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This book is dedicated to our Cover Design Artist, Kelly A. Martin of KAM.Design. Years ago, when we republished Blood Rising, our book was assigned to Kelly.
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Here are some island terms used in this book with their meanings, so everyone is comfortable as they appear within the story.

Lavalava:

Today the fashion remains common in island and beach areas. The lavalava is fabric secured around the waist by overhand knotting of the upper corners of the cloth; men usually allow them to hang in front and often extend to the knee or mid-calf, depending on the activity or occasion.

Pāreu:

A pāreu/sarong is a piece of fabric usually between 4-5 feet in length that is worn as a loose-fitting skirt or dress. The Pāreu, on the other hand, was developed in Tahiti and adapted to Western fabric when European explorers introduced it in the 1700s. In Hawaii, the names are often interchangeable. 

The Legend of Kauila at Punalu'u

Kauila, the Hawaiian Turtle Goddess, was born on the black sandy shores of Punalu'u. Several websites recount this legend. 

Malama na Honu (Protect the Turtles) is a tax-exempt non-profit entity that was created in 2007. The organization is made up of over 95 dedicated and knowledgeable volunteer “Honu Guardians” who are on the beach every day of the year to prevent intentional and inadvertent harassment of the Hawaiian Green Sea Turtles as they bask peacefully on the beach. The volunteers provide educational outreach to the public by imparting facts about the turtles, explaining their behaviors, and creating an awareness of the ongoing need to protect this “threatened” species. 

Manō 

n. Shark (general name). 
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Twenty Years Ago

Dolly, Texas

Amarillo was what everyone expected from Texas: hot, dry, dusty, and riddled with tumbleweeds. January had brought a snow-blinding blizzard mixed with ice, but of course, Kirk Roman had still been on the inside. The guards complained of the weather on the roads, and Kirk had shivered under the thin blanket and inadequate heat in his cell. At his release in mid-April, there was a reprieve from winter’s ice and summer’s swelter, and Kirk enjoyed Spring.

Now he spent his days in Dolly either on the back of a horse rounding up lost steers or doing one of the many chores ever-present on a ranch. He had no complaints. The back of a horse, even on the wettest spring day, was freedom. After being locked up for three years for a crime his wife committed, being told when to get up, when to go to sleep when to eat, when to execute every bodily function, freedom was heady stuff.

Today was his first day off since he wandered into town a week ago. The two hundred and fifty dollars in his pocket was from the great State of Texas. Dolly was as far as the bus would take him on a prison release ticket. He had his heart set on a sturdy Deakin’s Delight breakfast, which the billboard bragged had the best steak, eggs, pancakes, and coffee in town.

The breakfast lived up to its reputation, and the beauty and spunk of his server was a bonus. The young woman in the worn green gingham uniform with a faded kelly green apron was a welcome surprise. Tammy’s sardonic sense of humor matched his own. Her brown doe-eyes carried her smile from her plump pink lips. She was as bright as the Texas sunshine, and she warmed up his day considerably. 

She gave him a wink as she bent a little closer than necessary to pick up his well-cleaned plate. “That was an outstanding breakfast.” He wiped his mouth with a coarse cloth napkin and laid it on the worn counter. “Your billboard is no exaggeration.” 

She nodded, eyes wide. “You’re not from around these parts.”

“Well, Dolly’s my home for now at the Rocking Horse Ranch.”

She rested his plate on her forearm and cocked a hip. “Are you Charlie’s new Vet?”

With a tilt of his head and a raised brow, Kirk dismissed that idea. “I am a vet, but the Navy kind. Now I’m riding the fences. I’m waiting while an option is up in the air, if it bounces my way, I’m out of here.”

“Well, you gotta eat dinner. It’s chicken fried steak night at Teddy’s Honky Tonk. Best in the county.”

“Better than yours?” He gestured to the picture on the wall.

“It’s better because I don’t have to stand there cooking it. Plus, The Tornado Boys are back from Austin, and they really put on a show. Fifty cent longnecks all night.”

“I don’t drink.”

“Good Christian boy, huh?”

“I don’t know how good I am. But I don’t drink. Does Teddy’s serve anything else?”

“How about some Texas sweet tea?”

“That’s nothing like Long Island Iced Tea, is it?”

“Come again?” The look she gave him was genuinely bewildered. 

“I’d enjoy some chicken fried steak if you’d have some with me?”

****
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THE WAKING SUN SPIT morning through the eyelet curtains over Tammy’s double bed. Kirk lay on his belly with his arm across her. His hand cupped her breast; his breathing was deep and steady. My God, that man is a love machine. No wonder he’s sleeping so soundly. Now in the light, she read part of his tattoo. ‘The Only Easy Day was Yesterday’ ran inside his right forearm. She remembered seeing the eagle, mounting an anchor crossed by a trident and pistol over his heart while he did such a grand job of mounting her. 

She looked over to him. Are his eyes really that blue? Right now, his thick eyelashes fluttered in sleep, but his handsome face grinned broadly. What a scamp. “Having sweet dreams?”

His chest rumbled his chuckle. “In this bed? You bet.”

