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      Katarina Hopa glanced at the messy surface of her desk and wished she’d thought to tidy up before meeting with her landlady. She was nervous enough about formally getting together for the first time since she’d rented the property she operated her bed and breakfast from. She didn’t need the added worry that the stack of papers on her desk, cupboards, and floor might give Maureen Adler the impression she wasn’t the competent businesswoman she pretended to be. She wanted to make a good impression.

      Maureen sat opposite her, alternately sipping a latte from Café Oasis and pursing her lips. She looked distressed.

      “Is everything okay?” Kat asked tentatively.

      Maureen released a heavy sigh. “I’m afraid not, my dear.”

      Kat’s stomach clenched with worry and she instinctively looked at the photograph beside her computer for comfort. Teddy’s handsome face smiled out at her. She swallowed hard, pretending he was with her in this moment. He should have been. Running this beachside bed and breakfast had been their shared dream for when she retired from professional rally driving. But now he was gone, and she was on her own, trying to make sense of a world without him in it.

      Maureen followed her gaze, and her face fell. Even though Maureen had barely known Teddy, he and Kat had honeymooned at the B&B when Maureen and her husband Andrew had run it, before Andrew had become too ill to continue managing the business.

      “I don’t know how you go on without him,” Maureen said. “I dread the day I lose my Andrew.”

      Tears prickled the backs of Kat’s eyes. “I know you do. Hopefully it doesn’t happen anytime soon.”

      She wished she could tell Maureen that the loss became easier to deal with over time, but in her experience, it didn’t. She felt the gaping hole that Teddy had left in her life every day. Even three years on, the ragged edges of her pain hadn’t healed.

      “About that.” Maureen placed her coffee on the desk and folded her hands on her lap. “Andrew has taken a turn for the worse.”

      Kat felt a pang of sympathy. “I’m so sorry to hear it.”

      Maureen nodded in acknowledgement. “The thing is, I’m having trouble paying for the care that could give him a few more months—or even years, God willing.”

      Kat bit her lip. Was Maureen raising rent? Was that what this was about? Kat knew she paid less than the market value, but they had a deal. She’d done a lot of work on the property during the years she’d been managing the B&B. She’d renovated rooms out of her own pocket. Not many other tenants would do that.

      “I’ve received a very generous offer on the property from a developer. He wants to build an exclusive resort in the place where Sanctuary currently stands.”

      Her words hit Kat with the impact of a sledgehammer. She felt blindsided.

      “I didn’t know you were planning to sell.”

      Maureen grimaced. “I’ve been holding out for as long as possible. You know I’d prefer to wait until you’re able to afford to buy us out, but he approached me out of the blue and the money he’s offering could make a massive difference in terms of Andrew’s treatment.”

      Kat couldn’t swallow past the lump in her throat. She couldn’t ask Maureen not to sell when doing so might give her more time with her husband. Kat had ended up in her current financial situation—barely more than broke—because she’d poured all the money she had into trying to save her husband after the traffic crash that had eventually killed him and had left her scarred and emotionally broken.

      “Have you already signed the papers?” she asked, her stomach knotted.

      “No.” Maureen’s lips curved slightly upward, giving Kat the faintest trace of hope. “I can’t afford to turn him down though. Not unless I get a counteroffer.” She leaned forward and reached across the desk to clasp Kat’s hand. “I don’t care if you offer less than the developer. I’d rather you have the property than him. I told him I’d have an answer for him in two weeks. If you can put together an offer in that time, I’ll accept it, as long as it’s reasonable.”

      That trace of hope vanished. She doubted any bank in the country would allow her to take out a mortgage with them based on her current finances and her income history for the years after the accident. But she had to try.

      “Thanks, Maureen.” She squeezed the other woman’s hand. “I appreciate you giving me a chance. I’ll make an appointment with the bank to see if they’re willing to work with me.”

      Maureen nodded. “I’m glad to hear it. I hope they do.” She released Kat’s hand and sipped her drink again. “I wish I didn’t have to put you in this situation. It’s not fair to you.”

