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        When a blue-collar bachelor unexpectedly falls for his friend’s little sister, he’ll risk everything to save the brainy beauty from the wilds of an island storm.

      

        

      
        Aidan Nolan has always been a lone wolf, a playboy extraordinaire and confirmed bachelor at forty-four. When he takes a job building high-end homes on Drake Isle, the last person he expects to run into is the cute-as-hell sister of a high school friend he hasn’t seen in years.

        And the last thing he expects is to feel his stone-cold heart stirring.

      

        

      
        Nature photographer Jules McNerney is on Drake Isle for the most important assignment of her career. But when she realizes the sexy silver fox working up the beach is the teenage stud she crushed on for years, her photos are about to take a back seat to, well, him.

        Summer storms don’t have anything on the passion that explodes between them, but do Aidan and Jules have what it takes to survive a protective older brother, an impatient magazine editor, and a fast-moving hurricane destroying everything in its path?

        If you love small town island romance, then you'll love this short novella in the Drake Isle series, a complete story with its own happy ending!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          AIDAN

        

      

    

    
      “This must be the place.”

      Aidan Nolan stopped outside the Anchor and the Mermaid. Behind him the last of the sun disappeared into the water, and the ferry horn blew its farewell as the boat left Drake Isle to return to the mainland.

      Here goes nothing.

      He gripped an overstuffed duffel bag in one hand, rubbed his grizzled jaw and stared at the old stone building. His kid brother had mentioned the island bar a few times, but Aidan had never pictured it quite like this. Eighties rock music blasted from the jukebox as knots of people slouched under the low-hung ceiling. Empty pint glasses littered the window sills. A middle-aged bartender with spiky blond hair poured drinks and served food and kept up a steady banter with everyone in the place.

      Aidan climbed the steps, following the smell of grease and seafood inside. Looked like a decent place. All he really hoped was that the beer was cold and the food was hot. He had a raging headache, an empty stomach, and a full first day of work ahead of him. Starting at dawn.

      “Aidan! ‘Bout time you showed up!” Quinn peeled away from the crowd and grabbed his older brother for a bear hug. “What the hell? Thought you were comin’ on the three o’clock ferry. Shit. It’s almost eight.”

      “I know, sorry. Ma and Pop needed me to do a couple things before I left.” He still felt guilty deserting the family pizza joint in the middle of summer, but Quinn had made him an offer he couldn’t resist.

      Twenty grand? For one month of building houses? Where do I sign up?

      “Hey, Aidan.” Polly Parker, the cute science teacher Quinn had been living with for almost two years, poked her head under Quinn’s arm. “Glad you made it.”

      “Me too.” He kissed the top of Polly’s purple-streaked hair, glad that Quinn had found a decent girl to marry. That left Aidan as the sole bachelor of the four Nolan brothers, a role he was more than happy to fill. Marriage and kids and happily ever after might be right for Quinn and Liam and Brody, but Aidan couldn’t think of a worse fate. Sleeping with just one woman for the rest of his life? Waking up at three a.m. for diaper duty or to worry over bills? No, thanks. Playing the field was far more fun.

      And Aidan had mastered the art of it.

      “Beer?” Quinn asked.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” He took the pint glass and surveyed the crowd with a practiced eye. There were clusters of corporate suits wearing loosened ties, talking too loudly about merger deadlines and overpriced sports cars. Grizzled fishermen, guys in blue t-shirts with Volunteer Firefighter stamped on the back, middle-aged moms doing shots and tugging their skirts into place. Quite a few college girls in the place too, cute and made-up and far too young for anything but a good time. Aidan winked at a couple and grinned at a couple more.

      “You’re a shark,” Quinn laughed. “I bet you already have half the women in here posting on social media about how wet their panties are.”

      “Quinn!” Polly swatted him.

      “Sorry. But it’s true. Aidan’s a heartbreaker. Always was, always will be. Doesn’t matter if it’s over on the mainland or here on the island.”

      “Damn straight,” Aidan agreed with a grin.

      “You ready for tomorrow?” Quinn asked. “Sun comes up early.”

      Aidan downed half his beer. “Sure. You guys still okay with me sleeping in your spare room?”

      “Of course,” Polly said. “We love having you here.”

