, a cigar in one hand, a tumbler of Grey Goose vodka in the other. A rock icon with a genius for marketing, Zander was fresh off a season of a hit reality show where Rage’s lead singer had cast new band members for his comeback tour.

Unfortunately the show had also increased his quota of crazies.

Swinging his attention back to the blonde, Nate caught her staring in their direction. Probably harmless, just wanted to ask Zander to father her babies. Or hear her sing.

Or she could be like the fan who’d shot John Lennon.

She swallowed hard, tucked a loose strand of long hair behind her ear then started walking toward them. He strode forward to intercept her through the olfactory blanket of expensive perfumes, lotions and liquor, today leavened with chlorine and… Nate took another whiff. Surely even Zander’s crowd wasn’t arrogant enough to smoke marijuana at a public event? He’d check that out next.

“Ma’am?” With a polite smile, he stopped in front of the blonde and lifted his mirrored aviator shades so she could read in his eyes that he meant business. “Can I see your invitation?” Instead, she reached out a hand. Lightning fast he caught her slender wrist, registering the rapid beat of her pulse under his fingers.

“Nate,” she said in a New Zealand accent. “Don’t you recognize me?”

Shocked, he dropped her wrist as if he’d been burned. “Claire,” he croaked then took a deep breath to steady his voice. “What are you doing here?”

But he knew. With Steve dead, they needed to appoint a third trustee for her family trust. Nate thought of the papers sitting in his study while he psyched himself up into finally dealing with them and cursed his procrastination.

His best friend’s widow lifted her sunglasses, and he braced himself for the accusation he knew was coming. But her blue eyes held only affection…and empathy. He forced himself not to flinch. “Can I have a hug first?” she said.

“Of course.” His arms were leaden as he embraced her. “How are you?”

“Jet-lagged.” If Claire noticed his reluctance she was ignoring it. “I dumped my bags off at your condo. Or, rather, your neighbor’s. She was in her garden, fortunately. I tracked your location through that celebrity-locator website. Technology must really make your job harder.”

“Yeah.” She was expecting to stay with him? He broke into a cold sweat under his black Burberry suit. “But how the hell did you talk your way in?”

“I said you were my brother,” Claire confessed cheerfully, “and that we had a family emergency. And I showed them this.” She opened her handbag and retrieved a snapshot.

He glanced at it, unprepared for the pain that swept over him. It had been taken three years earlier, shortly after Nate and Claire had gone halves in Heaven Sent.

In the photo, the three of them stood in front of the dilapidated fishing vessel, Claire in the middle. Steve had just suggested renaming the boat They Saw Us Coming and they were all laughing into the camera.

Nate dropped it back into her bag. “You should never have got through security,” he rasped.

“You could at least pretend to be pleased to see me. I’ve come halfway across the world to get you.”

“Get me?”

“Only for a few days.”

He had to nip this in the bud right now. “Claire, Zander’s going on tour next week. I can’t come home right now.”

“Rolling Stone magazine said it doesn’t kick off until next month.”

“Yeah, but we fly out early to set up,” he lied. “I’d lose my job. Look, I’ll sign those papers you sent through a while back. You can take them home with you. And of course I’ll reimburse you for your flights.”

“Unfortunately it’s no longer that simple.” There was a hint of desperation in her voice.

“Hang on…Luther?” He spoke into his mic. “Cover Zander for me for a couple minutes.” The receiver crackled. “Got it.”

Cupping Claire’s elbow, he steered her into the shade, away from the curious glances of the polished and indiscreet guests mingling nearby. “Fill me in.”

“I have a buyer for the house.”

“You’re selling?”

She nodded. “And I need you to sign the transfer of ownership. If you come home for a few days then we can complete the documentation very quickly. I can’t afford the sale to fall through.”

His frown deepened. “Are you in financial trouble?”

“No, but I need more capital to fast-track the boat upgrade so she’s ready for November.”

“Okay, now you’ve really lost me.”

“Before the broadbill and striped marlin arrive? And the snapper numbers take a leap.” She smiled. “So to speak.”

He looked at her blankly.

“My new fishing charter venture?” she prompted. “It was all in my offer for your share of the boat, Nate.”

He hadn’t even opened the last envelope. His face heated.

Her smile grew a little tight. “Just as well I jumped on a plane, huh?”