The cellphone on the bedstand throbbed with “Anchors Away”. Tammy jumped from him as his lightning response had him up and sitting with the phone to his ear.

“Roman.”

Tammy rose and walked naked to the tiny half bath off her bedroom, eavesdropping on his conversation.

“What? When?” These words had Kirk pacing the room, picking up his clothes and dropping them on the bed. “I didn’t need the money; I got a job. I’m a ranch hand.” He sat on the side of the bed, scratching his morning scruff. “I figured that would be my rainy day fund.” He stuck the phone between his shoulder and his ear as he unballed his socks and began dressing. “I didn’t expect you to move this fast.” Tammy figured this was the end of that magnificent body in her bed by the gist of the conversation. “Of course, I trusted you; I just thought it would be a few months.” 

Kirk shot a grin her way as he slid commando into his jeans. “So, you have the ticket reserved for me out of Amarillo to Vegas?” Tammy pouted, he wasn’t only leaving, he was going to Vegas. “I travel light, just a duffle. Sure, I guess old Charlie won’t get my forty-eight-hour notice, but then again, I’ll probably not be back this way. Thanks, Evan. I’ll see you in Vegas.” He closed the call and slid on his western shirt. With each snap, her sadness echoed in the small bedroom.

“That was that option you were talking about?”

“To my great surprise, it’s come about. I just thought the guy was being nice when he sent a cell phone and debit card to the prison for my release.” 

She tightened her robe and blanched at his words. “Prison?”

“Yeah, I was a guest of the state for a few years. Would it change your opinion of me if I said I didn’t do it? That I got out early for saving people’s lives?”

She nodded to his sneakers. “That’s what you’re doing working a ranch and wearing sneakers.”

“Well, that and they were out of my size boots at Monroe’s. I didn’t feel like borrowing a truck to drive to Amarillo. Now I won’t need them.” He patted his wallet in his back pocket. 

“I guess I should say it’s been nice knowing you.”

Kirk caught her up in a hearty embrace. “Oh, come on. It was better than that. We had a good time last night, didn’t we? If I were staying here, I’d like to think we’d have had a lot more good times.”

Tammy leaned back in his embrace. “I’m not sure my husband would like that.”

Kirk’s brows rose. “Husband?” He looked around the small bedroom and saw no evidence of a male occupant. “It seems I’m not the only one who neglected to mention crucial details of their life.”

Tammy pouted again and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Two weeks ago, Shuggy took off for parts unknown. I don’t look for him to come back anytime soon. Assuming he’s still alive. He has some stupid friends.”

“I hope your luck improves. What if you took some hospitality courses at the junior college and headed to Dallas?”

She dropped out of his arms and started stripping the bed. “I’ve got to hang around here to get my divorce started, plus, Daddy needs me at the diner.” She watched Kirk; his dark head hung as his gaze followed her around the bed.

“Don’t sell yourself short, Tammy. You’re a hell of a woman; you deserve a good man.” He sat down to tie his sneakers. “I’d give you a ride to the diner, but I can see we’re right behind it. Is that your Dad’s place next door?”

Tammy stood forlornly holding the bedsheets. “Don’t worry about him; he can’t see my back door from the kitchen.” 

Kirk nodded. “I’ll see myself out.”

“But Daddy probably saw your truck when he went to open.”

Kirk’s head dropped lower between his shoulders as he moved toward the borrowed truck.

Tammy listened to the old truck’s engine turn over, stepping to ‘his’ side of the bed to strip the pillowcase. She noticed his Turk’s Head rope bracelet on the nightstand. She shrugged. There’s no catching him now. She dropped the fairly new band into her keepsake cigar box. It will be waiting for him if he ever swings back this way. 
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One Year Ago

St. Petersburg, Florida

Skyler Kingston drove her Volkswagen Beetle convertible circa 1979 from her aunt’s home in St Pete, across the Sunshine Skyway to Sarasota. It was her daddy’s car, and she treated it like a Bentley. 

Aunt Sherry trusted her to drive to the University of South Florida in Tampa for an admissions interview; Sky decided she’d take the long way to Tampa by way of The Central Coast Art Institute in Sarasota. That way, she’d knock out two interviews in one day.

Driving Daddy’s bug is the best! Top-down, she knew the lemon yellow convertible garnered appreciative stares from the boys. She did not realize they were admiring her and not the car. Her long, crème soda blonde hair was a gorgeous hue blended of ash and golden shades. The Florida humidity triggered tempting tendrils at her high cheekbones, and with her humongous sunglasses, no one saw her brilliant zircon blue eyes. 

Out of the car, boys often fastened their attention on her kissibly wide mouth with just the hint of a pout. The little dimple in her chin went with the twin dimples just above her buttocks. She never gave them much thought, but she lived in low-rider cutoffs, and guys seemed to notice them along with her limber and lissome legs.

Her family, meaning her father, Air Force General Henry (Hank) Kingston, was not in favor of the art institute. When she first mentioned it, his response was, “I’m not sending you to crayon college.” When she explained their variety of art majors, his response was horribly similar. 

