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Tuesday, 1:00 pm





The place was deserted. 

Well, of course it was deserted. It was an abandoned hospital. An earthquake three years ago had made it unstable so they’d simply packed the vitals and left. Kendall Morgan berated herself for the silly thought. She’d hoped the structural engineer from McCarthy Engineering Systems would be here already. They’d planned for one o’clock. It was just that now. After racing up from the Sacramento airport to get here on time, it would be nice if the engineer gave her the same courtesy.

Locking her rental car, a habit from living in New York for four years, she walked around the building. This project needed to be done right. It was her first big opportunity, and she didn’t want to blow it. Greystone Corporation had moved her up the ladder to the Real Estate Division and put her in charge of this rehabbing project. Now she needed the engineer to assure her the structure was salvageable. 

Following the cracked concrete around the building, her eyes checked out the landscape. It was typical northern California. Lots of trees and nothing else. She’d grown up here. The land of lots of nothing. Could she get this over with so she could get back and give her report? Hopefully, they’d let her manage the project from her office there. This place held too many memories she’d rather not think about.

Around the back of the hospital, she saw a silver truck with lettering on the side. McCarthy Engineering Systems. A pair of long, jean-clad legs leaned against the vehicle, the man attached to them studying something. The blueprints? She stopped for a second and studied the legs. And the cute ass. The man straightened and her eyes climbed from the sigh-worthy legs, past slim hips up to a set of wide shoulders wearing a faded denim jacket. Justin used to have a jacket like that. She’d stolen it from him more times than she could count.

Kendall shook her head, ridding her mind of the bittersweet memory. You have a job to do. Clearing her throat, she walked closer. The man lifted his head, turned in her direction…and froze. Kendall’s feet did the same. It couldn’t be. She’d talked to someone named Frank McCarthy. What was Justin Harper doing here?

“Justin?” Her voice was small and she hated the tremble in it. Hated even more the ice that entered Justin’s eyes when he saw her. Hurting him hadn’t been her plan. But she couldn’t stay here with him. 

“Kendall.” His eyes betrayed him. They always had. Though he tried to wipe the hurt from his expression, he was still angry with her. Remaining cool and calm wasn’t working. “You’re the Project Manager from Greystone Corp.?”

Kendall nodded. “And you’re the structural engineer.” Hers wasn’t a question. His major in graduate school had been Structural Engineering, and he was standing in front of the McCarthy Engineering truck. No-brainer. And right now hers couldn’t think of anything to say. 

Apparently, Justin didn’t have the same problem. Picking up the papers from the hood, he carefully folded them, then turned back to her, his face now an impassive mask.

“You’re here to look at the building, so let’s go look.” He reached into the cab of the truck and pulled out two hard hats. “You’ll need this.”

When he walked away, Kendall ran to catch up. Good thing she’d worn her soft moccasins that matched her peach-colored jeans and not her typical outfit of heels and slim skirt. During the long trip, she’d wanted to be comfortable. Due to a flight delay, she’d driven straight here so she wouldn’t be late. If she’d known it was Justin, she wouldn’t have come at all.

He must have been in touch with the owners and gotten the key like she’d been told. Unlocking the service entrance, he stood aside for her to pass. Her large traveling purse caught on the door as she entered, pushing her closer to Justin’s body. Tensing, he moved away quickly but not before Kendall had gotten a whiff. Irish Spring and Stetson, just like always. 

She’d always loved how he smelled. It was one of the reasons she’d snagged his denim jacket so often. Along with several of his chamois shirts. They’d held his unique combination of scents and reminded her of him. But right now it wasn’t what she needed to focus on.

“Did you get a chance to go over the blue prints for a preliminary assessment?” Back to business. This was her big chance to show her bosses that they’d been correct to put their trust in her for this position. Don’t get distracted by a pretty face and memories. Especially by the only man to ever get under her skin. And touch every surface of her skin. 

“Stop.” 

Justin turned around with a questioning look. Damn, had she said that out loud? She had to get the images of her and Justin naked and writhing against each other out of her head. He’d probably exorcised them long ago. And with four years worth of women. With his dark good looks he’d have no problem.

Pasting on her professional smile, she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. Justin’s eyes warmed for a brief second, then grew cold again as he held up the blueprints. 

“I went over them thoroughly, Kendall. It’s my job to do that. But I still need to go through the building to check specific points. Put your hard hat on if you plan on coming with me. If not, I suggest you wait out by the truck.”

With that he turned and walked down the long hallway, pausing here and there to look at doorways, beams, and where the floor met the walls. She followed along. 