      Kat sighed. “It’s not fair to you either, but you have a chance to spend more time with Andrew. If someone had offered me the same when Teddy was dying, I’d have taken them up on it in an instant.”

      “I knew you’d understand.” A weight seemed to have lifted from Maureen’s shoulders. It had settled on Kat’s. “Just so you know, the developer is intending to come for a look around on Monday. Apparently, the main reason he wants this property over any of the others along the coast is the access to the sea caves, beach, and the waterfall, so I imagine he wants to make sure he’d be getting his money’s worth.”

      Kat frowned. She’d rather not have to see the man who was planning to take her home—and the future she was supposed to share with Teddy—away from her.

      “Don’t worry. You won’t need to speak with him if you don’t want to,” Maureen said, reading her expression correctly. “I’ve given him a map so he can show himself around.”

      “Good.” She might not see him anyway, if she was planning to visit the bank. They didn’t have one in Haven Bay, so she’d have to go to a nearby town. She’d just have to cross her fingers that someone at the bank felt sorry enough for her to pull some strings. Otherwise, she was shit out of luck.
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        * * *

      

      Sterling Knightley sank onto the lushly upholstered armchair positioned in front of the window of his high-rise apartment and took a moment to appreciate the view. From here, he could see most of Auckland’s central business district, and beyond the buildings stretched the blue-grey of the sea.

      He relaxed in the embrace of a chair that cost as much as a month’s rent had where he’d grown up and closed his eyes against the flicker of memory of the dark, dank hole he’d been raised in. The place that had stolen his mother from him, thanks to an infection caused by the mold the landlord had refused to remove.

      “Never again,” he mouthed. The words had become his mantra in the years since. If they could have afforded a place like this—or even basic treatment for the infection—maybe his mum would still be alive today.

      His phone rang, and he withdrew it from the pocket of his suit.

      “Hello, Eli,” he said, opening his eyes to gaze over the skyline again. Eli was his boss. But more than that, he was a friend who’d changed Sterling’s life by taking a chance on him when no one else would.

      “Hey.” Eli’s tone was brisk but warm. “How are things with the Haven Bay project?”

      “It’s coming along as planned,” he replied. “I’ll be leaving to check out the property in a few minutes, but it seems to be well situated and the owner is eager to sell—other than worrying about the tenant. The owner’s husband is unwell and she’s struggling with his medical bills.” An unexpected benefit to their proposal. He hadn’t known the woman was having difficulties when he reached out to her, but considering his own background, he liked the idea of making life easier for the couple and enabling them to get the necessary medical care.

      “Sounds like you have everything under control.”

      “Of course.” Sterling always had everything under control. It was in his nature. “Thank you for having faith in my idea.”

      Perhaps after more than a decade of friendship, he should understand that Eli would always have his back, but he never took his friend for granted. He knew more than most how vital it could be to have someone in his corner when he needed them, and Eli always was. Making this project shine would be Sterling’s way of giving back to him and repaying the trust Eli had shown him over the years.

      “I’m sure it will be brilliant,” Eli said. “I’ll check in with you later. Drive safe.”

      “I will. Bye.” They ended the call and Sterling stood. With one final glance out the window, he strode through his apartment and collected his trunk from near the door. He only intended to be gone for the day, but he’d learned that business trips didn’t always go according to plan—especially when negotiations were involved. Better to be prepared.

      He left the apartment and locked the door. Next stop: Haven Bay.
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      “That’s all?” Kat asked, unsurprised even though she desperately wished she’d heard wrong.

      “I’m afraid so.” The banker gave her a sympathetic smile. “With your income as inconsistent as it is, and the fact you have little in the way of collateral, we can’t offer a loan of more than two hundred thousand dollars.”

      Kat deflated. The property the B&B was located on was worth easily three times that. Potentially more. “Are there any special grants I could apply for?”

      The banker grimaced. “None that fit your particular circumstances. If it was for your home, we might be able to work something out, but the fact that it’s a business makes it difficult.”

      “But I do live there.” Kat latched on to that tiny thread of hope.

