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      The bell over the door jingles as the last customer of the night exits the premises, and the forced smile I’ve been wearing all night falls from my face. I glance at my phone and exhale an exaggerated breath, happy it’s finally closing time.

      Honestly, after this morning’s hour commute to college, attending classes all day, and an hour’s commute home, only to run Boondocks—our family-owned restaurant/gift shop—until closing, I am officially exhausted. You’d think after burning the candle at both ends for the last year, I’d be used to it. But no, I’m not.

      I stifle a yawn, desperate for sleep. Unfortunately, I can’t fall into bed and get a good solid eight hours like I need. Midterms will be here before I know it, and if I want to keep my scholarship at Scotia Academy, I need to pull an all-nighter.

      The good news is that it’s the end of September, which means tourist season in Nova Scotia is slowing, and I won’t have to spend as many late hours in the shop. Good for me, but not good for business.

      Fortunately, lobster season begins at the end of November, and selling to local grocers will carry us through to May, to when the tourist season starts all over again. Just thinking about the never-ending cycle makes me tired and dizzy.

      But now, with Granddad’s decline in his mental health, Mom and Dad need the help, and with the powerful Dunn family trying to destroy our retail fishing business and take our much-coveted oceanfront land, which has been in our family for generations, they don’t trust anyone outside our small immediate family. Mom and Dad think everyone in the community is a spy working for the Dunn’s multimillion dollar fishing conglomerate with its huge commercial fishing fleet and manufacturing and distribution facility. The company hires most people in this town, so my folks probably aren’t wrong, which, of course, is why we’re all run off our feet simply trying to keep afloat.

      I close out the cash register and remove the fish fillets from the display showcase, putting them in the large fridge in the kitchen out back. I check the burners on the stove and turn off the fryers. We don’t do big, fancy meals here at Boondocks. We’re known for our fish and chips and lobster rolls, and they’re served in take-out containers customers eat at the picnic tables outside, overlooking the Atlantic Ocean.

      Once the place is secure, I gather up my backpack, toss my phone inside, and lock up behind myself. Outside, the cooler night air falls over me, and I take a moment to breathe it in. With any luck, the sea salted breeze will fuel me with a second wind and I won’t fall asleep over my books.

      A pinging sound rings out at the end of our dock, and I narrow my eyes to see if the local kids are messing around with the buoys again. The light at the end of the dock is burnt out, preventing me from seeing further than two feet in front of my face. Is someone sitting in one of the Adirondack chairs? I make a mental note to bring them in for the season come morning.

      I stare for a moment, and when silence reaches my ears, I glance across the water, to where light falls over the golf course. It really is a picturesque community here in Lunenburg, and while I wish I could live in the city, closer to campus or even in a sorority, like my best friend Ocean does, it’s out of the question.

      Is moving to Miami after college to do a master’s degree in marine biology out of the question too?

      I groan, not wanting to think about that, but knowing soon I’ll have to give it more consideration. There are summer grants and scholarships I can apply for—need to apply for in the next few weeks—but how can I leave my family during the busy summer tourist season?

      I hike my backpack up higher on one shoulder and walk along the dark waterfront path leading to the well-lit narrow road, where tourists can catch horse drawn carriage rides and learn the history of our famous fishing village. Our house is just up over the hill, and it’s a safe enough community, so I usually take the path instead of walking the long way around the winding streets.

      As I’m about to cross the quiet road, a car slows, and my stomach tightens as loud male voices reach my ears. I straighten my shoulders and do a fast glance around. The town is pretty much shut down at this time of night. Dammit, I’m alone out here. The window on the sports car rolls down and I cautiously peer inside.

      “Is that you, fish bait?”

      Oh God, no. Is this really happening? Fight or flight instincts kick in, and I back up an inch. Running is out of the question, since there are four college hockey players in that car and my chances of escape are slim to none. Nope, I’m going to have to play it cool here, like I’m not intimidated by them, like the names they call me don’t hurt at all.

      “What do you want?” I ask, and the front, driver’s side door opens. What are these guys doing in Lunenburg this time of night?

      “I thought I smelled something fishy,” one of the guys quips as he slips from the back seat.

      As I stand there facing three of them, my heart thunders. Okay, this isn’t good. Not good at all. I do another fast glance around, calculating an escape route if they try to come closer.

