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​CHAPTER ONE
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“I need a man,” Darcy Spencer said, moving her cell phone to her other ear.

The trail she was on ran through the park on her parents’ country estate so she didn’t have to worry about interruptions.  Besides, it was too early for anyone else to be out and about.  The sun was just coming up, painting an orange-red glow across the Texas sky with a wide stroke.  The lush green grass was damp from the heavy dew and a slight chill hung in the air.  Being outside this early felt good—fresh and clean.

“Do you realize what time it is?” Jennifer asked, her words thick from sleep.

“I don’t know.”  She squinted toward the horizon.  “Around six, I suppose.  What does that have to do with anything?”

“It has to do with the fact I was still asleep, and besides, if you’d gone with me to the club last night, you could have found a man easy enough.”

Darcy didn’t sleep much, and often forgot her friends did. “A man from the club won’t work,” she told Jennifer.  “And I’m sorry about waking you.  I forgot you like to sleep late.

“Nine is not...never mind.  Why wouldn’t a man from the club work?”

“I don’t want that kind of relationship.  I need someone long term.”

Jennifer’s deep sigh came clearly across the phone.  “What about Peter or Dick?  Peter thinks the sun rises and sets with you.”

“Peter was a mistake.  Never date a man who’s always been more like a brother to you.”  Darcy stopped walking and frowned.  “Have you ever thought about my ex-boyfriend’s names?  I mean, in reference to the male anatomy.”

“Merely a coincidence.”

“I’m beginning to wonder.”  She continued walking along the edge of the dense stand of trees, but keeping in the open.  “There was Willie-remember him?  He loved garlic and onions, and always smelled faintly of...well...onions and garlic.  Then there was Tom Johnson.  And Woody.”

“Wait, I don’t remember a Woody.”

“Woody Harrelson.”

“You didn’t date him.”

“No, but I had a crush on him at one time.  The guy has a seriously funny sense of humor.”

“A crush doesn’t count.  Maybe you should date a guy with boyfriend approved stamped on his ass.  Like FDA approved meat.  Except this would be boyfriend approved meat.”  Jennifer chuckled at her own joke.

“I’m not sure the FDA approval stamp carries as much weight as it once did.”

“I still don’t know why you’re looking for a man.”

Darcy turned and started back toward the house.  “I sort of told my mother I’d met someone.”

“In other words, you lied through your teeth.”

She nibbled her bottom lip.  “That’s one way to put it.  I told Mom that she could meet him when she and Dad join me next month.”

“Why do you do these things?”

Darcy shrugged.  “It seemed like a good idea at the time.”  And it had.  Now that she thought about it, maybe not so much.  But no other plan had seemed plausible.

“You’re twenty-five,” Jennifer said.  “You shouldn’t have to lie to your parents.  Just tell your mother you’re not ready to settle down.”

“Except then she would try her hand at matchmaking again.  Remember Albert?”

Jennifer chuckled.  “He did sweat a lot.”

Shivers of revulsion ran up and down Darcy’s spine just thinking about the guy.  “He was flatulent.  I am not going to get stuck with another one of my mother’s attempts to fix me up with a man, and that’s exactly what she’d do.  She would drag him down here for the whole summer.  Some trust-fund baby who’s doing nothing but living off his parents’ wealth.”

“Uh, I hate to break it to you, Darcy, but you just described us.”

Darcy flinched, knowing her friend spoke the truth and feeling again as though she were caught between her guilty conscience and her overbearing mother.  Enough already!  This was the summer she’d convinced her mother to untie the apron strings.  If her mom dragged another Albert along with her, it would never happen.

“So, just what are you planning?” Jennifer asked, breaking into her thoughts.

“I’m not sure, but I have a month to figure it out.”

“The great procrastinator.  Hey, keep me up to date with what you’re going to do so I’ll know which lie to tell if anyone asks.  And don’t stay gone too long.  I get so bored without you in the city, but I loathe the country.  Too much fresh air.  I’ll take smog and pollution any day.”

They talked a little more, then said their goodbyes, and Darcy slipped her phone back in her pants pocket.

She kicked at a rock, sending it flying into the woods.  Jennifer was right.  Darcy had to get more control of her life.  She was twenty-five, and had a freakin’ private investigator license, and a degree in business, except her mother cried every time Darcy even mentioned getting a job that might be remotely dangerous.

But Darcy was good at finding things.  It was almost as if she had a sixth sense.  She’d make a great investigator.  She loved the thought of intrigue, stealth and danger.  Actually, there probably wouldn’t be that much intrigue, stealth or danger.  It would be a lot of research on the Internet, or spying on wives or husbands suspected of infidelity.  She didn’t really think she would enjoy spying on cheating spouses.  But finding things that might be lost intrigued her, making her pulse beat just a little faster.

Her shoulders slumped.  That is, if she ever got the chance to work.  She didn’t have an ounce of courage when it came to standing up to her mother.