He’d worked the last two years to get her an appointment to the Air Force Academy, but migraine headaches negated that option. Who knew the curse of migraines that began with her periods would save her from a military career she did not want. She couldn’t think of anything she wanted to do less after a lifetime of being a military brat. She had dreams, and they were about creating art.

Sky walked on air back to her car. The tour of the Central Coast Art Institute campus was jaw-dropping if you were a true artist. Plus, the dorms were not barracks. The Dean of Admissions couldn’t have been more helpful. Her mind made up; she wasn’t looking at any other options. Now, all I have to do is tell Dad. She cringed.

****
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PRESENT DAY

Dolly, Texas

After school was Tammy’s favorite time of day. Her son, nineteen-year-old Conner, and his best friends Gif and Buddy ate off the same platter of dumpster fries and treated their sweethearts to root beer floats. They were made expressly with diet root beer as requested by Ginny, Gif’s ever-dieting girlfriend. 

Conner was by far the tallest and best developed of the trio. His coal dark hair was longer than she wanted, but Tessa, his girlfriend, liked it that way. He’d inherited Tammy’s brown eyes, damn near black. She’d often wished that with his coloring, Conner would have his father’s brilliant blue eyes. At least he had his dad’s heavy fringe of lashes, and that was something. He also had his dad’s perfect inverted triangle build, enhanced by growing up working on a ranch. But it was his face that stopped all female hearts from the time Conner could sit up. When he smiled, his entire face advertised his joy.

All in all, he was a perfect blend of Tammy and Kirk. He owned his version of his father’s grace and physical ease. He never met a stranger.

It was hard to believe he would graduate from high school in a week. By that time, she’d have the ultimate graduation gift waiting for him, a move to the beaches of sunny Florida. Embry-Riddle Aeronautical University would be a few miles away. She could finance his dream of becoming a pilot. Enlisting in the Air Force wouldn’t be necessary. She wanted to watch him grow in his college years; she wasn’t ready to give him up. If he wanted to enter the Air Force as an officer and pilot, his university studies would support that. The hard part? Breaking the news to Conner.

The bell on the door announced the postman bearing a sizeable brown package. “Tammy, you been shopping online again?”

“No, Beau, I ordered new signs for the diner.” The postman left with a tip of his cap, and her hands rested flat on the box, not wanting to open it until she signed the last of the papers. Tonight her lawyer would help her close the deal. Tomorrow, she would give Conner the news. She grinned. Female hearts would break all over the county at the word he was leaving town.

****
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SKY TOOK HER PLACE among the local vendors in St. Pete Pier Park. Her high school art teacher allowed her space in his stall on weekends and holidays. Sky sat under the booth’s canopy and drew pastels from photos of clients. That way, they could enjoy downtown restaurants and come back later for the completed portrait. It was all cash, and she was sitting on a nice chunk of green paper.

An octogenarian with what looked like an equally aged poodle passed by her several times with a longing look. At last, she stopped and asked. “How much to have Penny’s portrait done?” She nodded toward the dog.

Sky smiled. “Twenty-five dollars.” 

The white-haired woman’s face fell. “Oh, dear.” Sky noticed her frayed sneakers and faded clothing. “Your work is lovely, but that is out of my budget.” The copper poodle rode in a wire utility cart. “I want a picture of Penny because I don’t know how much longer she’ll be with me.” The dog panted heavily.

Sky’s eyes filled with hot tears of sympathy. “You know what? I would be happy to do it for free if you let me take a picture of both of you with the portrait after it’s done. I could display it for advertising.”

The woman’s face brightened as if she’d won the lottery. “Oh, would you? That would be such a wonderful gift.”

Sky picked up her phone. “Let me get a few pictures of Penny. Do you have a treat that would make her put her ears up and look at you?”

“She’s not supposed to have ham, but she loves it. I suppose a tiny piece of my sandwich won’t hurt her.” Pictures snapped, Sky went to work as her new friend sat beside her under the large awning and ate her lunch.

****
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CONNER DROPPED HIS backpack on the kitchen table and exploded. “You did what?” Tammy’s smile evaporated, and she took a step back, clutching the paperwork to her heart. “You sold out our family legacy? The land, the diner, the houses?”

“Conner, you’re headed into adulthood. What do you want with two acres of frontage in this town?”

“It’s not the two acres along the state road; it’s the forty acres back. It’s Grandpa’s diner; it’s the house I grew up in.”

Tammy smacked her hands on her hips and bent into the argument. “You’ve barely worked a day in that diner. I’d say I have seniority and sweat equity to sell out.” She dropped the papers on the table. “I’m thirty-nine. I’ll be damned if I’m a short-order cook for the rest of my life. Seven days a week, eighteen hours a day, no vacations since when?”

Conner paced the kitchen, running both hands through his hair. “But, Mom. We had vacations.”

“Yeah, driving to Air Force bases for air shows. Glad you had a good time.”

“It was more than a good time, look at the scout badges and rank I earned. Look what I learned. It’s all going to count when I enlist.”

“If I had known that’s what I was feeding, I’d have taken you to Six Flags.”

“Don’t you get it? My whole focus since I was six years old, was becoming an Air Force Pilot. Grandpa understood.”