      “If you’re here to buy seafood, we’re closed. Come back tomorrow.” I start walking, but one of the guys moves in front of me, blocking my path. Real fear gathers in my stomach, and I try to keep my breathing normal.

      “What if we want something fishy now?” one of the assholes snaps, and my throat squeezes tight. I grip the straps on my backpack harder. Do I have anything in there I can use to protect myself if they come at me?

      “What do you have in there?” the tallest of the three outside the vehicle asks as he towers over me.

      “My books. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to go home to study.” I make a move to push past the guy blocking my way, but it’s like trying to stop an eighteen-wheeler with my pinkie.

      “Hey Abigail.” I turn at the sound of the fourth man, as he exits the front seat and I know I’m in real trouble when my gaze lands on Sebastian Turner—Scotia Storms’ left winger. Sebastian is a local, and I’ve known him since kindergarten. He’s trouble with a capital T, and has always gotten away with things because his father is a powerful provincial politician. For some reason, he’s always hated me. Well, maybe not always, but definitely since I reluctantly went to a party with Ocean in high school.

      There was a guy she liked, and she begged me to go with her. Sebastian was drunk and hit on me—rumor has it he wants to sleep his way through the alphabet with every girl in our class. I naturally turned him down. Apparently, that pissed him off enough to tell everyone I wanted to fuck him, but he couldn’t go through with it because I smelled like fish.

      “What do you want, Sebastian?”  I start breathing faster. I’m in serious freaking trouble here. I slide my backpack from my shoulders, hoping to get to my phone so I can press the emergency button, but the guy blocking me grabs the bag from my hands before I can get to my phone. He tosses it to his friend as Sebastian stalks closer. He sniffs the air as the other guys kick my backpack around and laugh.

      “Still want to fuck me?” he asks, his breath reeking of alcohol.

      “Sebastian,” I begin. How am I going to talk my way out of this when he’s not even in his right mind? “It wasn’t like that.”

      “I can’t fuck a girl who smells like fish,” he slurs, anger and hate in his voice. What did I ever do to this guy, other than defend myself from his drunken advances? He lifts his head and gazes at the wharf, like he too heard a noise. A cruel smile parts his lips. “Maybe I’ll have to dunk you in the ocean before I put my dick in you.”

      A gasp I have no control over catches in my throat, and seems to please him. Think, Abigail. Think. He takes a step closer, and I move back the same amount of distance. It’s clear he thinks I ruined his reputation and is out for revenge, when the truth is he was the one trying to ruin mine—simply because I said no to him. Apparently, no one has ever said no to Sebastian Turner before. I back up, knowing my only choice here is to run.

      With the three other guys distracted, tossing my backpack around and laughing like idiots, I steal a fast glance over my shoulder to see how far I have to run. Sebastian seems a bit unstable on his feet, so maybe I can make it back into the shop, unlock the door and lock it again before they can catch me.

      They have my backpack, but right now, getting myself to safety is the priority. I take a step back, and turn to run, but when I do, I hit something so hard and solid, it steals the breath from my lungs. Big hands grip my shoulders as I bend forward and gasp, clamoring for air.

      When I can finally breathe again, I push myself up to my full height and when I set eyes on none other than Liam Dunn—Scotia Storms’ toughest defenseman, and a guy I despise—I instantly realize my night has gone from bad to worse. My legs go weak, and my heart thunders in my ears as the world closes in around me.

      “Abigail,” he says quietly, and so damn gently, I figure I’m hearing him wrong. He’s probably yelling and the pounding in my ears is softening the noise, making it sound tender, when it really isn’t. He glances over my shoulder to take in his hockey buddies. It’s five against one here, and I’m out of ideas. Okay, maybe not entirely. I could kick Liam between the legs and maybe still make it back to Boondocks. “Are you okay?” he asks.

      I freeze, and blink and as much as I’m trying to put on a brave front, I can’t stop shaking.

      Liam’s eyes narrow in on me as I squeak out the word, “No.”

      “What’s going on here?” he asks, his voice deep and hard as he aims his question Sebastian’s way. It takes me by surprise, but what surprises me even more is the way he’s positioned me behind him, his hand grasping mine. Not in a hurtful way, but in a worried, supportive way.

      No way would Liam Dunn be trying to help me here, right? His family hates mine. We’re like the Capulets and Montagues in real life. Not that Liam and I are Romeo and Juliet. We are far from star-crossed lovers. Quite the opposite. We hate each other. Why then is he protecting me? I quickly glance at the sky to see if it’s falling.