“Claire, I’m sorry. Things are so busy here.” Lame, even to his ears.

“You don’t have to make excuses,” she said quietly. “Not to me. Everyone has their own method of grieving and if yours is avoiding your friends for a while… I get that.” She took a deep breath. “But I can’t keep sitting in limbo. With Steve dead and you living overseas, the trust isn’t working anymore. I want to break it, put everything in my name. All I need is a few days. Can’t you spare me that?”

His Italian tie suddenly felt too tight. “We’ll find another way,” he said, loosening it.

“There isn’t another way.” For the first time she sounded impatient. “If I lose the buyer I won’t have the money to upgrade Heaven Sent. Without the upgrade I’ll miss this sports-fishing season. I’ve given up my job—”

“You’ve already quit your job?” Claire was marketing manager for a boutique hotel in Whangarei. She was diving into a risky prospect without a lifeline.

But she was looking past him with an expression that told him exactly who was behind him. His boss had a shark’s instinct for drama. Nate turned. Pushing forty, Zander Freedman looked ten years younger, only partly through good genes.

His famous face was tanned and taut under his shoulder-length blond hair. His silk T-shirt had been custom made to cling to the body he worked out religiously to maintain.

“Claire, this is—”

“I know who he is.” Smiling warmly, Claire held out her hand, and Nate sensed Zander’s interest. Great, just great. “I’m Claire Langford from New Zealand, an old friend of Nate’s. I have to apologize for crashing your party, but I wanted to surprise him.”

Nate narrowed his eyes, instantly suspicious. She’d known he’d have made excuses if she’d given him warning.

“Langford?” Zander’s forehead wrinkled as much as the Botox would allow. “Nate, isn’t that the name of an army buddy from the ambush?” The rocker was a military-history nut and Nate’s Special Forces background, specifically the heroism award at the end of his career, had cinched this job.

“My husband, Steve, was one of the two men who died,” Claire answered.

“Shit,” Zander said. “Then you’ll need a drink.” Claire blinked and he added, “It works a whole lot better than sympathy.”

For all his skewed worldview, the rocker got some things right.

She smiled. “Thank you, I do want to move on.” Her gaze returned to Nate’s. “Which is why I’m here.”

“Then let’s toast to new beginnings.” Zander snapped his fingers and a waiter materialized with a tray. A crystal tumbler of Grey Goose stood out from the tall flutes of Krug, the champagne’s straw-colored bubbles sparkling in the sun’s last blaze before sunset. Zander dumped his empty tumbler and picked up the full one. Then handing Claire a flute, he gestured for Nate to take a glass. “C’mon, buddy, break your bodyguard code for once, hey? This is a special occasion.”

Grimly, Nate accepted a drink, hoping Claire didn’t read this as a concession. They all chinked glasses. “You know my brother, Devin, married a New Zealander,” Zander told Claire. “A librarian who can give you a paper cut just by looking at you. All you Kiwi chicks that tough?” He chuckled because she looked as fragile as bone china.

Until you noticed her eyes—Viking blue. Lowering her lashes, she inquired politely, “Is your brother rejoining Rage?” The rocker paused midswig. He was accustomed to everyone knowing everything about him. “I’ve been out of circulation,” Claire added, obviously realizing her mistake.

“Oh, sure.” Zander grew magnanimous. “Let me bring you up to date with what I’ve been doing.” As he expanded on his favorite subject, Nate watched Claire. When had she gotten Hollywood thin? And her smile was overcast with a fatigue that went beyond jet lag. He drained his champagne.

“How’s Lewis?” he asked abruptly, interrupting Zander midflow.

“He’s become a troublemaker,” she said.

“Excellent.” Zander glanced between them. “Now, who the hell is Lewis?”

“My thirteen-year-old son.”

“I lost my virginity at thirteen.” Zander savored his vodka. “She was seventeen, worked at Dairy Queen, which was pretty apt, because she was stacked. The sex was all over in seconds, of course.” He grinned at Claire. “I’ve improved since then.”

She laughed.

Nate frowned. Even married women weren’t safe around Zander. Widows. She was widowed. His earpiece crackled into life. “Nate, got some trouble quadrant four,” Luther rumbled. “I’ve sent Andrew to cover Zander.”