“Your Grandpa served in a simpler time. Pilots fought each other. Now war is like a video game. In three years, there probably won’t be pilots.”

Conner shook his head and turned away to cut off his next words.

“You work six months like I have for the last twenty-five years and tell me what you think about selling out and moving to Florida.” Tammy mirrored his pacing and spoke under her breath. “You little ingrate, I did not expect this from you.”

“Were you so wrapped in the diner that you weren’t paying attention? Why do you think my Eagle Scout project was restoring the local park’s remote control airplane field? Why do you think I enrolled in JROTC?”

“You were an only child, and you never sat still.”

“Mom, Why do you think Aviation was my first Scout badge?”

“So, you could fly the hell out of here like I’m going to.”

“Yeah, you think that’s why I worked to get into honors classes? Paid for my own SAT prep? Instead of football games on Friday night, I spent time with Chip learning how to maintain his aircraft.”

Tammy threw up her hands and turned away from him, shaking her head, mumbling. “Like I said, I thought you were bored.”

“All I’ve ever dreamed about is earning that Air Force flight suit. I don’t want you to pay for college. I’m enlisting.”

Tammy fisted her hands at her side and groaned. “In Florida, our lives will be different. We can have fun. This is the first time I’ve had time and money to be with you.”

“You raised an independent son. You have to face that.” Conner shouldered his backpack. “If you’re done with this town and the diner, I understand. You should go and do what you want to do.”

Tammy’s eyes burned. “Well, thank you, young man, for permission. What could be better than your blessing?”

Conner gave her a straight-lipped expression. “Not arguing with my mother about what I want to do with my life?”

“You think you know so much? Live your life. See me in a year. Find me on the beach.” Tammy shoved the paperwork into the envelope and stormed back into her bedroom.

****
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CONNER DROPPED INTO his desk in homeroom and buried his face in his backpack. Tessa ran her hand lightly down his back and bent over to whisper in his ear. “What’s the matter, Con? Did you stay out last night after you dropped me home?”

He raised his head, and the sight of his girlfriend softened his anger toward his mother. “Mom’s sold everything, and she’s moving to Daytona Beach, Florida.”

“I love the beach; I can see your mom rocking the beach life.”

Conner narrowed his eyes at her. “Without even talking to me, she decided I was going to aeronautical school out there, and she was going to waste the money to send me.”

Tessa slipped into the desk next to him and inclined her head sarcastically. “Poor baby, college in Florida. What a terrible mother to offer you that.”

Conner shook his head. “What, do you women stick together?”

“My family has to scrimp to make up the difference between my grants and expenses at the community college. Plus, I have to live in Dolly and commute to Amarillo.” Tessa shoved her books into the well below the desk seat and opened her textbook. Shaking her head, she refused to look at him as she chewed on her Bic pen.

“I’m sorry, sugar.” Conner leaned across the aisle and brushed a hand down her arm affectionately. “I’m blown away; she kept all this a secret till this morning.”

Tessa chewed on the pen until she spoke. “You want to join the Air Force. You can visit her from anywhere.”

Conner slumped back, his long legs bracketing the desk in front of him as he folded his arms and sulked. “It pisses her off that I want to enlist. I swear I wish I had my dad to speak up for me.”

****
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CONNER’S MOTORCYCLE churned up the dust as he fishtailed to a stop in front of the diner. He’d never seen the parking lot empty. When he got to the door, he knew why. A red-lettered sign announced, “Closed! The Deakins family thanks you for fifty years of patronage.” Another sign on a metal post beaten into the hard Texas dirt said, “Watch this space for the new home of Criterion Oil.” 

He put the bike back into gear and rode to the grey two-bedroom home behind the diner. The flat expanse of their brown land shimmered under the Texas heat. Home, the only home Conner knew, was a single-story concrete rectangle. Tan brick ran halfway up the exterior to meet pale yellow paint in need of refreshment. The one-car garage door was open, revealing the fruit of his mom’s work. 

Parking his bike, he sat for a moment examining the road dirt on his half-helmet. Restless sweat streamed down the center of Conner’s back as he measured his words. He had thought all day about this morning’s quarrel with his mom. Conner still had questions. How to approach his mom was the foremost. 

The living room furniture stood on the driveway, and benches held plants, lamps, and stacks of books. The front door was open, and he heard his mom grunting as she stacked small moving boxes. 

Conner hung up his helmet and jacket and put on a placid smile. “Let me help you with that, Mom. Is your truck going to make it to Daytona?” He counted the few boxes she was stacking.

Tammy dusted her hands on her rump and chuckled. “If you’re not taking me up on my offer, I’ll ship this stuff and fly there alone. I’m selling everything, including that dump of a truck.”

“Before you have everything packed up, could I get my birth certificate? Where are we planning to stay until I graduate?”

Tammy never stopped moving. “Graduation is this Saturday. I’m out bright and early Sunday.” She went to a banker’s box of papers and retrieved a cigar box, handing it to him mutely.