Darcy loved her mom, but the woman really had to loosen up.  The rooms, no matter how opulent, were closing in on Darcy.  Trouble was, she understood why her mother was so suffocating, which made everything worse.  Mary Spencer had had four miscarriages before adopting Darcy.  She’d been smothering her only child ever since.

A large dog jumped from between the trees and into her path.  Darcy froze.  The dog turned and glared at her.  It wasn’t unusual that people dumped unwanted pets in the country, but this dog was really big.  Maybe not even a dog.  She would swear it was a wolf.

Her palms grew sweaty.  Dammit, she wasn't Little Red Riding Hood! 

She glanced around, careful not to make any sudden moves.  There was a large branch within reach.  She cautiously leaned down and picked it up.  Damn, it was heavier than she’d expected, but heavy was probably good.

“Go away or I’ll clobber you.”  She spoke calmly but fear coursed through her veins.

The wolf didn’t make a move to leave.

A thick fog began to roll in.  Should she run?  What if the wolf attacked and ripped her to shreds?

She hesitated too long.  The fog was so thick now, she couldn’t see her hand in front of her face.  There was a rustle in the brush.  Darcy stiffened.  Then she heard someone groan, and more movement in the brush.

Was someone else there?  Had the wolf attacked somebody earlier?  Maybe she’d interrupted the wolf eating its prey.  Her stomach turned at the thought of finding body parts.  Even worse the wolf might still be hungry and decide to eat her.  She gripped the branch a little tighter.

The fog began to dissipate almost as fast as it had rolled in.  She hugged the branch to her chest, ready for anything.

“Ow!”  A deep male voice grumbled.  “By the gods, is this place filled with thorns?”

“Who’s there?” she croaked, then quickly cleared her throat.

He stepped out from behind a tree as the fog completely cleared.

Her gaze swept over him, then jerked back to his face.  “You’re naked,” she said, her voice trembling.  Oh, God, there was a naked man in the woods, along with a man-eating wolf.  She was going to die!

The man stepped toward her, holding out his hand.

She screamed and brought the heavy branch down on his head with all the strength she could muster.  There was a distinct thud.  His eyes widened as he stumbled forward a couple of steps.  She quickly stepped back.  The naked stranger’s eyes closed as he slowly collapsed to the ground in front of her.

Her legs were shaking so badly she had to lean against the side of a tree for support.  Oh, God, she’d just knocked out a streaker.  She closed her eyes and tried to slow her racing pulse.  She could barely take a breath.  Adrenaline surged through her veins.

Calm down.  You’re still alive.

She opened her eyes and curled her lip as she stared at the naked man.  “Ha!  That will teach you to walk around naked and accost women.”  Not that he’d accosted her.  But he was naked.

Her eyes narrowed.  And he wasn’t moving.

Another kind of fear swept over her.

She stepped closer and nudged him with the toe of her tennis shoe, then jumped back.  He still didn’t move.  Oh, crap, had she killed him?  Dammit, he’d scared the hell out of her.  What was she supposed to do?

If she said it was self-defense, would they send her to prison?  What would she tell a jury, though?  That he’d held his hand out to her and she’d killed him.  Oh, yeah, that would go over good.

She could lie.  That might work.  Her mother still didn’t know who’d broken the window in the living room when Darcy was twelve.  But her mother would buy anything Darcy said.  She might not be as lucky in front of a jury of her peers.

His chest suddenly rose and fell.  Relief washed over her.  Thank God, she wasn’t going to prison.  A good thing because orange was so not her color, nor did she like stripes, or bars, for that matter.

She stepped closer, still hugging the branch.  Who the hell was he?  His raven-black hair was shoulder length, and his eyes had been a warm whiskey-brown with gold flecks.  Maybe early thirties?  His shoulders were broad.  Nice biceps, too.  Her gaze lowered.  Among other things.  She swallowed hard.  Very sexy.  Cover model sexy.  Male stripper sexy.  Freebie lap dance sexy.

Who the hell was he and why was he strolling through the woods stark naked?

Was he a vagrant?

A homeless man had risked his life to save her from a wolf, and he got hit over the head for his trouble.  Not that he looked homeless.  Only unconscious.  Possibly dying.  Cripes, she needed to get help.

She removed her jacket and laid it across his lower half.  Thank goodness she had her cell phone.  She pulled it out of her pocket and quickly punched in the number of the house, and then waited while it rang.

“Spencer residence,” Ms. Abernathy said.

“It’s Darcy.”

“Are you okay?” the housekeeper asked, worry lacing her words.

“I’m fine, but I nearly killed a man.”

“I’m sorry?  Did you say you nearly killed a man?”

“There was a wolf, then this man stepped out from behind a tree, and I had a branch so I sort of clobbered him.  He’s still unconscious.  Have Ralph bring the little trailer so we can get him back to the house.  Oh, and call Dr. Wilson.  He’ll need to examine him.”