Typically, when she was with a client or contractor, she’d chat a bit, mostly to get them comfortable with her, making things seem more casual. She’d been told it was a quality her clients liked in her. But there wasn’t much she could do to get Justin feeling comfortable. Not after he’d asked her to marry him and she’d said no. Had left him after dating for two years and gone off to New York for a job. It was a terrible thing to do, but it was what she needed to do. He hadn’t understood.

They walked through a large staff lounge and then back into the hallway as Justin took notes on a small pad of paper. No comments from him yet, and Kendall was getting nervous at the various grunts and sounds coming from his mouth. Her report needed to say this building was salvageable…and at a reasonable cost.

The next room turned out to be a suite of offices and he continued to check walls, floors and doorways. Kendall moved close behind him as he walked through the last door. When he turned abruptly and cocked his head, she plowed right into him and was about to apologize, but he grabbed her arm and hissed out, “Shh, listen.”

Even though she didn’t hear anything, she remained still. Then, she heard it. A slight groaning. Felt it next. For twenty-two years she’d lived in California. She knew what this was. An earthquake.

“Shit!” Dropping the blueprints and notepad, Justin pushed her ahead of him back through the office. Before they got more than twenty feet, the building shook ferociously. “No time, just get down.”

He dragged a long metal table toward the doorway and shoved her under it. As the ground vibrated, he threw himself on top of her. Her racing heart and trembling body wouldn’t allow her to object. This was a big one. Bigger than she’d ever experienced. Within seconds, the walls and ceiling began to crumble. Dust rose and swirled around her, choking her. She pushed herself further into Justin’s strong arms and chest. They felt perfect. Like home. That was the last thought she had before the room faded to black.
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Tuesday, 2:30 pm





Justin surfaced slowly from the black hole he’d been thrust into. His head pounded and his back ached. When he breathed in, coughs racked his body. 

Shit! He sucked in even more dust and the pain in his ribs exploded through him. He opened his eyes but it was dark. Only a small amount of light filtered in. What…?

Memory quickly returned as he coughed again. Agony. There’d been an earthquake. A big one. He was lucky to be alive. 

Kendall? Kendall had been with him. Turning his head, he saw her dark brown hair a few inches away. She lay still, her eyes closed and several cuts dotted her beautiful face. How badly was she hurt? Was she still alive? Even with all she’d done to him, the thought of Kendall being dead brought an ache throbbing through him worse than any his body was complaining of right now. 

“Kendall.” His voice cracked. Must be from the dust clogging his throat. 

As he moved to touch her, the debris covering them shifted. He pushed some of it aside and reached out his hand. Was she okay? Alive? What would he do if she wasn’t? Probably lie down and die alongside her.

His fingers touched her face, wanting to linger but needing to find out the truth. He skimmed his hand down her cheek to her neck, hoping he’d get a response. Relief surged through him when he felt her pulse, strong and consistent in her throat. She was alive. 

“Kendall? Can you hear me? Please, answer me.”

Justin stared at the face of the woman he’d loved so much he’d wanted to spend his whole life with her. The same one who’d kicked him in the teeth with her refusal. Her job had been more important than him. Yes, she’d grown up poor and didn’t ever want to live like that again, but he wouldn’t have let her. He’d have found some way to provide for her. There may have been a few lean years as he finished up his Master’s Degree and started paying his college loans, but four years later, he was doing pretty well. 

And maybe the reason for his success was because she’d left him and he had something to prove. Wanted to show her what she’d missed out on. That he could provide for her and keep her from the poverty she vowed never to return to. Prove she’d made a mistake. Only now he might not get the chance.

“Kendall? Come on, squirt, wake up.” Falling back into using her nickname came so easily. He’d been rooming with her older brother when they’d first met and she was so tiny, he couldn’t resist. Originally, she’d hated it, but once they’d begun dating, it became more intimate and she’d been okay with the name. 

“Can you hear me?” Still no response. Justin’s heart beat faster, praying that hers would continue also. He took a moment to check out their predicament. The metal table he’d shoved in the doorway had helped keep the larger pieces of debris from completely crushing them. Two beams were crisscrossed on top of it. The legs on one side had bent. If the table hadn’t cushioned the fall, they’d both be dead. 

Beams, wall board, wires, building materials in general littered the area surrounding them. A small section to his right, maybe eight by eight, was open where the beams had kept more debris from falling. The rest of the room was destroyed. 

“This doesn’t look good, squirt.”