“I’ll be right there. I’m wanted,” he said to Claire. “Let’s organize a driver to take you to my house.”

“No hurry.” Zander put an arm around her shoulders. “I’ll look after her.”

Nate hesitated. Telling the rocker to behave would only make him act more outrageously. He nodded to Claire. “I won’t be long.” Then he strode over to the far corner of the deck where Luther towered over the skinny self-proclaimed successor to Eminem.

JT Trigga held a joint in one hand and his date’s booty in the other. Behind them, the rapper’s bodyguards—all tatts, glares and bling—jostled like linebackers. “If you give it to me, sir,” Luther was saying in his deep, calm voice, “I’ll dispose of it for you.”

“Yeah, I bet you will.” JT Trigga blew a smoke ring in Luther’s face. “Chill, cuz, it’s only Mary Jane.” He spotted Nate. “Tell your boy, here, to turn a blind eye.”

“We can’t do that today, JT.” Nate summoned a regretful look. “Not in public. I’m sorry.” Before the rapper could argue, he flicked the joint out of the man’s fingers and ground it out under the heel of his shoe.

“This ain’t no party,” JT complained. “It’s a suck-up to the press…. Zee’s sellin’ out. Where is he…? I’m gonna tell him.”

This son of a bitch wasn’t going anywhere near Claire. Nate glanced at the rapper’s bodyguards, all thugs, not an ounce of professionalism amongst them and probably carrying more metal than they were licensed for. And the girlfriend was clearly underage. “Zander’s tied up right now,” he said smoothly, “but he asked me to introduce you to Vince Rutledge.” Ruthlessly, he sacrificed the renowned music journalist from Rolling Stone.

JT brightened. He had a new album pending. “Yeah?”

“Except your entourage will have to stay here. We don’t want to crowd him. Your daughter, too.”

“My what?”

Nate returned a blank look. “Not your daughter?” He hesitated. “Okay, maybe we’ll tee up another time. You know how Zander feels about jailbait.”

The rapper stiffened, and inwardly Nate cursed his slipup. Claire’s presence had unsettled him. He winked. “He’ll be jealous.”

JT relaxed. “Give her cab money,” he said to his boys.

The teenager started to complain, but Luther took her by the arm. “Let me organize that for you, ma’am.”

“You boys relax, enjoy yourselves,” Nate suggested to the entourage. He and Luther had rescuing underage damsels down to a fine art. “We’ll cover your boss…. Follow me, JT.”

He foisted the rapper onto a reluctant Vince, then organized a ride for Claire and went to fetch her. He needed time to come up with a fix that would get him off the hook. He’d do anything for her—except go home.

She and Zander were standing where he’d left them, blond heads close, talking intently. To his astonishment, as he closed the gap, Claire reached up and gave the rocker a hug. Never a man to miss an opportunity, Zander enthusiastically returned the embrace, his hands creeping down her back to rest on the upper curve of her bottom. Nate’s fist curled involuntarily. If Steve were here…

But Steve wasn’t here.

Zander caught Nate glaring at him and offered his irrepressible grin, the one that charmed him out of trouble with men and women alike. Nate scowled. Not this time, mate. His employer’s grin broadened, but he released Claire. When she saw Nate, a curious mix of anger and apology crossed her face.

His survival instincts kicked in. “What’s going on?”

“Zee.” Dimity, Zander’s personal assistant, teetered over on heels so high she had to take tiny steps. “We need you for photographs with the new band members.”

“I’ll be right there.” Zander drained his glass. “Goodbye, Claire, next time I’m visiting my mom and brother you can take me fishing.”

“It’s a date,” she said.

“Then we’ll definitely leave your chaperone ashore,” said Zander, kissing Claire’s cheeks in the French style. As he left with his PA, Nate gestured Andrew to follow.

“Chaperone?” Claire asked.

“Don’t worry about it…. I’ve organized you a ride to my condo.”

“I should tell you something first.”

“Later,” he said. “When I’m off duty. I can’t look after you and do my job.” Dusk was falling, along with inhibitions, as alcohol took effect on the guests. And the civility of this crowd was tenuous at best.

She hesitated. “Of course.” They walked through the crowd. A young woman had stripped to her bra and thong and was frolicking in the pool in front of a geriatric rocker. He had his hand in the halter of his young date’s top. Shocked, Claire glanced at Nate.