      It snapped when the banker shook his head. “It’s not the same thing,” he told her.

      Kat’s lower lip trembled. She sucked in a deep breath and let it out shakily, trying to get her emotions under control. “I’m going to lose my business and my home if I can’t get this loan. Surely, there’s something we can do.”

      He shrugged helplessly. “Perhaps if you were to look elsewhere, you might find a property within your budget.”

      Tears threatened. Kat bit her lip—hard—so she wouldn’t cry. She couldn’t just start over somewhere else. Sanctuary was the lodge she and Teddy had honeymooned at. It was the place they’d intended to purchase and make their own one day. Even as they’d shared Teddy’s last moments of consciousness amongst the wreckage of their car, he’d begged her to cling to life, reminding her that they needed to make it through so they could spend their golden years running the beachside B&B they’d dreamed of.

      As it had happened, he’d been the one to die and she’d been left to move forward on her own. But she’d made him a promise, and she wouldn’t let him down. She’d already failed him enough. She’d just have to come up with another plan.

      “All right.” She stood and smoothed her sweaty palms down the businesslike skirt she’d changed into when she’d arrived. “Thank you for your time.”

      He nodded and stood as well. “Let me know if there’s anything else I can do to help you.”

      You haven’t helped me at all.

      She swallowed the bitter words and clasped his hand. “Thank you.”

      She grabbed her backpack, and he escorted her to the meeting room door, then walked down the corridor in a haze, stopping briefly in the bathroom to change back into her bicycle shorts and a tank top. Kat didn’t drive. Any time she entered a car, she became paralyzed within her mind. Frozen with the memories of screeching metal and white-hot pain.

      Unfortunately, that meant she now had a thirty-kilometer bike ride home. She’d wasted hours of her day for nothing. Her limbs felt heavy—hell, her soul felt heavy—and her chest ached. She rubbed it absently. How was she supposed to do this without Teddy? He was the one who’d had a head for business. She was just the welcoming face people expected at boutique accommodation. Although these days, she was barely even that. A lot of guests didn’t seem to be able to look her in the eye once they saw the scar that snaked down the side of her face and the similar ones twisting around her left shoulder, arm, and hip.

      Kat stepped out of the bank and breathed in the fresh air. She glanced at her bicycle, which was chained to a nearby lamp post. She really didn’t feel like cycling home. Usually, her bike was fine for getting her around, but when she exercised too much, her scar tissue tended to become aggravated. She was already tender after cycling here. She sighed. Unless she wanted to walk, she’d better get to it.

      “Katarina, is that you?”

      Stiffening, Kat forced a smile to her face as she turned and spotted two Haven Bay locals, Betty and Mavis, ambling toward her. Both women were older, in their seventies or eighties, and both were plump, although Betty had a cherubic countenance while Mavis more closely resembled a bulldog. They were also notorious gossips, and Kat didn’t want word of the sale getting around until she’d exhausted all her options to fight it.

      “I thought that was you.” Betty beamed, but then her smile faltered. “What’s gotten you so upset?”

      Kat lost the fight with her emotions and a tear trickled down her cheek. She swiped it away. “Nothing.”

      Mavis harrumphed. “Doesn’t look like nothing to me.”

      “Tell us, dear,” Betty urged. “Maybe we can help.”

      Concern etched into the lines of Betty’s face, and Kat crumbled.

      “Maureen is planning to sell Sanctuary,” she said. “She’s had an offer from a property developer. I was hoping the bank might loan me enough money to make a counteroffer, but they won’t. Apparently, I’m not a good investment.” She understood their reasoning, but it still hurt.

      “What a load of bollocks.” Mavis scowled. “You’re the best type of investment.” Her eyebrows drew together. “Maureen always planned to sell to you when you could afford it. Why the hurry now? Is the old biddy getting greedy?”

      “I’ll bet it has something to do with Andrew,” Betty said.

      “Yeah.” Kat dragged a hand down her face tiredly. “She needs more money for his treatment.”