There was light coming in but he couldn’t see the source. Too much in the way. From the weak glow, he guessed it was emergency lighting running on battery power. It probably wouldn’t last very long. Hopefully, they could find a way out before it disappeared. Maneuvering their way out in the dark would be suicidal. 

Kendall was his first priority. Make sure she had no serious injuries. No doubt he had more than his share of injuries as well. The constant throbbing in his head and the sharp twinge in his side every time he even breathed. Bruised or cracked ribs, maybe. But he’d deal with those later. Once he checked out Kendall.

He tossed more of the light debris out of his way and shifted closer. 

“Still so beautiful.” He couldn’t help compare this new Kendall to the old. Her hair was shorter in some cute bob thing instead of the usual ponytail she’d always had. Her big time career wasn’t really the ponytail type though. More make-up than she’d worn before, too. She’d always been a natural beauty and hadn’t needed any help in that department.

Her clothes were definitely more expensive. The white silk blouse and crocheted sweater a shade lighter than her pants just screamed of money. Even the matching jeans and shoes boasted of quality. All things she’d never had growing up. She used to get so excited when she found some name-brand clothes at the Salvation Army store. Doubtful she even knew where the nearest one was in New York.

“Looks like you’ve done well for yourself. Now wake up and show me that spunk I loved so much.” She had to wake up. His heart raced and his hands shook even thinking she might not.

Aside from the surface items, she looked the same. Her nose was still cute and upturned, sprinkled with a dusting of freckles he never could resist kissing. Her lips were full and pink, and her ears were like tiny shells plucked from the sea. She’d loved that she didn’t have big ears like her grandfather. 

“Let me see those gorgeous dark blue eyes. I remember how they used to change to deep gray when you were angry … or passionate. I’ll even settle for angry if you just wake up, squirt.” 

He gazed down at her lips and wondered what would happen if he kissed her. It had worked in the fairy tales. What did he have to lose?

“Come on, Sleeping Beauty.”

Leaning closer, he gently pressed his lips against hers. It was like no time had passed at all. They still felt like heaven under his and tasted like nectar. Okay, maybe dusty nectar but he’d even take the dust. 

He slipped his hand through her hair to hold her closer. Why wasn’t she waking up? His finger encountered a large bump on the back of her head. How bad was it? Looking at their situation, would it really matter? 

Of course it mattered. Frank knew where he was and would get rescue workers out here as soon as possible. Justin sat up quickly, the room swaying, his skull aching. Reaching inside his jacket pocket he pulled out his phone. The numbers glowed in the dim light, but he could see immediately that service wasn’t available here. He tapped out a text to Frank anyway and pressed send. Hopefully, at some point it would find its way to his partner. 

Bending down, he caressed her face again. “Come on, Kendall, wake up. Give me one of your amazing smiles. Or a frown. I don’t care, just be okay.”

A small groan erupted from her mouth and he sighed. Was she coming to? He stroked her cheek again and pushed the hair back from her face. Her eyes flickered open, lowered again, then flew open, fear radiating outward.

“What—?”

“You’re okay, Kendall, you’re okay. Take it easy. Where do you hurt?” He didn’t want her moving too much before he could figure out what was wrong. 

“Justin?” Her voice was low and anxious. Not that he could blame her. Scared shitless didn’t even begin to describe his emotions. But if they wanted to get out of this situation alive, they needed to keep calm.

When she started to move, Justin held her down and stroked her hair. “No, squirt, just stay still and tell me where it hurts. I need to make sure you don’t have any serious injuries.”

As she stared at him, her eyes filled with moisture. No, he couldn’t deal with tears from her right now. It had been the one thing that always stabbed right through him. 

Moving his face closer, he repeated, “Where does it hurt?”

“My head is pounding. God, everywhere hurts, Justin.”

“I need specifics, Kendall. Start with each body part and assess how badly it hurts. Your arms, check them to see if they move and what kind of pain you have.”

Her face strained in concentration. Her left arm slid from beneath her body and moved to near her cheek. She adjusted again and let out a cry.

“Don’t move. Let me check what’s wrong.”

Justin leaned closer to look. A shard of debris was embedded into her upper right arm. It wasn’t huge and didn’t appear to be bleeding, though it could start if he removed it. It was attached to a piece of wall board though. It had to come out. 

“Stay still while I move something.” After spending a few moments checking that there was nothing else in the way, he pulled the object from her arm.

She cried out again and Justin leaned over stroking her hair, whispering calming words. “I’ve got it, squirt, it’s out and you’re fine. Now, let’s check your legs.” No sense giving her too much time to dwell on the pain in her arm. He kept his hand wrapped around it for a short while hoping the pressure would stem the blood that was now seeping into her blouse. 