Conner had never seen this. He lifted the brass clasp, and there was Cleopatra extending a hand to Marc Antony. This had been his mom’s secret box, kept in a nightstand drawer. Now there were only two things inside. The tobacco aroma, still strong, was imbued into the folded birth certificate. He lifted the paper, and a dingy white rope bracelet fell from its folds. Conner disregarded it and read the birth certificate. “Mom, why did you name me Conner Roman Jameson? Are we Italian?” 

Tammy groaned. She carried a camp chair and trod into the near-empty living room. Popping open the folding chair she took in a deep breath and wiped hair away from her face. “Get me an iced tea. It’s a long story.”

As Conner prowled into the kitchen of the small house, he kept up his interrogation. “I don’t even remember why my name is Jameson, and your name is Deakins.” Conner tucked the box under his arm, carrying the tea in one hand and the bracelet in the other. “And what’s this?” Conner shook the bracelet at her. 

Tammy rubbed her eyes with the heels of her hands and drew in a deep breath. When he handed her the iced tea and sat cross-legged on the floor, she began. “Let me tell you about life, son.” She took a long swallow. “I had a husband by the last name of Jameson. He left before you were born, never to be heard from again.” She looked up at him from under her bangs. “But he was not your daddy.” Conner’s shoulders wilted. “Your daddy worked at the ranch. He treated me good, but I knew while I was with him, he wasn’t going to be here forever. I couldn’t leave your grandpa, and by the time I found out I was pregnant, I figured it would be better to stay home. Shuggy Jameson, my runaround husband, took off, and I couldn’t find him to file for divorce. I figured if they ever caught him, they could hold him responsible for child support.”

“Is that why you dragged me from town to town, and I missed so much school I had to repeat the first grade?”

“Yes, I got word he moved to Tulsa. That was bunk. Still, I drove through all the small towns between here and Tulsa. We slept many a night in the truck.”

Conner’s wry smile emerged. “I thought we were camping...”

Tammy shook her head. “Yeah, right.”

Conner stared between the bracelet and the birth certificate. “Was this my dad’s?” Tammy nodded. “So, Roman was my father’s first name?”

A dreamy look overtook her eyes as she sat back in the folding chair. “Kirk was his first name. Kirk Roman.” 
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Chapter Two
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Present Day

Honolulu, Hawaii

Kirk Roman and his wife, Jordan, waited behind the temporary stage at Queen’s Surf Beach in Waikiki. Their exercise and health show celebrated three months of week over week high ratings on the local PBS station. There was network talk of taking the show nationwide. 

On an exercise mat under a palm tree, Jax, his son, did pushups to emphasize his special forces physique. The director pointed out Kirk’s taped marks on the stage floor while the hair and makeup artist fussed over Jordan. Kirk turned to the director. “Can you move those women at the foot of the stage? They squeal every time Jax comes on.”

The director gave him an incredulous look. “Move them? I wish we had twenty more. They’re ratings gold. We want them to squeal.” 

Kirk’s face was a thundercloud. “It’s damn distracting.”

“Don’t be jealous.” Jordan patted his back, reassuringly. “Some of those little white-haired women over there are from Silver SEAL. They’d squeal for you if you took off your shirt.”

Kirk looked at his muscle shirt emblazoned with his gym logo. “You don’t think I’m showing enough?” He stepped within a breath of his wife and raised a brow. “I’m married now.”

The director harrumphed. “I don’t care what color hair they have, are they squealing yet? What we will do is rotate the audience for each episode, so it doesn’t look like we did three shows in one day.”

Jordan tittered. “Oh, the magic of television.”

Kirk looked back at Jax’s pre-show routine and stepped away to drop and perform a few pushups. He looked up at Jordan. “Happy now?”

She smirked. “Take off your shirt.”

****
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CONNER RODE IN BUDDY’S truck to the Amarillo airport, duffle in the truck bed. “I appreciate you letting me use your computer to look up my dad. What a kick, my dad was a SEAL. He ought to know something about the service.”

Buddy nodded along with the radio and broke out in a grin. “Yeah, and when your daddy lets you move in, remember who to invite to Hawaii. Don’t worry about your motorcycle, you know I’ll take good care of it while you’re there.”

Conner pointed an accusing finger. “Don’t take her off-road.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. So you have to fly Amarillo to Dallas to Honolulu, right? When do you sleep?”

Conner pulled his straw cowboy hat down and folded his arms over his chest. “When I’m dead.”

Buddy chuckled. “You may be dead when he opens his front door and sees you standing there. That takes stones to show up unannounced. He don’t even know you exist. Hope he don’t have a bad ticker.”

Conner chuffed out a deep breath. “We’re all going to find out about his ticker.”

****
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SKYLER WAS NOT A BAD girl. She wasn’t a flirt. Through high school, she would pair up for formal dances but generally hung out with five other artists. It was never serious. The thought of going all the way with one of them was like kissing your brother. Ewwe. 

But there was one guy she reconnected with the weekend their art club visited the University of South Florida Art Department. The life model was one of her high school’s alumni, and she’d crushed on him for two years before he graduated and slipped from her grasp. Why did he wait until he was a college freshman to ask me out? 