      “Just don’t bring any women home,” Quinn warned. “Those walls are thin. I’d rather not hear you make ‘em --”

      Polly swatted him again before he could finish. Aidan laughed. “No worries, little bro. I don’t plan on it.” I’ll go back to their place instead, he almost added, but Polly looked so cute with her little frown of concern that he kept the comment to himself. Instead he offered up his glass for a refill and looked around for a menu.

      “Do I order from the bartender?” he asked, but Quinn and Polly had slipped off to chat up another couple, so Aidan threaded his way over.

      “Menu?” the guy with the blond spikes asked, and Aidan took it with a nod. No kitchen could compete with his parents’ restaurant on the mainland, but luckily for the Anchor and the Mermaid it wasn’t a pizza place, and Aidan wasn’t fussy when it came to burgers and fries.

      “Excuse me.”

      The voice came from his elbow, small and feminine. He turned to see a woman he hadn’t noticed before.

      Where the hell did she come from?

      And how the hell had he missed her?

      She smiled up at him, her pale blue eyes twinkling and her dark blonde hair pulled into a ponytail. She wore almost no makeup, no false lashes, no lipstick, just a t-shirt and jeans. She was dressed simply. Practically. Still something inside Aidan jolted. She looked vaguely familiar, though he couldn’t guess why. Equal parts of him wanted to protect her, take her home, and undress her.

      “I just wanted…” she began, and reached around him to steal a few cocktail napkins off the bar. “That’s all.” She looked at him a moment longer but he couldn’t think of a damn thing to say.

      By the time he finally opened his mouth to say hello, offer a drink, ask her name, she was gone.

      What the -- ?

      “Hey, man, lost track of you.” Quinn was back beside him before Aidan could process what had happened. He never got tongue-tied around women. Ever. She’d caught him off-guard, that was all. She’d hadn’t flirted with him, and in surprise he hadn’t known what to say. He scratched his head, but before he could look around to see where she’d gone, Quinn looped an arm around his neck.

      “Come on over here. I wanna introduce you to some people.”

      “Um, yeah, okay.” With one final scan of the bar Aidan followed his brother, still looking for the woman with the pale blue eyes. After a while the Anchor and the Mermaid filled up, and evening worked its way on to midnight. Aidan met some of Quinn and Polly’s close friends, along with a handful of guys working on Quinn’s construction project. More than a few cute women flirted their way closer the more drinks they consumed. No blonde with messy hair and pale blue eyes, though. He didn’t see her again.

      When the bartender finally announced last call, Aidan’s head was pounding. “I’m hittin’ the toilets,” he told his brother, then headin’ for your place and a soft bed, he  thought as he weaved his way through the thinning crowd. Despite what he’d told Quinn, he hadn’t done a full day of construction work in years. He had a feeling these next four weeks would test his stamina.

      He stiff-armed his way through the door at the back, giving it a good shove without thinking. Something yelped on the other side. Or rather, someone.

      “Aw, hell, I’m sorry,” Aidan began. Then he stopped. It’s you. At least, he was pretty sure it was, though between the shadows and the few beers he’d put away, he couldn’t be sure at first. “Didn’t know anyone was back here.”

      The blonde looked up at him with a wounded expression. “I was back here.” She rubbed her elbow and caught her lower lip between her teeth. A blush of desire deepened on her cheeks. “It’s okay, though.” Her hair had loosened from its ponytail, with a few flyaway strands around her face. Aidan found himself wanting to smooth it.

      “You’re sure I didn’t hurt you?”

      She opened her mouth as if to say something else and then shook her head. “No. I’m fine.”

      He rested one arm on the wall, moving a little closer. “I’m Aidan.”

      She tilted her head. “I know who you are.” Her gaze dropped for a second, and he wondered if she even knew she was doing it, taking in the full six-plus feet of him, the broad arms and chest, the loose shorts and white t-shirt, the tattoos on his arms and legs. “We’ve met before,” she added.

      We have?

      Before he could ask when or where, the door behind them burst open again, and two drunk women staggered into the hallway, laughing wildly and holding each other up.