Ms. Abernathy said she would be right on it.  Darcy exhaled a sigh of relief.

Ralph wouldn’t waste any time getting here.  He took care of the grounds, making sure everything always looked well manicured.  He was practically like a father to her.  He would help her without reprimanding her for hitting first and asking questions later.  She hoped.

Even though she knew Ralph would hurry, time seemed to come to a standstill.  She picked up the branch again, just in case the wolf came back or the guy regained consciousness.  Though she had a feeling the stranger had scared the wolf away.

She glanced at the rising sun and looked up the path.  She couldn’t see the house, but it was just over the hill.  Ralph would come from that direction.  She glanced nervously at the stranger and silently prayed he wouldn’t wake up before help arrived.  What if he attacked her?

Darcy snorted.  Had she really been thinking only a few moments ago how great it would be to have danger and excitement in her life?  And how had she handled it?  By knocking some guy over the head whose only crime was to run around the woods naked.

In her defense, he had startled her.  First the wolf, then the naked stranger.  She’d acted on instinct when she’d hit him.  She had really good instincts.  Most of the time.

She breathed a sigh of relief when the golf cart came chugging over the hill, the trailer bouncing behind it.

She tossed the branch and wildly waved her arms.  It wasn’t that hard to spot her since she was out in the open, but waving her arms gave her something to do.  Ralph pulled up beside her and turned off the key.

“I’m afraid I hit him pretty hard,” she said.  “But he stepped from behind a tree and scared the hell out of me.  He’s still unconscious.”

Ralph walked over to him.  He nudged the stranger with the toe of his work boot.  “Yep, you got him a good one.”  He raised her jacket, then let it quickly drop.  “He hasn’t got a stitch of clothes on.  What kind of man runs around the woods naked?  You did good knocking him over the head.”

“Well, he did scare off the wolf.”  She had no idea why she would take up for the stranger.  Remorse?  That had to be it.

Ralph had brought one of his grounds workers with him and they started to pick up the stranger, but Ralph hesitated at the last moment.  “Might want to turn your head, Miss Darcy.”

Heat flooded her face when she caught the meaning of his words.  Ralph had worked for the family before she was even adopted and he really was like a second father.  She quickly turned around.  There was a grunt, probably from Ralph, and then a thud as the stranger was placed on the trailer.

“Okay, he’s as decent as he’ll ever be.  What do you want us to do with him?”

“Take him to the guest house,” she said.

Ralph’s brows drew together.  “Are you sure about that?”

She nodded.  “He saved my life.”  The wolf was gone.

“Then I guess you owe him something.  At least until we know who he is.”  She jumped in beside Ralph, while his helper got in the trailer with the stranger.

Ralph started the golf cart up again and they made their way to the guest house.  The estate sat on ten acres deep in the Texas hill country.  The house had six bedrooms, besides the guest house.  They had room for one naked stranger.

The trailer bounced over a bump.  The stranger groaned.  She bit her bottom lip and looked over her shoulder.  What if she had given him brain damage or something?  She would never forgive herself, even if it turned out he was a bad guy.  Well, if he was really bad, maybe she wouldn’t feel quite as guilty.

He hadn’t looked like a bad guy.  Oh, Lord, what if he was a neighbor who liked running around naked?  The Bishops were on vacation, but they had their place up for sale.  They would be gone all summer, unless it sold.  What if this guy had purchased the property?  It might not go so well for her at trial if she’d brain-damaged her new neighbor.

Ralph pulled in front of the guest house as Ms. Abernathy came hurrying out of the main house to meet them.

“Is he dead?” she asked, walking briskly toward them.  Loose tendrils of gray hair had escaped the usually tight bun that sat on top of her head like a hummingbird’s nest.  “We could bury the corpse and not tell anyone a thing.”  She eyed Ralph’s young helper as if he would be the one who’d snitch.  The poor guy lowered his head and shuffled his feet.

Ms. Abernathy was very loyal.  She was also thin, almost to the point of anorexia, which was ridiculous since she could out eat any man, and she was the best cook for miles around.  She told everyone she was blessed with a fast metabolism.

“He’s not dead.”  Ralph climbed out of the golf cart.

“You’re not planning to put him in the guest house, are you?”  Ms. Abernathy’s eyebrows shot up.  “Mrs. Spencer will fire us all.”

“He saved my life,” Darcy told her.

“Then why’d you whack him?” she asked.

“He scared me.  Is the doctor on his way?”  Darcy asked. Irritation laced her words.  She just wanted everyone to stop asking so many questions.

“He’ll be here soon enough.”  Ms. Abernathy reluctantly opened the French doors to the guest house, and stepped back.  The men lifted the stranger out of the trailer.  “Lord-a-mercy, he hasn’t got a stitch of clothes on.  What’s a young man like him doing running around the countryside in his birthday suit?  Your momma is going to skin all of us alive for letting a naked stranger stay in her pretty guest house.”