She felt like she was ditching her friends when she drove over to USF’s campus to spend the night in his dorm room. The allure of sleeping with an art class life model ran dry by Easter. When she drove off the campus for the last time, why did the song, “I Like ‘em Big and Stupid’, come to mind?

On the other hand, wasn’t she the recipient of the Visual Arts Academy Award two years in a row? She volunteered in the middle school art program. When it came time to cross the stage, she squeaked in as the tenth student of the Decem Decori. She laughed to herself, what a fancy name for the top ten students. Talk about ostentatious. She loved her art teachers, and that’s how she stayed out of trouble. So why did she switch out her Honolulu ticket for an earlier date without her father knowing?

She fibbed to her Aunt Sherry, who was like a mother to her, that she was meeting her father there. And she would... eventually. She had to build up the courage first.

On the flight into Dallas, Sky felt privileged to get the last window seat available. She chuckled to herself; daddy would have said she had ants in her pants. It would be a long travel day if she didn’t quell that lump of guilt in the pit of her stomach. 

The woman who sat next to her conversed above the cabin noise nonstop across the aisle with her friend. If she thinks I’m givin up my window seat for them to sit together, she has another think coming. I have headphones, and I’m not afraid to use them, at least until Dallas.

****
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AFTER BOARDING THE plane in Dallas, Conner Roman Jameson settled back in his ‘extra comfort’ window seat on the Hawaiian Air flight. He appreciated the extra five inches. He swore he would not recline his seat, no matter how long this flight was. He plugged in his phone, stuffed his headphones in his ears, and waited to see who would sit next to him.

Conner shifted in his leather seat and watched pre-flight entertainment. An excited young beauty approached, gazing up at the seat numbers as her backpack bumped along the seats. If her smile wasn’t so contagious, she wouldn’t get away with that nonsense. 

She halted at his row and bit her bottom lip. “I believe I have the window seat.” She held up the people behind her while he grimaced, unbuckled, and ducked to move out of her way. She climbed into her seat, arms wrapped around the backpack. I wonder if she realizes she has to stow that above us? Conner stood out of the aisle, in front of his seat, giving her a chance to realize her mistake. 

“Are you in the right row?” Her blonde head tilted quizzically. Huge upturned and brilliantly blue eyes blinked at him.

Conner pulled the boarding pass out of his back pocket and studied it. “You know what? I am the aisle seat. I’m sorry.” 

She flashed a smile. “No worries.”

“Can I help you with that backpack? It has to go above.”

In a daze, she shivered and oh’d back to him. “Let me grab my stuff.” She dug for a blowup pillow, a Kindle, and headphones. “Thank you.” She passed the bright teal bag to him.

“Are you a blacksmith?” He hefted the heavy bag jokingly. “I didn’t know they made travel anvils.”

“I’ve carried it through two airports so far. My daddy says, don’t bring what you can’t carry.”

Conner carefully moved his perfectly shaped straw cowboy hat to the side and pushed her bag securely in the bin. While he stood over her, he enjoyed the high definition fit of her cropped leggings. Her filmy gauze top danced with her movement as she buckled into her seat.

He took his seat and turned to her. “If you tighten up those straps, that backpack won’t fight you.”

She lowered her Kindle and hesitated. “Yeah...” When she twisted up her long hair, the movement generated a sexy aura of fresh and vibrant orange. When her hands settled to her lap, the sensual jasmine and rose tickled his senses. The longer he sat next to her, the more he fell under her sensual cachet. She smells great. “Is this your first visit to Hawaii?” She fairly bubbled over with cheerfulness.

“Yeah. Going to visit a dad I’ve never met.”

****

[image: ]


“WOW.” SHE GLANCED UP at the flight attendant and smiled and then looked back at Conner. “I’ll trade you the one you don’t know for the one I already have.”

“Ouch. Is he in Hawaii?”

Sky accepted the cola in the flimsy plastic cup. “I have a week on my own, then we collide.”

Conner tore into his snack mix. “At least you know what the reception will be. I keep trying to plan for every contingency. Where I come from, he could meet me at the door with a rifle calling me a bastard and ordering me off his land.”

Her pink lips pursed around her straw as her brows rose in the center. She spoke cautiously. “Where’s home?”

He gestured with his thumb and forefinger. “Little town outside Amarillo.”

“Thank goodness. I thought you’d tell me Tombstone.”

Conner eased back in his seat. His hand washed over his top lip. “Nobody back home has mustaches like that.”

She smiled. “See there; it’s not as bad as you were imagining. What if he welcomes you with open arms?”

****
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WHEN THE CABIN LIGHTS dimmed, the low LEDs glistened off her blonde hair. Conner sat captivated by the spun gold effect. Her blonde was natural; he could see by her groomed brows and her thick golden eyelashes. It was a natural slide down her straight and pert nose to her plump lips puckered in slumber. Why did he wonder how kissable those lips were? The faint pattern of freckles that saddled her nose splayed across her collarbones and disappeared into a silky crevice of cleavage. 

He had the most irresistible desire to raise the seat arm between them and draw her into his side while she slept. I’d never be able to explain that. Whenever the attendants came by, he requested her favorite soda and snacks. If this was all they were getting, they would land hungry.