      “We were just having some fun with fish bait,” Sebastian says with a laugh, and every muscle in Liam’s body stiffens.

      “Don’t call her that,” he bites out, and his thick muscles bunch as he inches closer to Sebastian, every movement in his body calculated and threatening.

      “Hey, we were just having some fun.” I note the way Sebastian stiffens as Liam towers over him.

      Liam squares his shoulders, somehow making himself look even taller. “Abigail didn’t look like she was having fun at all.”

      The other guys all stop kicking my bag around.

      “What, are you fucking the fish bait or something?” one of them asks.

      “No,” Liam snaps so forcefully, so defensively as a hard quiver goes through him—like that’s the most disgusting thing he’s ever heard—he might as well have just sucker punched me. I have no idea why I’m suddenly hurt. I hate the guy and his family, and wouldn’t have anything to do with him if he was the last man on earth and we were responsible for repopulation. “And I said, don’t call her that.”

      They all stand still, sizing one another up, until Liam steps forward and picks up my backpack. “This is yours?” I nod and he hands it to me before turning back to Sebastian. “What are you guys doing out here, anyway? A long way off campus, aren’t you?”

      “Just out for a joyride, and I thought I’d show the guys my stomping grounds,” he replies. I glance at Liam, and he doesn’t much look like he believes that either. He was there the night of the party, and knew what went down. I assumed he believed Sebastian, like so many others. Was I wrong?

      Liam tugs his phone from his pocket and checks the time. “Coach won’t be too happy about this. We have practice first thing tomorrow.”

      “Yeah, we’re leaving,” the tall guy responds, and gets back into the car. It’s clear he doesn’t want any trouble from Liam or the coach. The other three grumble under their breaths as they follow.

      “Don’t come near Abigail’s dock again,” Liam warns. The car revs and the tires squeal as they take off, and the second they round the corner, I bend forward, fighting back tears as I take deep, gulping breaths.

      “Are you okay?” Liam asks after a long moment.

      “Adrenaline dump,” I explain my chest so tight it hurts all the way to my throat. “I’ll be okay in a second.” I take a few more breaths and stand. My heart picks up pace again as I take in the dark eyes watching me carefully. “Thank you.”

      “Do you want me to call the authorities?”

      “No,” I answer quickly. God, that will just cause more trouble for me.

      He gives a small nod and gestures with a flick of his chin to his car parked near one of the restaurants across the street. “Let me take you home.”

      I’m about to nod, when I remember how defensive he turned when asked if he was sleeping with me. Am I that repulsive to him? I don’t know, but it does remind me we hate each other and I should never get in a car with him. Only problem is, I’m not sure my legs will actually carry me home. Somehow, I’ll have to find a way to make them work. I straighten my shoulders to present strength and confidence, despite the roiling storm inside me. “I can walk.”

      He lightly touches my arm and I pull it back. “Let me help you, Abi.”

      “It’s Abigail.” No way is this man allowed to give me a nickname.

      “Fine, let me help you, Abigail.” He holds his hand out. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      A car horn blares in the distance and my entire body stiffens. Maybe I should go with Liam. We might hate each other, but he did help me tonight. “I…”

      “Better the enemy you know,” he murmurs, taking the words right out of my mouth. I nod and silence surrounds us as he leads me to his car.

      I’m about to get in when something niggles in the back of my brain. “Wait, was that you out on our dock?”
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      My heart jumps into my throat as she glares at me, suspicion all over her face. Shit, she’s not going to be happy that I was hanging out on her family’s dock, and she’s probably going to think I was trying to sabotage the place or something equally horrific. I might be a Dunn, from Dunn Industries, but I’m not like my father. I don’t hate the Hart family or want anything other than friendship from Abigail.

      Christ, I have no idea why my father hates them quite so much. Sure, their land is prime, and we can’t expand in Lunenburg without it, but come on, is that any reason to hate them? We have a multi-million-dollar business. How much more do we need? My father swears he’s hasn’t been behind the trashing of their dock in the past, or responsible for ransacking their lobster storage facility and traps.

      I want to believe that—I have to believe that. I’m part of the Dunn family, and have to believe we’re not the type of people who’d resort to crime simply because we can’t get what we want. Dad is a man who always gets what he wants, and not securing the Hart’s land has eaten him alive for years.