“Then we won’t tell her he was naked.”  Darcy wore the expression her mother always said was her daughter’s stubborn look.

“But—-”

Darcy held up her hand.  “Not a word.”

“Okay, but you know she’s going to find out.  That woman always knows everything that goes on around here.”

“But we won’t tell her.  Right?”

Ms. Abernathy pursed her lips.  “She won’t be hearing it from me.”

“Good.”  Darcy hurried to the bedroom and pulled back the bed covers.  Ralph and his helper placed the stranger on the bed.

Ms. Abernathy quickly pulled the covers up.  When the stranger groaned, she jumped back.  “Ralph, go get the gun.”

“He’s injured.  I doubt he could overpower all of us,” Darcy told her.

“They say the crazier they are, the more strength they have,” Ms. Abernathy said.

“Well, there’s four of us, and only one of him,” Darcy reminded her.

“Hello!” Dr. Wilson called from the other room.

“In here, Doc,” Ralph said.

Dr. Wilson came striding inside the room carrying a small black bag.  The doctor was past retirement, but still saw a few patients, and he’d always been the Spencer’s doctor.

The doctor glanced around, his gaze landing on the man in the bed.  “Who is he?”

“We don’t know,” Darcy said.  “He was in the woods.  He startled me when he stepped from behind a tree so I sort of hit him over the head with a stick.” Heat rose up her face.  “A really big stick.”

Dr. Wilson walked closer.  After putting on exam gloves, he ran his hands over the stranger’s head.  “You bopped him a good one.  He’s got a big goose egg.”

“Will he be okay?”  Darcy nervously twined her fingers together.

“Don’t know until we get x-rays.”

The stranger groaned again, his eyes fluttering open.  His head slowly turned, and he looked right at Darcy.  His expression told her that he’d like to hit her over the head with a really big stick.  This wasn’t good.

The doctor reached toward the stranger.  The man turned to him, curling back his lips, baring his teeth.  Dr. Wilson only paused for a moment.  “I’m Dr. Wilson.  You want me to see to your wound or not?”

Slowly, the man’s facial expression relaxed, replaced by a look of confusion.

“That’s better.”  Dr. Wilson removed his gloves, then took the stranger’s pulse and blood pressure.  “Everything checks out.”  He folded his stethoscope and put it back in his satchel.

“Then he’ll be okay?” Darcy asked.

“X-rays, then we’ll see.  One of the guys is bringing the portable out.”  He glanced at his watch.  “Should be here in a bit.”

She nodded.  This was just awful.  She looked at the man again.  He seemed almost animal like the way he looked at everyone.

“What’s your name?” Dr. Wilson asked.

His forehead wrinkled, and then he said, “Surlock.”

“Last name or first?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Do you know what day it is?  Where you come from?”

Surlock shook his head.

The doctor shined a light in Surlock’s eyes.  “Probably a mild concussion with temporary loss of memory.  I’ve seen it a lot in cases like this.  If he’s not better in a few days, I’ll order more tests.”

Why hadn’t she just taken off running?  She was pretty fast.  She could have thrown the heavy branch at him, and gotten a decent head start.  She had a great pair of lungs and could have screamed loud enough that someone would’ve heard her.

Suddenly, Surlock’s gaze swung her way.  “You hit me over the head.”

She cringed away from the condemnation in his eyes.

“See, he’s starting to remember already,” Dr. Wilson beamed.

Yeah, well, maybe that wasn’t such a good thing.  Was he the kind of man who would seek revenge?

“Where am I?” he asked.

“In the guest house.  I didn’t know where else to take you.”  Oh, hell, he had amnesia because of her.  Could someone die from that?  She took a deep breath.  “You can stay here until your memory returns.”

Ms. Abernathy cleared her throat and cast a disapproving glance in Darcy’s direction.  

Darcy squared her shoulders and met Ms. Abernathy’s gaze head-on.  The housekeeper pursed her lips, but didn’t dispute Darcy’s orders.

Darcy breathed a sigh of relief.  A good thing, too.  She’d been the one to clobber him over the head.  He was her mess, and she would clean it up.  But when her glance fell on Surlock, she thought it might not be too difficult.  He was the sexiest mess she’d ever made.
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Surlock eyed the people in the room.  They made him uneasy, looking at him as if they expected him to pounce any second.  Especially the young woman.  The one called Darcy.  Her gaze would fall on him, then skitter away.  He frowned.  Probably because she’d attacked him.  That, he remembered.  What he didn’t remember was why he was in the woods.

He ran a shaky hand through his hair and felt the lump.  He grimaced.  It was tender.  His gaze fell on her again, and once more a guilty flush stained her cheeks.  She wasn’t very big, but she’d wielded the branch like a warrior.  She was also very beautiful.  Pleasant to look upon.