“I think my legs are okay,” she said. “I can feel them and move them. But my back hurts a little. Like it has a weight on it.”

Chuckling quietly, he said,. “It does have something on it. The table I shoved you under. But we should be able to slide you right out. Can you move your feet?”

She nodded, then groaned again. “My left foot…it’s stuck, I think.”

He moved to the end of the table and followed her left leg down to where it disappeared under more debris. Reaching into the hole her foot was in, he grasped her ankle. Still so delicate. Hopefully, she hadn’t broken it. He twisted it gently to pry it from its trap and she whined, then quickly stopped, trying to be brave. Good, he didn’t need her panicking.

“Can you pull your foot out now? Just bend your leg at the knee and see if it works.”

Keeping one hand on her ankle, he moved the other up her leg to her knee. He tried to stay detached but too many memories of when he used to run his hands up and down her long slender legs played through his mind. 

Slowly, she bent her knee and the foot came out of the hole it was stuck in. Her face was pinched tight and her eyes were closed. He patted her leg and moved back to where her upper body was. 

“Okay, I’m going to pull you out from under the table. Don’t do anything. Just relax and I’ll have you free in a second.”

“Okay.”

Taking another glance around, he made sure there wasn’t something else to snag her. It seemed clear. He sat back on his knees, his body complaining of pain, and wrapped his hands around her upper arms avoiding her wound. Then, he pulled. For a second, she got caught but he tugged harder and soon she was lying in his lap. 

Her head settled on his thighs and her arms wrapped around his hips. It was too familiar and too intimate. He needed some space. 

“Okay, squirt, let’s get you sitting. Do you think you can do that?”

Her arms tightened once more, then she nodded and pushed herself up. He gave her a hand and scooted a few feet away as soon as she seemed stable. Her breathing was labored and her gaze darted around the space crazily, like a caged animal. Not that he could blame her. It was very much like a cage, a small run-down, destroyed cage.

“So, let’s run through body parts again, huh? Make sure there’s nothing missing. You’ve got all your fingers and toes.”

She looked at him like he was crazy, but he’d actually gotten her to smile. He’d almost forgotten the power of that smile. It could light up the world. But she glanced down at her hands and moved them as if she were counting. 

“Eleven, right?”

Good, her sense of humor was returning, too. His own hands were a mess, with cuts and blood covering them. Her expressive face showed concern as she reached over and took them. 

“You’re hurt.”

He wiggled his fingers and aside from some soreness they all worked fine. “Just a few cuts. Nothing to worry about. You’ve got some on your face and I’m sure on other parts we haven’t checked yet.”

As she tried to kneel up, she swayed and put her hands out to steady herself. Justin caught her and moved closer, resting against her body. “Take it easy, squirt, you’ve got a big goose egg on the back of your head. It’s probably a concussion so you need to take it slow for a while.”

“What about you? Did you go through body parts for injuries?”

“Yeah, while you were still snoozing.”

“And …?”

Justin eased back and glared at her but she simply crossed her arms over her chest and stared. 

“Okay, fine, I’ve probably got a concussion, too, if the brass ensemble in my head is anything to go by.” When he leaned further back from her nearness, needing space, his ribs twinged. She must have read it on his face because her expression grew concerned.

“I might also have some issues with my ribs. And like you, almost everything aches. I guess that comes with the territory when you’ve gotten trapped by an earthquake.”

She bit her lip as she looked around. “Are we trapped? Have you checked?”

“I don’t know. I was more concerned for you than for our situation. Although I won’t lie and say our situation isn’t freaking me out.”

Kendall sat back and crossed her legs in front of her. She’d always sat that way when they watched TV or listened to music. He’d never understood it. Sitting like that made him feel like a pretzel. His favorite way of sitting was with her between his legs leaning back against him. It had felt like home. Yeah, past tense. It hadn’t happened in four years. 

They sat silently for a few minutes, and he allowed Kendall time to take it all in. Glancing at his watch, he noted it was after three. The earthquake had happened two hours ago. Had anyone missed them yet? He should have reported back to Frank by now. But how far had it reached? Had Redding been hit as hard as here? Worse? So maybe they were digging out, too. He wouldn’t say anything to Kendall yet. She seemed barely able to keep it together now. He was only holding on because he needed to be brave for her. 

Her gaze bounced all over the place, her mind whirring a mile a minute. She always got that way when she was thinking and trying to work out a problem. Closing her eyes, she drooped. When she opened them again, she looked like someone had stolen her kitten.