      Mavis looked unimpressed. “We’ll talk to her on your behalf. She should know better than to sell out to some out-of-towner.”

      “Please don’t.” Kat’s shoulders slumped. “There’s no need to make her feel guiltier than she already does. I’m sure it wasn’t an easy decision to make, and I know how it feels to watch your husband slowly dying. I don’t begrudge her for doing what she needs to get more time with him.”

      Betty wrapped her arms around Kat. The embrace was warm, comforting, and exactly what she needed. “Okay, dear. We won’t give her a hard time.”

      “Thank you. And please…” She bit her lip. “Please don’t mention this to anyone. I’m going to try to fix it, and I don’t want to worry them in the meantime.” Her cook, Tione, relied on her for a job and a home, and he wasn’t the only one who’d have to find a new place to live if she failed.

      “Our lips are sealed,” Betty assured her. “Well, except for the rest of the Bridge Club, of course.”

      Kat narrowed her eyes. “Betty.”

      “They won’t say a thing,” Betty said.

      “We’ll figure out a way around this,” Mavis grumbled. “Let’s sit down and talk.”
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        * * *

      

      Sterling cruised into Haven Bay with the window down and a non-fiction audiobook playing through Bluetooth. He turned onto one of the roads leading to the town square and parked, then stretched the kinks out of his back and opened the car door, inhaling the salty scent of the sea.

      He got out and locked the car. Even though Haven Bay seemed like a safe town, one could never be too careful. He checked the time on his wristwatch. A little after noon. He’d grab something to eat before making his way to the beachside property. He strode into the town square and paused to appreciate the view.

      The square consisted of a cobblestoned area speckled with old-fashioned streetlamps like something out of a quaint English village. He scanned the shopfronts, searching for Cafe Oasis, which his research had informed him would be the best place to get a sandwich or a piece of pie. Spotting it on the opposite side of the square, he hurried over—past a statue of a surfer in the center of a fountain—and pushed his way in.

      A doorbell chimed as he entered, and he only just managed not to flinch in surprise—it had been a long time since he’d heard anything of the kind—they weren’t popular in Auckland stores. The cafe’s interior was charming, if you liked wooden floors and patterned wallpaper. He ordered a flat white and a chicken salad sandwich and waited until they called his name, then sat alone at a corner table while he ate. The older ladies crowded around the table were chatting, but he got the sense they were watching him too. He tried to shake off the feeling of unease and left as soon as he was done.

      He returned to his car and navigated around the edge of the township, onto a street called Marine Parade, which ran parallel to the beach. He passed a surf school, an ice cream parlor, and a seafood restaurant clustered together around a pavilion with dozens of cars parked nearby. A few more buildings dotted the coast, and beyond them, grass gave way to an area of native flaxes and trees, with tents nestled between them.

      The street ended at a gravel parking area on the far side of a bridge that crossed a small stream. Bush rose up to his left, lush and green, and birds twittered in the trees. He wound down the window and listened to the waves lap at the shore. Paradise, just as he’d envisioned. With the right management, this place had the potential to be a real moneymaker.

      Beside the parking lot, a lawn sprawled in front of an early 1900s era building. A sign in front read, “Sanctuary.” Coming to a stop beside a muddy Jeep, he turned the engine off and took a moment to collect his thoughts, then he stepped out of the car, straightened his business suit, which had become crumpled during the drive, and raised his eyes just in time to see another cluster of elderly ladies approaching from the direction of the building.

      One of them, a pink-cheeked biddy in a purple tracksuit, shuffled toward him. She was no more than five feet tall, but her piercing blue eyes skewered him, threatening all kinds of harm that should have made him laugh but, oddly, sent a cold shiver down his spine.

      “Good afternoon, Mr. Knightley,” she said in a tone that wouldn’t have been out of place in a face-off from an old western movie. He half expected a tumbleweed to blow by.

      “Hello,” he said hesitantly. Maureen had assured him he wouldn’t be bothered by anyone as he looked around, but it seemed she’d sent a welcoming committee—who weren’t very welcoming. “Have we met?”