He took a deep breath, then exhaled.  Not that it mattered what she looked like.  He needed to focus.  There was something he was supposed to do.  But what?  His memory had been wiped clean.  When he struggled to remember, the humming noise inside his head only got worse and his temples began to pound from the effort.  Finally, he closed his eyes to block out everything—the people, the sounds—everything around him.

“Darcy, you stay, but the rest give us some room,” Dr. Wilson ordered.

Good idea, Surlock thought to himself.  When he didn’t hear movement, he opened his eyes.  No one had left.  The skinny older woman hesitated until Dr. Wilson raised his eyebrows.  Then she turned and marched toward the door.  Surlock could tell she didn’t want to go.  The two men followed.

The doctor sat in one of the chairs, taking a small notebook from his jacket.  He began to scribble something on it.

Darcy still refused to meet his gaze.

Who were these people?

Who was he?

Surlock only had sketchy recollections.  He knew he had to keep his identity a secret, and he was looking for someone who might be in danger.  Someone he needed to protect.  But who?  And why?

He remembered a wolf, too.  They were friends.  At least, he thought they might be.  He knew he was called Surlock, but when he tried to remember more, his head felt as though it would explode.  It wasn’t worth the effort to concentrate.

He watched the young woman as she moved to a dresser and straightened one of the figurines.  Not that it needed straightening.  Yes, she was definitely beautiful.

Her blond hair was pulled away from her face, showing delicate features, and skin that looked as soft as a baby’s.  Deep blue eyes were fringed with dark lashes.  Ah, but it was her mouth that drew his attention.  It tempted him to pull her down to lie beside him and kiss away her anxiety.

What was she doing going around hitting innocent people over the head anyway?  Did she often get violent?

There was a knock on the door.  The doctor told the person to enter.  When the door opened, a man came inside pushing a cumbersome machine on wheels.  Surlock warily eyed this new person.  What did he plan to do?

“No need to be concerned,” Dr. Wilson said.  “He’s only here to x-ray your head.  I don’t want you moving any more than necessary until we make sure your skull isn’t cracked.”

“Do you think it might be?  I’m pretty sure I didn’t hit him that hard,” Darcy said as she twined her fingers together again.

The doctor came to his feet, slipping the notebook back inside his pocket.  “No, but better safe than sorry.”  He walked over and told the man with the machine what he wanted.  Then the doctor and Darcy stepped from the room.

Surlock eyed the machine.  It was big and unfamiliar.  When the man carried over a large metal plate, Surlock growled.  The man stopped, taking a step back, and hugging the plate to his chest.

“I’m...uh...Harold and I just need to get this x-ray to make sure you don’t have a fractured skull or anything.  I swear it won’t hurt.”

The man was of small stature.  Surlock slowly relaxed, then nodded.  It would not be hard to fight this one if he posed a problem.  Surlock would take their tests.  If the man had lied, and there was more to this x-ray, he would attack.

Harold hurried to finish, going back to his machine and pushing buttons that made clicking noises.  He replaced the metal plate with another one, and repeated everything.  Then he took his machine and rushed from the room.  The doctor and Darcy returned.

“Your vitals are good.  Even so, I’ll have one of my nurses come out to keep an eye on you for the next twenty-four hours.”  Dr. Wilson turned to Darcy.  “Either that, or I can admit him to the hospital for observation.”

“Hospital?”  Surlock didn’t like the sound of being admitted into a hospital.  He didn’t even know what a hospital was.

“Will he be just as well off here in the guest house with a nurse?” Darcy asked.

“Better probably.  Twila is an excellent nurse and will keep a close eye on him.”

“Then send her out.”

“I can’t remember anything,” Surlock’s frustration spilled out of him.  The man seemed to be a healer of sorts.  He remembered healers helped make people better when they were sick.  Maybe Dr. Wilson could give him back his memory.  He didn’t like feeling vulnerable.  It put him at a disadvantage.  And what of this person he believed he’d been sent to protect?  How could he protect anyone if he didn’t know who he was?

“Nothing to worry about, I’m sure,” the doctor told him.  “Sometimes when you take a blow to the head it can cause temporary amnesia.  You’ll probably start remembering as the day goes on.”  He turned to Darcy.  “Someone will need to stay with him until the nurse gets here.”

“I can do that.”  Darcy walked the doctor out, then returned.

Surlock watched as she fidgeted with her clothes, then smoothed a loose tendril of hair behind her ear.  He noticed her hands trembled.  She looked at him, then quickly glanced away.

“I’m sorry I hit you over the head.”  She sat in the chair closest to the bed.  “It isn’t every day a wolf steps into the open like that.  Then there was this fog.  Once it cleared, you stepped from behind a tree,” her cheeks turned red, “and, well, you were naked.  You frightened me.”

“Naked?”

She nodded.

He remembered the wolf, but it was an odd feeling.  Then she had stepped forward.  He was going to tell her something.