      As far as I’m concerned, we have all we need and family is the most important thing in the world to me, which is why I believe were above victimizing a small family business. Honestly, I’d do anything for my family, as long as it fit within my morals and beliefs.

      “You have the best sunsets,” I respond as she impatiently waits for an answer to her question. Christ, I’ve snuck down to her dock more times than she ever knew. Okay, maybe I don’t just do it to see the sunsets—considering it set hours ago. Maybe I do it to get a glimpse of Abigail. I only surfaced tonight, only showed my face because a bunch of assholes from the hockey team were harassing her. No way was I going to stay in the shadows—even if admitting I was trespassing went against my own best interests and might result in Abigail hating me more. Hey, no one ever accused me of being the sharpest knife in the drawer.

      But seriously, bad shit could have happened tonight, and I wasn’t going to sit back and let anyone touch one hair on Abigail’s head. Sebastian is a douche bag. I’ve known him forever. I think when push came to shove, he wouldn’t have touched Abigail. I hope. I just couldn’t take the chance, and after my warning, I don’t think he’ll bother her again. I’ll kick the living shit out of him if he does, and he knows that.

      Abigail glances past my shoulders, distrust all over her face. “That’s why you were on my dock? The sunset?”

      “Have you not noticed the sunsets, Abi…gail?” Right, I can’t shorten her name.

      “No, Liam. I’m usually inside working when the sun goes down,” she shoots back, her words as sharp as a fishing hook. I nearly wince as they pierce me, but I need to keep things light. She has to be pretty traumatized by what just happened.

      “Yeah, well if you ever get a chance, you should join me on the dock.”

      “I’d prefer for you not to be on our dock.”

      “I wasn’t hurting anything,” I point out softly, and as my stomach tightens, I notice a bit of the fight drain out of her. I stare at her as light from the dashboard spills from the car. Jesus, she looks exhausted and I’m sure she is. Between school, work and the long commute, I bet she doesn’t have a moment to herself. “Let’s get you home, okay?” She hesitates for the briefest of seconds, then glances over her shoulder, no doubt gauging the distance to home. “I’ll have you there in two minutes.”

      Shoulders sagging, she nods and climbs in, and I slide in beside her. After a moment, she breaks the quiet. “Why are you here and not in the city?”

      “I needed a break,” I tell her as she eyes me suspiciously. “All the noise at Storm House can get to me at times.” It’s not a lie. My first year at Storm House, I tolerated the parties. Now I don’t quite have it in me. My father wants me in the dorm, though. He thinks it’s good for the team for us to be together and since he’s footing my bills, I do what he says. I honestly miss the solitude on the boats. I enjoyed getting up before the sun, the comradery with the other fishermen, and a good hard day’s work on the water.

      My parents, however, think such menial work is beneath a Dunn. They wanted more for me and I guess it's a good thing I excelled at hockey. It’s the only thing I’m good at. If they’d put the pressure on me to be a scholar, they’d have been sadly disappointed. I struggle in school, a lot. No tutors were ever able to help me in my younger years and now, because I’m on the hockey team, many of the professors give me a pass, which makes me feel that much stupider. I don’t need my academic intellect—or lack thereof—rubbed in my face like that. All brawn and no brain is what many wrongly say about the hockey players. In my case, they’d be right.

      “You’ll have to head in early for practice,” she says, dragging my thoughts back.

      I shrug, and pull onto the street. “I don’t mind. The drive is peaceful.” I glance at her as she stares out the window. “You never really sat and watched a sunset from your dock?”

      “When I was younger, sure.” She exhales, and examines a hole in her backpack. “It’s just that I spend so much time on the water, I’d rather look at something else before I go to bed.” I eye her, not sure I believe that. “Besides, I prefer sunrises. There’s something magical in them, and it helps me put things in perspective.”

      “Such as?”

      She shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess it allows me to see the bigger picture and reflect on my place in the cosmos.” I angle my head as I listen. “I guess what I’m trying to say is it makes my problems seem miniscule.”

      “Funny, sunsets do that for me,” is all I say, even though I’d like to ask what problems she’s talking about. I pull into her driveway, and the house is pitch dark. One porch light illuminates the front door and the cracked stone walkway. She gathers her bag and hugs it to her chest.

      “I guess we’re different like that.”

      I nod. Yeah, I get it. We might have grown up in the same small town, but our differences are night and day, like sunsets and sunrises. Does that mean we can’t be friends, though? I guess it does, considering she stopped talking to me in elementary school, when their storage facility was ransacked and tension intensified between our families. My dad’s hate for her family started long before they accused his company of sabotage.