“Think of it as a bazaar,” he advised. “Everyone here wants something—sex, money, fame, contracts.”

She shook her head. “That doesn’t make him less of a creep.”

“The exploitation is mutual,” he said dryly. “You think she wants him for his looks?”

“Hey, Nathan!” An old girlfriend of Zander’s caught him by the lapels. She was drunk, swaying on her stilettos. “Has Zee replaced me yet?” Stormy asked in her sex-kitten voice.

He steadied her, smiling his reassurance. “You know you’re one of a kind.” She’d really loved the son of a bitch and Nate knew firsthand she had taken the breakup badly. He’d been there when Zander dumped her. Sometimes he hated his fucking job.

She dropped his arm for that of Zander’s English tour manager, Bill, who looked as if he couldn’t believe his luck. “We need some privacy, mate. Where can we go?”

“The top floor of suites has been reserved for guests.”

“Yeah, but is it guarded?” Bill pressed a nostril on his beaky nose closed and feigned a snort, too drunk to be cautious. Stormy laughed.

“You’ll be given a warning,” Nate said evenly. He could feel Claire’s gaze on him.

But she didn’t say anything until they were in the elevator heading down to the lobby. “They’re doing coke,” she said. “And you’re okay with that?”

“If they’re consenting adults, my policy is hear no evil, speak no evil, see no evil…and think of the dollar bills.”

A frown creased her brow. She searched his face. The Nate she was looking for didn’t exist anymore.

The elevator doors opened and he ushered her into the bustling lobby and then out to the courtyard where a limo waited.

“Do you like your job?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Twelve hundred a day. What’s not to like?” Handing her his house key, Nate opened the limo door. She didn’t get in.

“You won’t do another runner on me, will you?” When he’d left New Zealand, he hadn’t said goodbye.

“Where else would I go?” he tried to keep the sharpness out of his voice.

“Promise me, Nate.”

He gave a curt nod. Still, she hesitated. “Just remember,” she said, “I’m not here to make your life harder. Only to make mine easier.”

Nate nodded again, fighting the guilt kindled by her appeal. “Go back to my place, catch some sleep, we’ll talk in the morning.”

“I’ll wait up.”

His mouth tightened. “Fine…but I’ll be late.”

“It’s good to see you, Nate.” She smiled wryly. “Even if you can’t say the same.”

The door clicked shut, the limo drove away and he could breathe again. Think again, without the pressure of those clear blue eyes on him. There was a flight to New Zealand tomorrow night. He’d make sure she was on it.

On the rooftop, he relieved Andrew and sent him to keep an eye on JT’s entourage. Surrounded by TV cameras, Zander was putting on his gloves in preparation for his big gesture—smashing the guitar ice sculpture to signal the official launch of his tour. He gestured Nate over.

“I told the gorgeous widow she could have you for three days,” he said. “You can thank me by getting rid of JT. That prick’s really starting to annoy me.”





Chapter Three




Nate didn’t have much in his fridge. Starving, Claire surveyed the contents. Long-life milk. A cantaloupe. One block of cream cheese. Greek yogurt. Each sitting on its own shelf. She checked the freezer. A packet of bagels. He must eat breakfast here and nothing else.

When in Rome. She cubed the cantaloupe and added it to the muesli she’d discovered in the pantry, eschewing the milk in favor of yogurt. She’d been too nervous about seeing Nate to eat on the plane. Or at the party.

Thinking about their encounter, she nearly let her appetite desert her again. But she was determined to regain the weight she’d lost after Steve’s death, so she found a spoon in one of the many empty drawers in the kitchen.

The only thing this house had plenty of was space.

Her footsteps echoed across the flagstone floor as she took her bowl of muesli into the dining room where an eight-seater dining table sat in solitary splendor. Heavy drapes of a hideous salmon pink clashed with the golden wood. The place was obviously a rental, because it held no personal touches at all.

Claire put her bowl on the table, picked it up again. She didn’t want to eat here, or in the living room that had a river-rock fireplace that Fred and Wilma Flintstone could have broiled a brontosaurus in, one enormous couch, a slab of coffee table and a high-tech entertainment system. The only place in this mausoleum that looked lived in was Nate’s office.