      “Hey, hi…oh my God you are seriously the most gorgeous thing I’ve seen all night,” purred one of them. She fell heavily against Aidan. “Are you single? Please tell me you’re single. My horoscope said I’d meet someone today and it has to be you, it just has to be…”

      Her friend laughed and adjusted her cleavage, wriggling closer to Aidan. “Get in line, Mandy. I told you, I saw him first.”

      He managed a grin, used to drunk women, used to smiling his way out of a late-night hookup. Not tonight, he’d say. Catch me another time. The hallway was hot and smelled of burnt food and body odor. Not the best place for flirtation, not at his age, anyway. Sweat dripped down his back as they stood there jockeying for space. The first woman had pulled out her phone and was desperately trying to unlock it as her fingers slipped on the keys.

      “If I can just…maybe we can…” She dissolved into giggles and hiccups.

      The mysterious blonde gave Aidan an arch look, a side-eye that held a thousand words of judgment. That’s quite an offer you’ve got there, her gaze said. He choked back a laugh as she opened the door to the women’s room. She looked twenty-five or thirty, possibly older, though not by a lot. Smooth skin, a slim build, faint lines at the edges of her eyes. She intrigued him. Teased him.

      Where the hell have we met before?

      “Just let me…” The drunk woman continued to laugh along with her friend, her phone forgotten as they slid to the ground. The second one, who looked slightly less inebriated, shrugged up at Aidan as he extricated himself and made it into the men’s room.

      She knows me?

      We’ve met before?

      He felt like an ass, but he didn’t remember her. He relieved himself, washed his hands and splashed some water on his face to cool off. Quinn hadn’t warned him about Drake Isle’s humidity. Hell, the air was heavy here. Or maybe it was his sudden feeling of want and restlessness. He hurried back to the hallway. Empty. No drunk women. No blonde who claimed to know him. He made his way to the bar, which had emptied considerably. Aidan grabbed his duffel bag and followed Quinn and Polly outside.

      Maybe she was messing with him. He would’ve remembered her vibe, her intense stare, her tiny body under -- or above -- his. Had they met on the mainland? In the Nolan family restaurant? Did she live on the island, or was she only passing through? He shook his head and pulled in a few deep breaths of air. He wasn’t used to a woman unsettling him.

      Cool air stopped him in his tracks. “Hell, that’s some view.” From the front steps of the bar he could see clearly in every direction, up the hill to the string of inns, down the pier to the water, across the bay to the low-hanging moon. Stars above everything went on forever, pricking the night sky with light.

      “Yes, it is. That’s part of the island’s magic. You can’t see stars like that from the mainland.” Polly squeezed him around the waist.

      “No shit.”

      “We’re parked around the corner,” she added as Quinn walked ahead of them. “That’s all you brought? One bag?”

      “For now,” Aidan began. Then he stopped. There she was, his mystery woman, the blue-eyed beauty who swore they’d met before. She was heading in the opposite direction, her ponytail bobbing with purpose as she walked up the hill. Alone.

      “Hang on,” Aidan said, and before Quinn or Polly could ask, he was jogging up the sidewalk in pursuit of her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          JULES

        

      

    

    
      Jules bent over her phone as she walked up Harbor Street. The night air lifted her ponytail off her neck, a cool relief after the thick heat of the bar. I don’t know why I went. Honestly, she could’ve stayed at the Drake’s Heart Inn and sat on the front porch with a glass of complimentary wine. The view would’ve been better.

      Liar.

      The view might’ve been better, until Aidan Nolan showed up out of nowhere. She almost fell off her chair when she heard his voice across the bar. He might not have recognized her, but she’d known him at once. Same broad shoulders, same flirtatious smile, same sweeping presence that commanded a room. Same sizzle that went through her when his gaze landed on hers. Even now her cheeks burned. Seeing him had been one nice surprise. I didn’t know Aidan was living on Drake Isle. The last time she’d seen him --

      I need your photos by the end of next week, her editor texted. The ding in her hand tore her thoughts away from Aidan. Didn’t matter that it was almost midnight. Ronnie worked around the clock.

      Next week? Jules stared at the screen. I just got here, she answered.

      I know. That gives u 2 whole weeks.