      I glance at her ripped backpack. “I hope your books are okay.”

      “Thanks.”

      Her door opens and the dashboard light showcases her blue eyes, which look big and stark against her thin, heart-shaped face. My heart skips a beat. My God, she’s so pretty. “Those guys won’t bother you again, Abigail,” I tell her trying to keep my voice even. “You have my word on that.”

      Dark lashes fall over tired eyes. “I never…you know…with Sebastian…”

      “I know,” I agree quickly. “Anyone who believed his lies are nothing but idiots, and not worthy of an explanation.”

      “I must have damaged his frail male ego when I refused to let him put his tongue down my throat,” she says, her body relaxing. “He handled rejection like a three-year-old. I don’t think he’s ever heard the word no before.”

      I can’t help but laugh, and a small smile turns up the corners of her mouth. Jesus, I’m certain this is the first time I’ve seen her smile, or even joke—at least since elementary school. And that smile…Fuck, I thought she was pretty before, but wow, she’s actually drop-dead gorgeous.

      “Men and their fragile male egos. I apologize for all of us.” She stares at me for a moment, probably wanting to call me out on my own ego, but instead closes her mouth and steps from the car.

      “Thanks for the lift.”

      “See you around.” Seconds before she shuts the door, I say, “Maybe you’d like to give a sunset a try sometime.”

      A humorless laugh crawls out of her throat. “Sure, right after you give a sunrise a go.”

      The door closes, and I sit there grinning. I guess she doesn’t know how much I love early mornings. While that might not have been an invitation—heck, I’m pretty sure there was an insult in there somewhere—I think I’m going to take her up on it. I also think—and this could be my fragile male ego talking—that we might have actually formed a tiny truce tonight.

      I stay in the car until she opens her front door, and just when I’m about to back out, she turns back to look at me. I grin, taking that as a good sign. She gives a little wave and disappears inside. A light turns on in one of the rooms, and I watch her figure walk past. While I’d like to stay, I’m not a creeper—much—so I back out and drive along the shore until I reach our place.

      I pull my car into my spot in the four-car garage and kill the ignition. I check the time. It’s late, and I need sleep, but I also had an adrenaline rush tonight. Sebastian is lucky I didn’t tear him a new one right on the spot. My rage was not what Abigail needed at that moment, so I did my best to keep my cool. Maybe a good old fashioned body checking is in order for practice tomorrow, just to drive the point home that Abigail is off limits.

      I step into the house and find Dad in his favorite lounge chair, a baseball game blaring from the TV as our black lab, Charlie, sleeps at his feet. It’s late, and Mom and my younger sister Ember, who plans to go to Scotia Academy next year, are already in bed.

      Dad offers me a smile. “You’re out late, son.”

      “Just driving a friend home.”

      “Oh,” he says, arching a brow. I don’t have too many, or any, friends left in Lunenburg. I’m a bit of a loner and spent all my time with my best friend, Josh, until he went to play college baseball for Michigan State. “Anyone I know?”

      I hate to lie—nothing good can come from that—and while I expect backlash I truthfully say, “Abigail.” His gaze jerks to mine so quickly I’m sure he’s given himself whiplash. Anger flashes in his eyes and hits like a puck to the mouth.

      “Abigail Hart?”

      “Yes.”

      “I told you to stay away from that family.”

      I perch on the edge of the sofa, and note the warning in his eyes. “What did they ever do to you, anyway?”

      “They’re not good people. Stay away from them,” he warns, fire blazing in his dark eyes.

      “I was just giving her a ride.”

      Something comes over his face, his anger shifting, morphing into something I don’t like. Is he scheming up something that could end up with the Hart property in his hands? If he is, I hope it doesn’t involve me.

      “If you insist on driving her around, find out what you can about them. See if you can get a look at their books. See if there are any violations at Boondocks that could get them shut down.”

      My heart leaps into my throat. “I’m not snooping, Dad.”

      He shrugs but the serious look on his face is a reminder that I’m where I am today because of him and I owe him for that. “You either stay away from her, or get me what I ask for.”

      My lungs are tight, and breathing is difficult as he turns back to the TV, letting me know the conversation is over and that he’s not fucking around here. Which means I need to keep my distance from Abi because I’m not about to get dirt on her family. Jesus, what a horrible position to put me in.