She’d found her lawyer’s unopened envelopes there.

On impulse she opened the French doors leading off the kitchen and took her breakfast onto the patio that overlooked the canal. The balmy air carried a sea breeze from Venice Beach, one block north, which simultaneously made her homesick and reminded her why she was doing this. For a new start.

As she ate, Claire worried about Nate. He’d looked so different, impeccably groomed, clean shaven, expensive haircut. For a moment when he’d recognized her, she’d thought with relief, Ross and Dan were wrong. He hadn’t changed.

He was still Nate, loyal and caring, who valued people above everything. Nate, who always remembered birthdays and Christmas and organized get-togethers because as he’d once told her, he was replacing every bad memory of his foster childhood with a good one.

The muesli caught in her throat. Putting down the spoon, she stared out across the canal, to the brightly lit houses. Their refracted light on the black water made it glisten like oil. How many good memories did it take to cancel out having one of his best friends dying in his arms?

She’d been so sure he’d open up to her. She knew how to be sensitive, unlike Ross and Dan, who’d told him bluntly that it was time to reengage with the people who cared about him. Though equally frustrated and hurt by Nate’s withdrawal, Claire empathized with his need to distance himself from well-meaning friends and relatives. Hell, she understood it.

Except, as soon as the shock wore off, he’d become remote, cynical, jaded…at home in a world he once would have laughed at, condoning behavior he once would have scorned. She’d never seen a man so disconnected from his old self.

That’s when she knew even an emotional appeal wouldn’t work.

So she’d gone out of her way to be understanding and conciliatory. And he’d lied to her. Outright lied to her. Claire pushed the bowl away. Zander had told her they weren’t flying out for another couple weeks.

Anger rose in her and she quashed it, the way she’d quashed other emotions over the last eighteen months. Because they didn’t serve her. She’d learned that when Steve died. It didn’t matter how much you wept or raged or begged God for things to be different. You couldn’t change reality. So you had to work with it. Her son and Steve’s mother needed her to be strong. She needed to see herself as strong.

Claire pressed the light button on her wrist-watch: 1:00 a.m. She’d wait up all night if necessary. However reluctant he was to see her, Nate wouldn’t break his promise. She might not be able to rewrite the past, but she would direct her future.

Taking her half-eaten meal to the counter, Claire did a mental time-zone conversion, then retrieved her cell from her tote bag and dialed a New Zealand number. Along with Nate, Lee and Ross, Dan had been her husband’s troop-mate in the SAS, but he hadn’t been in the convoy during the ambush. It had taken him a long time to come to terms with that.

He was also Steve’s cousin. As a kid, Steve had spent most school holidays at the Jansens’ family farm, and Lewis, who wasn’t happy about moving, had recently expressed a desire to do the same.

For the next two weeks he was staying with Dan and his wife, Jo, while Claire made the Stingray Bay beach house more suited to permanent residency and got the boat renovations under way. She and her son could both do with the break.

“Lewis is in bed,” Dan said after they’d exchanged greetings.

“Did I get the time wrong? I thought it was only 9:00 p.m. there.”

He laughed. “I worked him into the ground…poor kid. We’re docking lambs.”

“I hope he’s not giving you any trouble.” Because he’s been giving his mother a lot of trouble lately, she thought wryly.

“Occasional moments of teen angst, but we’re ignoring them. Is our other boy giving you trouble?” Claire had asked Dan to keep her flying visit to L.A. a secret from Lewis because she didn’t want to get her son’s hopes up. Nate had dashed them enough times already.

“I’ll get back to you. Currently I’m cautiously optimistic.” With Zander in her corner, surely Nate had run out of excuses. A phone started ringing somewhere. “Listen, I’ve got to go. Give Lewis my love and tell him I’ll phone tomorrow.”

She reached the hall after the answering service had kicked in. “Hi, Nate, it’s Marcie. Left a message on your cell too, but just to confirm…Roberta doesn’t need an escort to court tomorrow. Her husband’s back in jail. On an unrelated charge, thank God. Talk soon. Bye.”

Claire stared at the phone. Did all her old friend’s associates break the law?

She wondered if Zander had broken the news yet or if she’d have to. Once she could have predicted Nate’s reaction. Now…

Claire hugged herself as she heard the front door open. Now she didn’t know him anymore.