      “No.” The old woman’s voice was steely, her apricot lips pursed together. “I’m Betty. This is the Bridge Club. We’re here to warn you to leave Sanctuary alone.”

      He frowned. “Excuse me?”

      Sanctuary, he knew, was the name of the bed and breakfast operated at the site. Perhaps these women hadn’t been rallied by Maureen Adler, but by her tenant.

      “You heard her,” snapped another of the other women, who had jowls and a scowl nasty enough to make anyone think twice. “Poor Katarina has had enough bad luck without you kicking her out on her ear.”

      “Katarina?” Now he was lost.

      A stocky lady with a silver buzz cut rolled her eyes. “What kind of operation are you running if you don’t even know whose livelihood you’re threatening?”

      “I… uh…” He had no response. He wasn’t prepared with a polished answer because he hadn’t realized he’d need to be. This was supposed to be a simple look around.

      “Katarina owns Sanctuary, I take it?”

      The bulldog grunted in confirmation.

      “That explains it then. I’ve only spoken with Maureen.” He had no reason to deal with the existing tenant. That was up to the property owner.

      A gasp came from the frailest of the group, who looked like the sea breeze might blow her away. “But Kat has worked her heart out to make Sanctuary what it is. How can you take that away from her without even a conversation?”

      He pursed his lips. Time for some hard truths. “This is the first I’m hearing of Katarina, but I assume that if her business was doing well, she’d have been able to buy Maureen out before now. Unfortunately, there’s no point in her throwing more money into a sinking ship. She’d be better off to start over. My company can make a successful resort here. She might not have the resources to do the same.”

      They stared at him as if he was a monster and he tried not to feel uncomfortable. He knew the ugly facts of life better than anyone, but he’d made something of himself; whoever this Katarina was, she could do the same. Somewhere else.

      Wheels crunched over gravel behind him, and he turned to see a woman on a bicycle glide over the bridge. She slowed to a stop beside them and unbuckled her helmet. Sterling’s stomach clenched with unexpected attraction. The cyclist was the most breathtaking woman he’d ever set eyes on. Her skin was creamy light brown and flawless, her dark eyes had a lively spark, and her hair was a lustrous inky black. His heart beat a rapid tattoo against his ribcage, and when his eyes watered, he realized he’d forgotten to blink.

      “Hi,” he said, his voice dropping an octave.

      “Kia ora.” She greeted him in Te Reo, the Māori language, then turned to smile at Betty and all of the breath whooshed from his lungs. In a haze of lust, he’d failed to notice the pale scar stretching from her earlobe, along her jawline and down the side of her neck. Whatever had caused the injury, it must have been bad.

      It’s not your business, he reminded himself.

      “What’s going on here?” she asked.

      Sterling stuck out his hand. “I’m Sterling Knightley from Lockwood Holdings.”

      “Oh.” Her expression grew distant. “You’re the one who made Maureen an offer?”

      “Yes, that’s right.” He held his hand there, and after a few beats, she shook it.

      “I’m Kat Hopa,” she said.

      Ah, that would explain her reticence.

      “Nice to meet you, Kat. I’m here to have a look around. I don’t plan to get in your way. These lovely ladies just stopped to have a word.”

      She narrowed her eyes at them. “I can imagine.”

      “We’re only looking out for you,” the frail woman said quietly.

      “I know, Nell.” Her expression softened. “Thank you. But I have something I need to discuss with Mr. Knightley. Why don’t you head back to the garden?”

      He could have sworn the bulldog-like woman growled. “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” Kat touched her shoulder. “Go on. Off with you.”

      They left, and Sterling breathed a sigh of relief. “Thanks for rescuing me.”

      “No problem.” She shrugged, then winced as if the motion caused her pain. “You can thank me by agreeing to a business meeting later today. I have a pitch for you.”

      “Really?” His eyebrows flew up. He couldn’t guess what on earth she’d like to pitch him. Unless it was a ploy, so she’d have the opportunity to guilt him into rescinding his offer.

      “Yes. Would 3p.m. suit?”