      Honestly, I love my family more than anything and have always respected their wishes and went out of my way to make them proud. I don’t enjoy conflict and outside of the family, I stand up for myself when provoked. I’ve never stood up to my father. He’s always been a hero to me, a man who is bigger than life. A man who has worked hard for his family and provided all we could need and then some. I’d never want to lose his respect. Never want to disappoint him. But this…what the hell?

      I take in his profile as he pays me no attention. A part of me wants to ask what he’ll do if I don’t stay away from her, and if I don’t get information. The other part of me already knows the answer. If any employee steps out of line, they’re out, and I fear it could be the same with his family. I can’t even imagine being cut out of my own family.

      I glance at my phone. “I’d better get to bed. Early morning tomorrow.”

      “Driving back to campus, you mean?” It’s a legit question, but we both know there is hidden meaning. In my younger years, before I had the pressure of college, hockey, and the NHL, I would jump onto one of the fishing boat first thing in the morning before my parents were even out of bed. Sometimes I got away with it, but other times, I wasn’t so lucky. But I was willing to get into a little bit of trouble just to spend the day at sea. I never stood up to Dad, telling him I wanted to be on the fishing boat, demanding he let me. I’d always listen with respect. The sea however, always had a hold on me. I couldn’t seem to stay away.

      “Yes, early morning practice.”

      “Proud of you, son,” he says and I’m truly happy he is. He’s not an easy man to please. Just as the hundreds of people who work for him, I always try to do my best. He’s an important man in my life.

      “Night,” I say and push off the edge of the sofa.

      “I’m looking forward to catching one of your games soon.” I glance over my shoulder and nod. It’s nice that he, along with Mom and my sister, come to my home games when they can. Their support means the world to me. I just wish that support was in everything I do. After his warning to stay away from Abigail, it feels like a punch to the gut, because the truth is, I really don’t want to stay away. What does that matter, though? Abigail hates me. It’s not like we’re suddenly going to be besties after tonight. When it comes right down to it, Dad doesn’t have to worry about me staying away. My plan to watch a sunrise with her was a stupid one.

      Upstairs, I make a fast trip to the bathroom to wash up, and then head to my bedroom. I turn the lights off and flop down onto my bed. I close my eyes, but I’m unable to get the events of the night out of my brain. Is Abigail at home, staring at her ceiling too?

      Or is she thinking about the laugh we shared? That laugh filled me with a lightness that I haven’t felt in a long time. Jesus, I sound like a goddamn greeting card. I resist the urge to shoot a text to Josh. It’s late and he’s probably asleep. He knows how I feel about Abi, though—the girl who studies marine biology at college and wants to make the sea sustainable. Maybe that’s why my dad hates her. He doesn’t want anything or anyone to interfere with his fishing. I like that she’s trying to balance the ecosystem, and find ways to reverse the existing damage.

      I roll to my side, and try to quiet my mind, and after a fitful sleep filled with dreams of Abi—correction, Abigail—I wake, and press my palms to my tired eyes. The sun isn’t up yet, and my family is still asleep. I need to scarf down some breakfast and hit the road if I want to make practice on time.

      Forgoing a shower—I’ll get one after practice—I tug on last night’s clothes, and because I’m extra anxious to leave—some deeper need I can’t quite identify—I skip breakfast, which is unusual for me, and jump into my car. I drive along the shore and find the quaint town of Lunenburg quiet this time of morning. Without conscious thought, I take my foot off the gas and my car slows in front of Boondocks. That’s when it becomes glaringly obvious as to why I was so anxious to leave the house without breakfast.

      Not smart, Liam. Not fucking smart.

      Again, no one has ever accused me of being smart. I stop my car, and even though my actions might result in a knee to the groin—the knee I’m pretty sure was on the verge of happening last night—I walk along the wharf. I don’t try to be quiet. I don’t want to frighten Abigail.

      As the long rays of light climb over the golf course and spill over the ocean, Abigail turns, shock widening her big blue eyes. My steps slow as she opens her mouth, but no words form.

      I shove my hands in my pockets, glance at her gorgeous face as the morning sun forms an angelic halo around her small frame, and say, “Good morning.”
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      What the ever-loving hell is going on?

      I stare at the big figure moving toward me, sure I’m hallucinating. But no, I recognize the voice and as he gets closer, and his handsome face—a face I hate—comes into view, I once again realize Liam Dunn is taking up space on my property, not to mention in my head.