When the inflight screen showed they were still a couple of hours away from landing, Conner sunk back in his seat. He adjusted the wings of his headrest to keep an eye on her. The gauzy top rose and fell with the rhythm of her relaxed sleep, and he was toast.

****
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WHEN SKY MOVED IN HER slumber, her earring caught on her hair, and she woke. The airplane angel had visited. On her tray was a can of soda, nut bars, and three bags of Hawaiian snack mix. She looked to her right, and the guy next to her had the same setup. She flagged the attendant for a cup of ice and gestured to the items on the tray. “Thanks for thinking of us while we slept.”

The flamboyantly handsome attendant winked at her seatmate. “All that is from your cowboy. He thought you’d need some grub on the trail.”

Sky gazed adoringly at Conner. “Awe.” The attendant raised a brow and moseyed off.

Didn’t he have dark eyes? The kind of deep brown eyes that pulled you into an eddy and held you there. The lashes fanned on his cheek were impossibly long and thick. Yes, his dark eyes sparkled when he talked about flying. How much would I love to see that same sparkle if he talked about me? 

The larger-than-life young man next to her slept folded up like origami. His long booted legs stretched into every available inch of the bulkhead. Those blue jeans should be illegal. The white wear marks hinted where he stowed his valuables. She saw the outline of a phone, a wallet, keys. The frayed fly flap rippled over well-used brass fly buttons. 

Why am I looking at his fly? Can he see me? Sky slid toward the window but watching him from that distance only made her appreciation of him more obvious. 

The flight attendant cruised by; they exchanged glances, he dipped his chin. “Emm humm.” And then he was gone. 

The guy’s plaid shirt fit snugly over well-muscled arms resting folded across his chest. The colorful plaid caressed his torso the way she would like to caress him. She’d seen handsome guys before. Dated a couple, but this cowboy was a mystery wafting away from her like campfire smoke. Hickory dark brown hair fell over his forehead, and wanton curls rested on his shirt collar. No earring, no ink showing. Thick sideburns cut straight and a little longish. With his chin tucked to his chest, his lips had a particularly alluring pout. His profile was classic. Hundreds of years of sculpture glorified men like him. God, he’s perfect. I wish he was available.

****
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BY THE TIME THE YOUNG couple strolled to baggage claim, they knew each other’s names. He had a girlfriend; she had nobody serious. She drove a classic Beetle, and he rode a Harley Softail. More than anything, he wanted to fly, and she wanted to paint. Every dime in his bank account was earned summers and weekends at the airfield and saddling up horses for trail rides and mock roundups. He could spot a dude from Ohio faster than a Texas two-step. Her money came from sitting at St. Pete Pier doing portraits. She could identify the perfect angle to draw the best features out of any subject. Both were nervous about being with their family.

****
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CONNER FIDDLED WITH his phone. “Ain’t that a kicker?” His hand dropped to his side as he shook his head.

“What is?”

“I almost ordered a Lyft in Amarillo.” He turned off his phone and restarted it. “This should fix it.”

The belt began chugging past them bearing bags tossed haphazardly. Sky’s gaze darted from Conner to the sluggish beltway. “Didn’t you say you’re going to my youth hostel in Manoa?”

His phone lit up and recognized its location. “Yes, I am. If I can get a Lyft.”

Her teal bag rumbled up to her, and before she could lunge for it, he picked it up with one hand. “Is there another one like this?”

Sky winced, squeaked, and pointed. “Yes. It’s the bigger one coming up.”

Conner laughed at the shapely girl with the butterfly-colored luggage. “Watch this.” He picked up the small black hard-side suitcase and put it beside her two stout suitcases, backpack, and shoulder bag. “Are we both here for the same amount of time? I guess I’m asking for a car with a large trunk.”

****
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SKY WATCHED HER NEW friend order their ride. Am I nuts? Well, it is a ride-share. They exited the sweeping doors of Daniel K. Inouye International Airport. In a sea of lei-wearing Aloha shirts, he stood a head above the rest in his cowboy hat. Its square set flattered his sculpted features. Shadowy stubble accented where a full beard could be in a week. With his military surplus duffle over his shoulder, he shifted from foot to foot in his faded 501 jeans and well-worn boots. He rolled up the sleeves of his plaid western shirt to compensate for the heat. The working cowboy tan ended at his wrists, and his forearms were muscled under a dusting of dark hair. Conner’s look was not tourist cowboy. It was authentic.

****
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SKY AND CONNER PARTED as they unlocked their doors across the hall from each other at the hostel. He held up a bottle of water and an orange from the lobby counter. “This isn’t going to cut it for more than a couple of hours. How about we reconnect at one?”

Sky leaned against her open door. “Have you ever seen the ocean?” He shook his head. “You paid for the Lyft, let me get lunch, okay? We’ll eat on the beach.”

Conner dropped his bag inside his door and tipped his hat to her. “It’s been a real pleasure, Miss Kingston.”

Sky curtsied. “Why, thank you, Mr. Jameson. 