      U mean 10 whole days, she shot back. She loved working for the New England Photo Journal, but really? Less than two weeks to get magazine-worthy pictures of some of the rarest wildlife on the Eastern Seaboard? Her boss was insane. Ur insane, she added for emphasis, a second before she wondered if she should. Ronnie was just a year older than she, and they’d had an on-again, off-again quirky bantering relationship since they’d met back in college. But officially, he was her boss. Officially, he could take her off a job if he wanted to. And she really, really wanted this job. She needed it.

      I know u can do it, he returned, and Jules stopped as she reached the fork in the street. The Drake’s Heart Inn, her home for the next two weeks, lay left. A long stretch of dark road lay right. She looked in that direction. She wasn’t tired, not really. She did her best planning in the early morning hours. A walk in the quiet, under the stars, might do wonders for tomorrow’s work. The island was safe enough, right? She’d never walk the streets of Boston alone, but Drake Isle was a different place. As she stood there considering her options, footsteps approached from behind. Jules turned.

      “It is you.” He was breathless, his shirt untucked, as he slowed in front of her. “I wasn’t sure.”

      “You weren’t sure? You just chased a random woman up the street on the off chance it was me?” She kept her voice light, trying to hide her racing heart. He came after me.

      He grinned, and her heart flipped over altogether. “Exactly.” He put one hand to his chest and bent over to catch his breath.

      You’re being dramatic, she almost said, but then again, Aidan Nolan always was. Always had been.

      “I wanted to talk to you,” he said when he straightened. “Officially introduce myself and say hello.”

      “Ah, hello.”

      “You live on the island?”

      She shook her head. You don’t remember me at all? “I’m just here for work. For a couple of weeks, actually.”

      “Me too. My brother Quinn runs a construction company. He’s putting up some homes on the other side of the island.” He waved over his shoulder, into the dark. “I’m helping out.”

      Her gaze caught on his sleeve and the tattooed arm inside it. A shiver went through her. She could only imagine what it would feel like to be held by someone like Aidan. To be kissed by him. Brought to the edge, undone by him.

      “What’s your work?” he asked when she said nothing.

      “I’m a photographer. I’m here on an assignment.”

      “Seriously? That’s pretty cool.”

      She squirmed at the compliment. “There’s a kind of rare seaweed that grows along the coast of the island. Along with very tiny, also rare, fish that live in and around it. That’s why I’m here. To document them for the New England Photo Journal. Apparently summer’s the best season to catch them. On film, I mean. Not like I’m literally catching the fish or anything.” Stop babbling, Jules. Keep it together. Her mouth snapped shut.

      He took another step closer. “You must have a lot of patience. For getting the right shot, I mean. It must take a lot of waiting.”

      Her gaze locked with his. “I guess.”

      “I’m not very good at waiting.” He took a loose strand of her hair between his fingers. “I’d probably make a lousy photographer.”

      “Maybe not.” Her voice shook the tiniest bit. “But if you have a good eye, that’s the most important thing.”

      His hand moved from her hair to her cheek. “You are the most beautiful woman I’ve met in years.” His voice was low, guttural. “I think that’s what my eye tells me.”

      She looked at him and lifted one brow.

      “Too cheesy? I was serious, but --”

      “Maybe just a little.”

      He leaned close enough to kiss her, his breath warm over her mouth, and her eyes fluttered half-shut. She’d dreamed of this for so long.

      But he didn’t kiss her. He only whispered, “Sorry. I’ll do better next time.”

      Next time? Chills moved over her as her eyes flew open. This was crazy. In a minute he’d realize who she was, and why they knew each other, and he’d turn tail and run. Or look at her in horror. Or possibly tug on her ponytail and laugh.

      “So tell me,” he said. “You said you knew me. I know I sound like an ass for asking, but where did we meet?”

      She put her phone into her back pocket. “I’m that forgettable? That’s not what a woman likes to hear, frankly.”

      His grin faltered, then went away. “I don’t know how you could be. Forgettable, I mean.” He ran his fingers down her cheek and along her jawline. “Frankly.” He looked at her with the smallest crease of puzzlement between his thick brows. “On the mainland? In the restaurant?”

      “Shall we play twenty questions?” She didn’t know who this was, this flirtatious woman who had the audacity to tease the magnificent Aidan Nolan, but she didn’t care. It had been so long since she’d felt like flirting, since she’d felt anything at all. Out here on the wild island, in the dark of night, a new Jules had emerged. She leaned into it.
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