      He studied her, intrigued. “That will be fine.”

      He’d intended to be here for a couple of hours anyway, and if a meeting pushed his departure back then so be it. He wanted to know more about Kat Hopa.
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      After Kat went inside, Sterling opened the map Maureen had sent him on his phone and studied the layout of the property. She’d circled the locations he’d been most interested in: the beach, the waterfall, and the caves. Sterling wasn’t much for the outdoors, so he hoped he could access them without too much trouble.

      He walked across the parking lot and followed a grass path that wove between the tussocks and onto the beach. Raising his hand to shield his eyes from the sun, he watched the waves roll in. A lone figure bobbed on a surfboard beyond the breakers. If he were to publicize this beach the way it deserved, dozens of surfers would come to ride the waves. After all, even Eli—an avid surfer—had said the waves along this stretch of coast were legendary, but few people ventured past the township, to where the truly great waves were.

      He squinted, studying the rock formations that rose from the sea in several places and eventually formed a cliff wall. That was where the sea caves supposedly were. He wouldn’t be able to access them on foot, but he had enough photographic evidence from the researcher he’d hired to know they were impressive, and during a particular time of year, visitors had reported bioluminescent plankton inside the caves.

      Sterling wandered along the beach, trying to see it through the eyes of a guest at their future resort. The water wasn’t as clear or blue as it would be at a more tropical destination, but it was a beautiful shade of turquoise and with the backdrop of those rocky outcrops against the sky, it was quite stunning. He bent to run his fingers through the sand. It was soft. Perfect for walking barefoot, if that was your kind of thing.

      He went back the way he’d come, pausing in front of the lodge. It was built in the early 1990s villa style of most houses in the area, with two wings spanning out from a central area he assumed housed the reception. The boards were painted cream and they stood out in contrast to the dark forest behind the B&B. The roof was gabled, and a small flowerbed ran along the wall. It was charming, in its own way. Not what his ideal clientele would be looking for, but nice, nonetheless. The design their architect had mocked up would be stunning here, with floor-to-ceiling windows to make the most of the view and a pool overlooking the sea.

      He wandered around the side of the building and found himself in a garden. Flowers bloomed in well-manicured beds that criss-crossed a sloped lawn leading up to a cabin on the edge of the forest. The women who’d confronted him in the parking lot knelt along the flower beds, pulling weeds and chatting. A pair of them spotted him and glared. He turned back the way he’d come, intending to follow the map to the caves, but stopped abruptly to avoid barging into a petite blonde who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.

      “Hi.” She smiled warmly. “Are you a new guest? I haven’t seen you before.”

      “No. I’m not.” He offered her a hesitant smile in return. “I’m Sterling.”

      “I’m Brooke.” Her smile didn’t waver, which likely meant that none of the old ladies had gossiped to her yet.

      “Do you work here?” he asked, wondering whether all of the women who worked at Sanctuary were unnaturally beautiful. Brooke reminded him of a daisy. Pretty, fresh, and full of life.

      She giggled, an airy sound that enchanted him. “Not technically. I live here, and part of my board is helping out when Kat needs it.”

      He frowned. He must have heard wrong. He hadn’t realized anyone actually lived on-site, other than perhaps Kat. “You live here?”

      She nodded. “As long as I keep paying rent. I’m working on my PhD in art history and recovering from a chronic illness. Kat is incredible; Sanctuary has been a lifesaver for me.”

      He shifted uncomfortably. “I’m glad you’ve found what you need.” Even if he might be about to ruin that. But, surely, there were plenty of other places she could complete her PhD from. “I hear there are waterfalls and a cave nearby. Could you point me toward them?”

      “Sure.” She turned and gestured toward a path that ran past the cabin at the edge of the forest. “The waterfall is up there. I’m not fit enough yet to go there myself, otherwise I’d show you. The caves are a bit further, in that direction.” She waved a hand. “But you’d be better off asking Kat for specifics, since I haven’t been to them.”