      Okay fine, I’ll admit it. After the drive home last night, I kept replaying the incident over and over in my head, and not the parts where I was afraid. No, the part where he put me behind his big body in a show of protection. Now the guy somehow lives rent free in my brain, dammit.

      I put one hand on my hip, noting he’s in the same jeans and hoodie from last night, and shoot out, “I thought you were a sunset kind of guy.”

      He shrugs, and glances over my shoulder as he closes the distance. “I thought I’d take you up on your offer.”

      My mind races back to my comment last night. I think I was just pointing out we’re different people who like different things. “I’m not really sure it was an offer.”

      Then again, maybe it was. Maybe I was feeling a moment of sentiment after he helped me. I don’t know. But did I really think he’d show up for a sunrise? No, not even a little bit. He likes me about as much as I like him. Big fat zero.

      “My mistake.”

      “Guess so.” I hug myself as a cool breeze washes over me, and make a move to go around him, and he steps to the side to allow me. “Enjoy,” I tell him widening the distance between us.

      “You’re not staying?” Is that disappointment I hear in his voice. Seriously, what the hell is going on in my life? I turn to see him over my shoulder, and he’s watching me, not the rising sun. My body tightens, and I narrow my gaze, unease working its way through my veins. What is he really doing here? We don’t speak, ever, and now within a twelve-hour period I’ve seen him twice.

      “I come here for the solitude.” My God, could I be any bitchier? I guess I’m just used to my family sparring with his, and it’s rubbed off on me. The truth is, he hasn’t done anything hurtful to me, and last night he did come to my rescue, and honest to God the hurt look on his face right now is doing the strangest things to my heart. I’m not a mean person by nature, and I don’t go out of my way trying to upset people. But Liam is a Dunn. And the Dunn family are enemies of the Hart family. Like I’ve always been told, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.

      “I can be quiet,” he whispers and as I continue to glare at him, his shoulders sag in defeat. He exhales and gives a tight nod. “Or I can just leave.” He starts toward me and I grab his arm to stop him. His muscles flex beneath my fingers, and strange little pulses of electricity zips through me as the wharf wobbles and his hand closes over mine to keep us balanced.

      I glance at the big hand smothering mine, and I must look horrified because he draws it back quickly. “Sorry, I just... the wharf…”

      “Come on.” I move around him and drop down on the edge of the wharf. I slide my hands under my thighs for warmth and let my legs dangle over the edge. It’s not like I’m in a hurry to get to class this morning. I started my car earlier, only to discover a horrendous noise. The garage doesn’t open for a few more hours, so I’m going to at least miss my morning classes.

      He stays quiet as he walks—tiptoes—toward me and it must take effort, considering the size of his body as well as the size of his boots. His efforts bring a smile to my face and when he drops down next to me and sees my smile, he angles his head, his eyes full of questions, but he remains quiet.

      I shake my head and then gesture to the sun as it rises higher in the sky, and we both sit there in silence, enjoying the peace before the world awakens around us. I steal a fast glance at him and take in the hard angles of his face as he stares out over the ocean. There’s a peacefulness about him this morning, not one I usually feel radiating off him. Not that I watch him often. But last year, I’d gone to a couple games with Ocean, and sometimes I see him in the halls—not that he sees me. I always go the other way, of course, never getting close to the intensity that always clings to him.

      His energy is nice this morning, relaxing. A different vibe for him. I guess he must have a lot of pressure on his shoulders, as one of the star defensemen on the team. He turns to me, catches me staring and arches a brow in question.

      I shake my head again, and whisper, “Nothing.”

      With the sun higher in the sky, he quietly asks, “Are we allowed to talk now?”

      I laugh at his seriousness as something inside me softens. Since I was completely horrible earlier, I say, “Yes, and I promise to be quiet during your sunsets.” Wait, did I just agree to watch a sunset with him? Do I have sun stroke from the sun rise?

      A big smile crosses his face. “I don’t mind talking during a sunset. I kind of like the idea of talking.” He shrugs. “I usually watch them alone.” As I take in his dark eyes, I sense a loneliness there. “I’d be happy for the company.”

      Any company, or just me? What the hell? Why does that even matter?

      “How is Josh?” I ask. Maybe he’s missing his best friend.

      “Good,” he responds, and shifts a bit, his leg brushing mine. Warm sensations rocket through me, and push back the cool inside my body.