* * *

“You’re still up.” Catching sight of her as he opened the front door Nate smiled, but his brown eyes radiated a cold anger.

Zander had told him.

Claire returned a conciliatory smile. Then he shouldn’t have lied to her. “I said I’d wait up.” She noticed that his dark hair was disheveled, his tie hung loose and his immaculate white shirt was half undone. “Are you…drunk?”

“I don’t get drunk.” Nate slipped the suit jacket off, threw it at the coat stand and missed. He wore a gun holster. “More like comfortably numb.”

“I hope you didn’t drive.”

“No, we caught a cab.” Half turning, Nate held out his hand. “Pia, come meet my stalker.”

“Mia,” corrected a female voice. Disbelieving, Claire stared at the tipsy goddess, all curves and collagen lips, who grabbed Nate’s hand and stumbled inside.

Knowing how important it was to settle this, he’d brought a pick-up home?

“Mia, meet Claire. Claire, meet Mia.”

“I don’t do threesomes,” Mia said flatly.

Nate laughed. “You’ve gotta love Hollywood. It’s okay, babe, Claire’s a friend…married to my best friend.” Freeing his holster, he removed the cartridge from the gun, then opened the hall cupboard, revealing a small safe. “I know in this town that doesn’t mean much, but in our circle it’s a very big deal. Well, maybe not too big a deal since Claire has screwed me…metaphorically speaking.” Depositing the weapon, he slammed the metal door shut. Hard.

Claire took a deep breath. “Nate.”

He smiled and wagged a finger at her. “All this talk of understanding, when you intended playing Zander’s heartstrings all along. He says I have to do my dooty…that’s how Americans pronounce it, dooty. There’s some irony in being lectured on doing the right thing by a guy notorious for putting himself first.”

Mia laughed. “That is funny.” She fondled his chest, clearly oblivious to his real mood.

“Almost as funny as you lying to me about tour dates,” Claire said evenly.

“I promised Mia a private party, so we’ll discuss this tomorrow. C’mon, babe, let’s find a drink.”

“I’ve been hitting on this guy for months,” Mia confided happily to Claire as Nate ushered her past. “Talk about hard to get.”

“You’re telling me.” Claire followed them to the kitchen. “You could have avoided this, Nate,” she pointed out. “I sent letters, my lawyer sent letters…. You’re not the only one struggling with Steve’s and Lee’s deaths.”

He had his back to her, opening cupboard doors. “All due respect, Claire, you have no friggin’ idea what I feel.” He passed Mia a couple of glasses.

She wanted to shout, Steve was my husband. But that would crack her self-control and she needed those shields. “You agreed to be a trustee,” she reminded him quietly. “All I’m asking is that you do your job.”

“Here it is,” he said, holding up a Jack Daniel’s bottle.

“You guys aren’t acting much like friends,” Mia ventured.

“Sure we are.” Nate flashed Claire a hard smile. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’ll lend you whatever money you need to bring the boat up to spec. That will take the pressure off selling the house. And I’ll sign any papers your lawyer sends me. But no one pushes me into doing what I don’t want to, Claire. Not even you.”

Her throat tightened. “That’s not good enough.” She needed to make her own way, follow new dreams, since following the ones she and Steve had shared was no longer an option.

“That’s my best offer.” One arm hooked around Mia’s waist, the other hand clutching a bottle of JD, he headed for the stairs.

Mia glanced over her shoulder with a worried frown. “Are you all right?” she said to Claire.

Her mouth started forming an automatic yes. “No. The last six months have been hell. My son’s been getting into trouble and I’ve had to move him away from his deadbeat friends.” She hated resorting to emotional blackmail, but Nate had left her no choice. “And I really need Nate to talk to him about Steve’s death.”

Shocked, Mia stopped. “Your husband’s dead?”

Dropping his hand from her waist, Nate turned and looked at her. “He died almost immediately after impact,” he said harshly. “There’s nothing to add.”

“And I’ve told Lewis that. We all have. But Dan wasn’t on patrol and Ross can’t remember a thing. You are the only eyewitness. I understand it’s difficult for you, but he needs to talk to you about his father’s last hours.”

“No.” His hand tightened on the balustrade. “I’ll pay for counseling.”

“What?” Unable to believe his callousness, Claire stared at him.
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