A sharp stabbing pain suddenly struck his head.  He reached a hand up, closing his eyes.  The light in the room made the pain worse, and the humming grew louder.

“What?” she frantically asked.  “Do I need to call the doctor back?”

He shook his head, the pain easing.  “No, it was something you said.  I had a flash of memory.”

“What kind of memory?”

“I don’t know.  It happened so fast I didn’t have a chance to grasp it.”

“But it’s a good sign that you remembered something, even if you can’t remember it now.”

Nothing would be good until he remembered everything.  How could it be?  His whole life had been swept away.  He was nothing, a nobody, without his memory.

He carefully eased open his eyes and looked at her.  She wore an expression of hope.  For a moment, he thought about telling her exactly how he felt, but one look into her anxious eyes, and the words wouldn’t come.

“Yes, I would say that’s a good sign.”  He had no idea if it was or wasn’t, but he was glad he’d lied when he saw the relief on her face.  He didn’t want her to be concerned about him, even though she deserved to worry.

She smiled.  His breath caught in his throat.  It was as though she’d given him the gift of sunshine on a cloudy day.  He had a feeling it would be difficult to concentrate when she was around, but he had to force himself to do just that.

“Why was I in the woods without clothes?” he suddenly asked.

Her cheeks turned red.  “I don’t know.”  Her gaze dropped to her hands.

Apparently, she had a problem with nudity.  Apparently, he didn’t have the same problem since he was running around the woods without clothes.

He closed his eyes and sighed deeply.  Tiredness washed over him as if he’d been traveling for a long time from far, far away.

“You can’t go to sleep!” she screamed.

He grimaced as the screeching noise shot through him.  His eyes jerked open.  “Why can’t I?”

“The doctor doesn’t want you going to sleep.”

“Ever?”

She frowned.  “Probably just for the next few hours.”

It all seemed overly dramatic.  He was tired, though, and the bed felt good.  It wouldn’t be that hard to fall asleep.  He had a feeling it would throw her into a frenzy if he did, and then she would call the doctor back.  “If I can’t go to sleep, then you’ll have to talk to me.”

She hesitated.  “You really don’t remember a thing?”

He shook his head, then winced when pain shot through it.  “No, nothing.”

“Not even the wolf?”

He opened his mouth, then closed it.  “I remember a wolf.”

“I was afraid it would attack me.  That’s why I picked up the heavy branch, except you stepped from behind the tree after the fog lifted, and the wolf was gone.”  She shrugged apologetically.  “You got hit instead.  It was a knee-jerk reaction.  I’m sorry.”

“The wolf wouldn’t have attacked.”

“How do you know?”

He thought about it for a moment.  Everything was a blank.  “I don’t.  Something tells me I was close to the wolf.”

“Close?  You mean like a pet?”

“Maybe.  Yes, I think so.”  The humming grew angry inside his head.  She asked a lot of questions.  He didn’t have the answers.  He closed his eyes.  “I’m not going to sleep.  Only resting my eyes.”

“Of course.  I’ll just sit here and talk.”  Her voice was soft and comforting.  She spoke about the countryside, and some friend called Jennifer who hated the country.

She’d looked small and defenseless sitting there.  His brothers would laugh their fool heads off if they knew he’d been brought down by a slip of a female.

Brothers?

Yes, he had brothers.  And he was pretty sure sisters.  Also lots of animals.  He remembered walking with animals.  The wolf might very well be a pet.  Maybe his memory would return, and then he would know why everything seemed so strange, as if he didn’t belong in this place.

“The nurse is here.”  Darcy rose from her chair.

The two women spoke for a few minutes, then Darcy hurried away.  The nurse said her name was Twila.  She was short and plump with very dark skin.  After checking his pulse and blood pressure, she wrote the numbers on a pad of paper.

“I’ll be in the other room if you should need me, but I’ll be checking on you from time to time.  I’m a registered nurse.  Have been for twenty years, so I’ll know if something is not right.”

“I’m tired,” he said.

“I think it will be okay to sleep for a bit.  You’ve had a rough day.”  Her gentle smile was comforting.  He remembered someone else whose smile also made him feel like this, but he couldn’t focus on a face.  He finally stopped trying.  Twila left the room.

Finally, silence.

He eased his feet over the side of the bed.  The room tilted, then settled.  By the gods, his head was killing him.

There was another door in the room.  He stood, holding on to the nightstand until he felt a little steadier.  When he thought he could trust himself not to fall, he made his way to the door and opened it.  He knew this room, and quickly made use of the facility, then washed his hands.

The face that stared back at him in the mirror was unfamiliar.  His hair was dark, shoulder length.  His eyes were brown with gold flecks.  His chin strong, skin tanned.  It was as if he looked at a stranger, and the feeling made him uncomfortable.  He didn’t like not knowing who he was.