      “Thanks.” He wouldn’t ask. He doubted Kat would want to show him anything. “It was nice to meet you, Brooke.” He nodded to her and headed back to his car. He’d need to change clothes if he were to venture into the forest in search of the waterfall.
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        * * *

      

      Kat’s head ached, making it difficult to think clearly, and the scar tissue on her hip and thigh pulled tight with each movement. She desperately needed to rub ointment into it, but she didn’t have time.

      Serves you right, a voice in the back of her mind whispered. The pain is what you deserve.

      Gritting her teeth, she tried to focus. There was no time for self-recrimination over things that had happened years ago. She needed to get it together so she could protect her and Teddy’s dream. It would take every minute between now and 3p.m. to compose her thoughts in a way that might make Sterling Knightley hear her out. She got the impression he’d only agreed to an initial meeting out of curiosity. He didn’t seem like the kind of man who would be sympathetic to her plight. While the businessman had been polite, he was distant. She got the sense he kept his emotions under wraps, and his appearance bore that out. His features were cool and reserved. Tidy blond hair, icy cobalt eyes, sharp cheekbones, and impeccably tailored clothing.

      Sterling was nothing like Teddy. Her husband had been a big personality with a contagious verve for life. Warm, loving, and accepting of everyone. Sometimes, his love of adventure had gotten them into trouble, but so many more times, they’d shared crazy, wonderful experiences she could never have imagined.

      With a sigh, she glanced at her desk and the loose paperwork piled on it. A few sheets had fallen to the floor. She was struck by the overwhelming urge to keep Sterling from seeing the state of her office. Logically, she knew it wasn’t her fault she couldn’t concentrate on paperwork for longer than an hour without feeling sick or getting a headache—everyone healed from brain injuries at their own pace—but she wanted him to take her seriously, and this wouldn’t make him see her as a potential business partner.

      She collected the papers and stuffed them in a desk drawer. She’d sort them out later. She found a cloth and wiped the dust from her desktop, wincing when she realized there were several coffee rings that needed to be cleaned up too. After five minutes of cleaning, her desk was presentable, and she popped an acetaminophen tablet to help with her headache before setting to work. She needed to come up with a pitch that didn’t sound like she’d invented the idea on the fly.

      A while later, a knock on the door caught her by surprise. She glanced at the time to see it was 3p.m and groaned. Damn, she’d intended to make coffee for them both before Sterling arrived for their meeting, and she’d been planning to meet him outside since she’d never explained where her office was. He must have asked someone how to find her.

      Way to look competent, Kat.

      She stood, her hip protesting the sudden movement, and made her way to the door. Opening it, she plastered on a smile that she hoped looked more self-assured than she felt.

      “Come in and sit down.” She gestured at the guest chair. “I’m going to make coffee. How do you like it?”

      “Black, please.” He stepped out of the way so she could exit. “No sugar.”

      Of course. She could already tell he wasn’t the type to sweeten anything. She backed away, reluctant to leave him alone in her office, as though he may somehow realize by being in her space that she wasn’t as composed as she was presenting. Nevertheless, she headed to the kitchen.

      She greeted Tione, the in-house cook and one of her best friends, with a smile and a kiss on his bearded cheek as she brushed past to flick the kettle on. Tione was preparing lunch for her guests, a selection of sandwiches, fruit, salad and cold meat. Kat stole a bunch of grapes and popped one into her mouth.

      “Hey, I saw that,” he grumbled. “Keep your sticky fingers to yourself.”

      “You saw nothing,” she replied, managing to summon a grin. She couldn’t let him know they might lose Sanctuary. Not yet. “Is everything going all right in here?”

      The side of his mouth lifted, about as close as he came to smiling, and his brown eyes twinkled. “Except for the grape thief who keeps sneaking into my kitchen, everything is fine.”

      Unabashed, she ate another grape. He rolled his eyes, and she dropped the grapes onto a saucer and fixed a mug of coffee and one of mint tea.

      Back in her office, she found Sterling Knightley sitting on the guest chair she’d pointed out to him, holding a photo in a polished wooden frame. Her heart dropped. The words she’d been about to utter died on her lips, and she blinked rapidly against a swell of emotion.