“This was supposed to be my big chance to prove myself to my boss. Looks like that went down the toilet.”

Seriously! They were stuck in the rubble of an old abandoned hospital after a huge earthquake and she was worried about her damn job. He clenched his fists and wanted to punch something. But when he looked around, he realized anything he touched could possibly dislodge and injure them further. 

“Are you kidding me?” he growled, glaring at her. “We could have died. We’re freakin’ lucky to be alive and you…you’re worried about your stupid job. That’s still more important to you than anything else, huh?”

Her bottom lip quivered and her face crumpled at his words. Great, way to kick her when she’s down. She was probably just trying to keep her mind off their situation. And he’d gone all ballistic on her because of their past. Yup, score one for him. In the negative.

Tears gathered in Kendall’s eyes and he was lost. She lowered her head into her hands and pulled her knees up to her face. Defense mode, no doubt.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. It’s okay.” He scooted closer, hating that dirty building material littered every inch of the place. Settling next to her, he pulled her into his arms. At first, she resisted but then gave in and sagged against him. Her sobs knifed through his gut making him want to cry, also. God, how were they going to get out of this? 

Rubbing her back with his right hand, he pulled her head closer to his chest with his other. He looked around. This wasn’t going to be easy. The doorway was completely blocked and there hadn’t been any windows in this suite of offices. You couldn’t even recognize that this had been an office. And he knew damn well that if they tried to move any of the large beams that littered the room, the whole building could come down on them worse than it was now. Who knew how precarious the situation was.

Kendall’s shuddering breath brought him back to the problem at hand. Getting her calmer. She’d never been one to fall apart at difficult things but being trapped in an old building was a bit bigger than anything they’d ever run across before. Or at least when they were together. 

After a bit, she finally stopped crying but continued to cling to him. He kept his arm tight around her small frame, vowing he’d protect her and get her to safety any way he could. But how the hell did he do that? 

When she turned her face up, water clung to her lashes, tears streaking paths down her cheeks. Her lower lip still trembled. So beautiful. Desire ran rampant through his body and he cursed his feelings. They’d never gone away no matter how hard he’d tried to forget. She was etched into his heart for good. 

“We’re going to be fine, you’ll see. It may take a while but they’ll eventually get someone up here to dig us out. The fact we survived the quake and the building collapsing is a miracle.”

Kendall stared at the beams that had crushed the table they were under, supported only slightly by the dented metal. “You saved us, Justin. If you hadn’t gotten the table over there and pushed us under, we’d be dead. Those beams would have landed on us and there’s no way we would have survived being crushed by them.” She reached out and touched his face. “Thank you.”

Justin shrugged not wanting her thanks. He’d wanted so much more. But that was all in the past. You couldn’t go back. Could you?

“When do you think we’ll be rescued?”

Shaking his head, he said, “I don’t really know. Depends on what kind of damage they had in Redding. But I sent a text to Frank at the company so he’ll know we’re alive and hopefully, they’ll get someone out here soon.” No way he’d tell her the reception for his cell phone was severely limited and the text might not have gone through. They needed positive thinking. 

“Right now, we should probably look around and assess what we have for supplies.”

Kendall nodded. “There’s a desk right there. Think there might be something in it we could use?”

His smile was indulgent, knowing she was kidding. “Sure, maybe some paper and stamps. We could spend some time catching up on our correspondence. I haven’t written to my mother in a while.”

Kendall’s eyes lit up and his heart got lighter. “Do you actually still write your mother letters? Actual paper letters?”

He smirked. “Yeah, you know she had me when she was older so she isn’t into technology as much. I did buy her and Dad a computer a few years back but she still has a hard time knowing which keys to press. She has a habit of sending e-mails before she’s finished typing them.”

“Are they still in Florida?”

He nodded, pleased that she’d remembered where his parents lived. She’d only met them a few times, but they’d liked her and had been upset when she’d broken off with him. His love for her had been apparent. And the fact that he hadn’t had a serious girlfriend since Kendall probably gave them a clue as to how much she still meant to him. 

As he attempted to get to his feet, he held lightly to one of the beams. Whoa, a bit unsteady but passing out sure wouldn’t make Kendall feel safe and secure. When the room stopped spinning, he realized he had barely enough room to stand. He walked over to the small space he’d noticed earlier and thought it might make a nice little nest if they could find something soft to put down under them.

“Oh, my purse,” Kendall yelled and scurried back to where the table was. “I forgot I had my purse with me. I had all sorts of stuff for traveling in there.”

Relief trickled into him. Kendall never traveled light. But how long would any of that last. 
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