He left the room and went back to the bed, pulling the covers to his waist.  At least, his headache had eased, but he was incredibly tired.  His eyes were so heavy he didn’t think he could keep them open even if he tried.  It was a good thing Darcy had left or he would be forced to remain awake.

As quickly as that thought crossed his mind, he knew the words weren’t true.  He wasn’t glad she had left.  There was something about her.  Something that made him want to know her better.  Odd.  Especially since she had been the one who had caused him to lose his memory.

He felt as though he’d always known her.  Yet, he was certain they had never met until today.  He was sure she didn’t recognize him, either.

His body grew weary.  It was too much to unravel right now.  He yawned, then turned on his side as sleep claimed him.  His last thought was that maybe when he woke, he might remember who he was.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Something was different.  Darcy didn’t know exactly what, but as she snuggled her pillow closer, and the last bit of sleep drifted away, she knew something in her life had changed.

Then it hit her.

It wasn’t a good different.  She had almost killed a man yesterday morning.  Oh, hell, what if he’d died during the night while she’d been dreaming...  Her mind was a blank.  What had she been dreaming about?

Her face suddenly flooded with heat when she remembered.  She’d been dreaming of a sexy, very naked, male god, worshipping at his feet like a horny woman who hadn’t been laid in over a year.  That wasn’t true.  She’d actually had sex eleven and a half months ago.

Except the man she’d drooled about in her dreams might very well be a corpse right now.  Her heart began to pound.

Had Ms. Abernathy buried the body?  Did the housekeeper know that would make her an accessory?  Darcy grimaced when she thought about sharing a cell with her.  Not that she disliked the housekeeper.  She’d been almost as much of a mother to Darcy as her adoptive mother.  Hmm, and bossy, now that she thought about it.  But still, she didn’t want Ms. Abernathy to go to prison because she was being overprotective.

Darcy flung the cover aside and jumped out of bed, glancing at the clock.  It was barely six.  She rushed toward the closet, but stopped at the French doors that led to her balcony.  Her room was directly across from the guest house.  If something had happened to Surlock during the night, she would be able to tell from her room—maybe.

She opened the double doors and rushed out onto the balcony, then stumbled to a stop.  The swimming pool was between her room and the guest house.  Surlock stood on the diving board, his arms raised.  The sun peeked over the horizon, casting everything in a hazy early morning light.  There was enough light that she could see him, though.

She swallowed past the lump in her throat.  The man was truly magnificent, and very naked.  Right now, she didn’t really mind that he disliked clothes.  Boy, did she not mind!

His muscles weren’t so big that he looked deformed.  No, they were just right.  His chest was broad with just a sprinkling of dark hair.  Her gaze dropped lower.  Nice.  Very nice.

A burning need grew inside her.  For just a moment, she wondered what it would feel like to lie naked in his arms, to have his body pressed against hers.  The ache inside her grew until she trembled with need.  Her last few dates had been losers.  She had a feeling Surlock would be good in bed.  He would know how to please a woman.

Her hands curled into fists, nails biting into her palms as she stifled the groan that threatened to explode from her.  She needed good sex.  Maybe Surlock was a gift from the sex gods and she was meant to have him.  It could happen.  Before she could get too far into her fantasy, he dove into the water, causing barely a ripple.

She leaned over the balcony.  Nice ass.  Firm.  Hmm, with a tattoo on the upper right cheek.  Or a birthmark.  Odd, she had a birthmark in the same place.  She squinted her eyes, but he was too far away for her to tell exactly what it was.  What were the odds it would be the same as her birthmark?  She quickly dismissed the thought as she lost herself watching him swim the length of the pool.

The muscles in his back tightened and relaxed as he reached forward in the water.  He swam to the end of the pool, then turned and swam back.  His movements were those of a professional.  

Maybe that was what he was—a swimmer.

Yeah, right, he’d been running around naked in the woods looking for a pool.  With a wolf at his side.

What if he’d been raised by wolves?  He’d growled at Dr. Wilson.  Surlock did come across as a little wild, untamed.  A fantasy formed in her mind.  Surlock was Tarzan of the wolves, and he was looking for a woman he could steal away and take back to his den.

She shook her head.  Ridiculous.  Besides, since she had hit him over the head, Darcy kind of doubted she would be in the running as someone he would whisk away.  The thought of spending time lying in his arms was nice, though.

Surlock popped out of the water, levering himself to the side of the pool, slinging his wet hair out of his face.  He sat there for a moment, catching his breath, before getting to his feet.  Rather than go immediately back to the guest house, he looked up, their gazes locking, as though he’d known she watched him the whole time.  He seemed quite unconcerned he was naked.

He didn’t smile or wave.  Not even a nod.  He only stared at her for a long moment, his gaze slipping down her body, caressing her with his eyes, causing goose bumps to pop up on her arms.  For a brief moment, something passed between them.  He wanted her just as much as she wanted him.