She blushed the second she closed the door to her tiny room. Within ten minutes, her toiletries were on the desk, and her clothing suitcase sat open on the luggage stand in what they called a closet. Throwing herself on the creaky double bed, she breathed in the soft island air. 

Freedom! I can come and go as I please. No one to tell me what to do and when to do it. She looked at her watch. Plenty of time for a shower and a nap. Before I shower, let me find some ice for this soda. Ice for the soda? More like ice to cool down what he heated up.

She donned her terry cloth robe, grabbed her toiletry bucket, picked up the wafer of a towel the hostel provided, and with her key, headed toward the shower.
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Chapter Three
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Hot sand, cool saltwater, bright sun, and bikinis no bigger than a bandanna. The midday sun bore down on him as he lay on his belly on the beach towel. Girls walked past him, dibbling water on him, and vanished, their laughter lingering behind. 

As the water ran down the crease of his buttocks, he realized he was nekkid. Is that why they were laughing? My white ass? Hell, my whole body is glow-in-the-dark white. 

Sky emerged from the turquoise ocean in a minuscule white bikini, her tanned flesh glowed. Is she gliding my way? The sky and ocean shimmered as one behind her. She illuminated the beach as if she were the sun. 

She dropped on her knees before him. “I’m so glad you’re here. I’ve missed you, Conner.” She leaned back on her heels and extended her hand. “Come swim with me, as dolphins do.”

The primal ache of his bedbound erection sprung him off his belly and onto his back. The hostel bedroom’s air was stale, and the sheets felt coarse. His cock throbbed hard as a railroad spike as he thanked God that the beach scene was a dream. Jesus Christ, that girl. He checked his phone for a noon alarm and willed away his woodie.

****
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SKY DROPPED HER ROBE and got the warm water running. She stepped under the spray, working on disciplining her thoughts to painting on the beach versus painting her new friend in the nude. No matter how diligently she tried to keep her thoughts on landscapes and boats at sea, Conner Jameson’s handsome face and strong body distracted her. I could watch him lift luggage all day if he’d take off that shirt. I’ll bet his back is cut and I’m curious, with his height, does he have a six-pack or an eight-pack? 

She turned away from the showerhead to rinse out the shampoo, and her hand instinctively found its way where the silky soapy foam collected from her body. Is it true what they say about the size of a man’s hands and feet? I sure would like to find out. Those hands of his swept up my luggage like it was a sack lunch. She shook her head. But, no, Skyer, that would be wrong. He has a girlfriend.

****
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SKY SAT IN THE HOSTEL’S patio area and slipped on her sunglasses as she fished through her fringed Anushka hobo bag. Once she found cologne she spritzed once and stowed it in the matching makeup bag. Aunt Sherry couldn’t have thought of a more beautiful graduation gift. She knows I love peacocks. The palm trees swayed overhead as she heard a shuffling sound. She was still processing being halfway around the world. Although Florida and Hawaii were considered wonderland by the other forty-eight states, this was a different flavor of paradise. How do you strategize against a General? She shook her head to dispel that thought. First thing, relax and get to know this cowboy.

Conner grinned as he approached. “How do you walk in these things?”

“You’ve never worn slippers?” Sky leaned over, concealing her laughter.

“Bedroom slippers, I’ve worn bedroom slippers. In Texas, these are called thongs, and you only wear them in the shower or the pool.”

Sky stood up and shouldered her bag. “In a hot minute you’re going to find out in Hawaii you’re never far from water. C’mon, let’s have an adventure. I’ve signed out two bikes for the day because the horses are on the north side of the island.”

Conner approached the bike next to hers and shot a finger at her. “You’re funny. I like you.”

When they stopped at a traffic light, Sky asked, “Do you eat sushi?”

His dark eyes narrowed. “Do I look like a catfish?” His full lips curled into a smirk. “I don’t eat bait.” He chuckled at her wilting offer. “Awe, Sky, I do like to try new things, just not tiny pieces of raw fish.” He hitched the waist of his jeans, and Sky’s attention returned to his penetrating dark eyes.

“I know right where to take you. Let’s pedal over to Sea and Sky Tacos; you can build your own plate.”

They rode up to the sidewalk tables with the bright red umbrellas. They parked, locked the bikes, and walked to the counter. Sky loved watching him discover the island take on Mexican food. She buried a grin as he rubbed his belly. “Hungry much?”

There he stood, a guy out of his usual element. His hands splayed on his hips, one knee bent as the other foot tapped some secret tune. Hickory-colored hair moved in the restaurant air conditioning and he combed it back from his forehead like a well-practiced routine. His pink beast of a tongue wiped his bottom lip. “I’m so glad I didn’t have to leave tacos at home.” He gave a mischievous grin. “They call this Mexican fusion, huh? Not Tex-Mex?” 

He stood back and watched her place her order. When it was his turn, he gestured to the server. “Taco plate, one corn, one flour. Brown rice, pinto beans.” He turned to Sky and shook his head. “Garlic shrimp or steak? I’m going with what I know.” He turned back to the server. “Steak, please. Jalapenos, guacamole, tomatillo salsa, and make it a combo.” When he stepped away with his tray, it groaned under the weight of his special requests.
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