      Kat knew the photograph in his hands better than she knew her own face. It had been taken the day of the World Rally Championship in Sweden. In it, she wore a jacket with her sponsor’s logo and had just popped the cork from a bottle of champagne. She was grinning like she’d never been happier, and Teddy’s arm was around her shoulders, his face full of joy. The photo always reminded her of how cruel it was that he’d squeezed the most from every minute and yet, somehow, she’d outlived him.

      She swallowed, and pretended not to notice as Sterling placed the frame back on the desk. She made a show of placing the mugs on the desk and going to her seat, where she cupped her own mug between her hands and blew on the surface before sipping cautiously.

      “You raced?” he asked, nodding toward the photograph.

      She nodded. “I was a professional rally driver for nearly a decade. I retired from the sport three years ago.”

      “And opened a bed and breakfast?” He arched a brow. “That’s quite a change of pace.”

      “I needed it.” She wasn’t about to explain any more than that. Her loss was none of his business.

      Sterling raised the mug to his lips, which were surprisingly sensual, with a defined Cupid’s bow, but his shoulders remained square. His knees were bent at neat ninety-degree angles, his feet were on the floor, pointing forward, and his spare hand rested on the arm of the chair.

      “So,” he said. “Why did you want to speak with me?”

      She took a deep breath and glanced at the notes she’d written, which were open on her laptop screen. Unfortunately, with her emotions running so high, they looked like gobbledygook.

      “How much do you know about Sanctuary?” she asked.

      “Nothing, other than what I’ve heard today.” He shrugged a shoulder. “I didn’t ask Maureen who her tenant was, other than to clarify that there was a clause in the rental contract allowing them to be removed from the premises at the time of sale of the property.”

      Kat felt a pang at his businesslike demeanor. She wanted to shout at him that this wasn’t just business. She’d painted the skirting boards in this office herself, during the early days of her recovery after the accident. She’d cried for Teddy while she’d worked. And the soft gray carpet on the floor? She’d personally cut it to shape. She knew every contour and quirk of the lodge. To him, it was an old building like any other. To her, it was everything.

      She drew a deep breath to calm herself and began. “I rented this building after I retired from rally, as I said. I would have liked to buy it, but because of personal circumstances, I didn’t have the means to do so.” She’d spent all she had trying to save Teddy. Not that it had done any good. “Maureen and I agreed that she’d charge me lower than the going rate on rent and, in return, I’d renovate the lodge out of my own pocket. I’ve been slowly doing just that since I first got here, and we’re over halfway through the work.”

      He nodded, listening to her patiently though he clearly had no idea what she was building up to.

      “Once the renovations were complete, I had plans to make the bed and breakfast more of a complete getaway experience. Eventually, I wanted to buy the property from Maureen, but obviously, you’ve put a crimp in that plan.”

      “So, what do you propose?” he asked. She could tell, from his tone, that he expected her to begin an impassioned plea for him to drop the idea of opening a beach resort and leave. That was exactly why she didn’t. Well, that, and Maureen needed to get money from somewhere. Kat didn’t want to stand in the way of Andrew’s treatment.

      “I’d like to pitch you the concept of a partnership,” she declared.

      He frowned. “Excuse me?”

      “A business partnership,” she clarified, in case there was any doubt. “But I need a few days to put together a presentation with the level of detail I’m sure you’ll want to see.” It would kill her brain to do so since she tended to operate more on intuition—spreadsheets and data took a frustratingly long time for her to process—but she knew that type of information would be critical to Sterling and his employer.

      “When I looked into your company, I found an article about one of your recent developments, in Itirangi, where you collaborated with the locals on a shopping center project. I believe that, similarly, the insight I have into the Haven Bay community and the ideas I’ve been fine-tuning for years would give you a commercial advantage you wouldn’t otherwise have. I’ve been told Maureen has two weeks to decide whether to sell. All I’m asking is to meet with you during that time so I can properly pitch my idea to you.”

      She fell silent, awaiting a response with bated breath.

    

  