He abruptly turned and walked to the guest house, stealing her breath as he did.  The guy had a seriously sexy ass.  Why had he looked at her so strangely?  As if she was the one who was naked.

She glanced down and had her answer.  She was wearing her thin white gown.  The silky material clearly outlined her tight nipples, and was so low cut that it left little to the imagination.  Great, now who was the exhibitionist?  She turned and sauntered back into her room, a slight smile lifting the corners of her mouth.  She had a feeling her life had just gotten a whole lot more interesting.

Just as quickly, her smile slipped.  Where the hell was Surlock’s nurse?  A cold chill washed over her.  What if he’d killed Twila during the night?  She paused, hand on the doorknob.  Darcy might very well be harboring a serial killer.

She shook her head, then went inside the bathroom.  Of course, he hadn’t killed Twila.  If he had, he wouldn’t be taking a swim in the pool.  He’d have been long gone.  Twila was probably still asleep.  It wasn’t like the nurse was that young.  She was what?  Getting close to sixty?

Darcy hurried through her shower, then dressed in shorts and a button-down blue top before she rushed downstairs.  Two young maids were giggling in the dining room as they set the plates on the buffet for breakfast, but stopped when she walked past.

“Breakfast will be ready in a few minutes,” Ms. Abernathy told Darcy as she walked from the kitchen.

“I’ll let Surlock know,” Darcy told her as if she hadn’t planned to hurry over to the guest house anyway.

The two maids giggled and earned one of Ms. Abernathy’s famous glares.  They quickly stifled their laughter and hurried back into the kitchen.

Ms. Abernathy turned her gaze on Darcy.  Whatever the housekeeper was about to say, Darcy didn’t think it would bode well for her.

Shades of when she was fourteen came back to haunt her.  She’d gotten caught cutting the coconut cake Ms. Abernathy had made for their neighbor, Ms. Bishop, who had just come home from the hospital.  Darcy hadn’t known it was for Ms. Bishop, though, but had still suffered a scolding.  Darcy now felt as if she was about to relive that moment.

“I took Surlock clothes that belonged to your father,” Ms. Abernathy began.  “I was going to have them taken to Goodwill anyway.  I also included a pair of swimming trunks.  Since you insisted he stay in the guest house, please inform him I cannot have my staff in a state of agitation because he chooses not to wear clothes.”  She turned on her heel and went back to the kitchen without another word.

Not as bad as Darcy had feared, but still, she had been soundly chastised.  Surlock went skinny-dipping, but she caught the flack.  Not that she could blame the maids for having their heads turned.  Apparently, he’d caused more than one heart to flutter.

She hurried out to the guest house, and tapped on the door.  As she went inside, Twila was just coming out of the bedroom.

“His vitals are all good this morning,” Twila told her.  “I checked them on and off through the night and there was no change.”

“Does he remember anything?”

She shook her head.  “No more than he did yesterday.  It might be a week or so before he’s completely back to normal.  Maybe longer.”

Darcy didn’t like the sound of that.  What if he never regained his memory?  Would he live in the guest house forever?

Surlock stepped from the other room wearing her father’s old clothes.  They were about the same height, but Surlock was broader in the chest so the white shirt didn’t button, and showed a delicious expanse of bare skin.  He’d rolled the sleeves past his wrists, giving him a casual beach look. 

How could he look even sexier than when he was naked?  Maybe he could live in the guest house for a few years.  She didn’t think she would ever get tired of stating. 

“The shoes didn’t fit.”  He glanced down at his feet.

“No problem, we’ll get you some new ones.”  She met his gaze.  “How do you feel?”

“I still can’t remember anything.”

“Give it time,” Twila told him.  She glanced at her watch.  “There’s nothing more that I can do.  Dr. Wilson will probably call this morning.”

“Yes, of course,” Darcy said.  “Thanks so much for coming out.”

Twila gathered her things and left.

The room suddenly began to shrink.  “Are you hungry?”

He nodded.

Surlock didn’t talk a lot.  Her theory that he was raised by wolves was beginning to sound more plausible.  He followed as she went across to the house.  She glanced at the pool.  

“You should wear clothes next time you swim.”

“Why?”

Why?  She couldn’t think of one good reason.  It would be nice to wake up to Surlock swimming naked in the pool every morning.  It might cause her mother to have a heart attack though.

“Because Ms. Abernathy will lecture me again if you don’t,” she finally told him.  It was as good a reason as anything else she could come up with.

He nodded.  She didn’t ask if that meant he would or would not wear trunks the next time.

They went into the dining room.  Breakfast was always buffet-style in silver warming trays on a side table.  It had been this way as long as she could remember.  No matter how many times Darcy told Ms. Abernathy a bowl of cereal or just some fruit would be fine, Ms. Abernathy still fixed her spread.  She always said it wouldn’t go to waste since there were plenty of mouths to feed at the estate.
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