      Alrighty then. I push on my hands, lift myself up and brush my palms together. “I should get going.”

      He jumps up effortlessly and glances around. “I guess I’ll see you on campus.”

      “Not today. I don’t think I can make it. Something is rattling under my car. I’m waiting for the garage to open to get it looked at. Hopefully they can fix whatever it is this morning.”

      He frowns, his hair rustling in the breeze. “Want me to take a look?”

      “What do you know about cars?”

      He looks down, like I’ve touched a sore spot, and puts his hands into the front pocket of his hoodie. “I know a thing or two. I’ve worked on mine over the years. I’m pretty good with my hands.”

      That takes me by surprise. I can’t picture him wielding any tool. Don’t they have staff for that? Okay, maybe that’s not fair and I’m just stereotyping. All the horrible things my parents have said about his family have gotten in my head. Maybe Liam really is different.

      When I don’t respond, he glances at me. “Yeah, I get it. I’m a dumb jock,” he adds, his voice tight.

      My heart jumps into my throat. “Liam, I wasn’t…” Was I, though? Was I suggesting he was a dumb jock, which I don’t think he is, or was I simply suggesting the rich live a very different—pampered—lifestyle. I’m not sure, but I know I couldn’t hate myself any more than I do at this moment. I’m not a judgmental person. I just…he’s a Dunn. My whole life I was taught not to trust them. Ugh.

      “It’s okay,” he responds, deflated. “I am what I am.”

      I swallow against a tight throat. He thinks he’s dumb? We were in a lot of classes together in our younger years and he’s far from dumb. He might not excel in certain subjects—we all have different strengths—but he’s not dumb. “Liam,” I try again but he cuts me off.

      “I can look at your car if you want. Like I said, I know a thing or two.”

      I glance at my phone. I can’t even imagine what my parents would say if they saw Liam in our driveway, underneath my car. “No that’s okay. I’ll take it to the garage.” He nods, but his face is tight, like my words punctured him. “You need to get to practice,” I add quickly.

      “Shit, yeah. Why don’t you drive with me? We can drop your car off. They have that key drop off slot. We can leave a note, or…” He pulls his phone from his pocket. “We can call and leave a message. That way you won’t miss classes. I can drive you back tonight.”

      Why the hell is this guy being so nice to me? I’m not sure. I only know the idea does sound appealing. “You don’t mind?”

      “Why would I mind? We’re going the same way.”

      I glance over my shoulder, and as if reading my thoughts, he says, “I can meet you at the garage, or I could just wait down the road a bit and follow you to make sure you don’t break down.”

      I was wrong. I could hate myself more. The man is offering to help me, and offering solutions so my parents don’t see him. I’m ashamed of myself right now.

      “If you don’t mind driving me to my place, then you can follow me from there.”

      “Okay.” He nudges me. “I’ll park a bit down the road, though, just in case.”

      I put my hand on his bicep, and his muscles bunch beneath his hoodie. “I really appreciate this. I hate to miss classes.” To be honest, I’m shocked I’m accepting help. It’s not in my nature. Trying to justify it, I say, “There are these summer grants available, and I might apply…” I let my words fall off. Why am I telling him that?

      He doesn’t ask for any further explanation, instead he says, “Not a problem.”

      My hand falls from his arm. “I owe you one.”

      “No, you don’t.” He playfully nudges me as we walk. “You only owe me a sunset.”

      Have Liam and I just formed a truce?

      I chuckle at that and glance at the pink streaked sky. “I think it’s going to be a nice day.”

      “Pink at night, sailor’s delight,” he begins, and I jump in and join him in reciting, “Pink in the morning, sailors take warning.”

      We laugh at that as we make our way to his car. He hits the fob to unlock it and jokes, “Can’t be too careful around these parts.”

      “I would have laughed at that until last night.”

      He goes dead serious as he looks at me over the roof. “That won’t happen again.”

      I nod, even though I’m not sure I believe him. He’s a big guy, threatening and a leader on the hockey team, but I pierced Sebastian’s ego. Although I’m not sure he’d risk an alteration and get kicked off the team.

      I slide into the passenger seat, once again finding myself next to Liam and not hating it. I listen to the radio as he drives the short distance to my place, and I try to fight down the nervousness invading my stomach as he slows and stops before we reach my place.

      “I’ll just be a second. I have to grab my backpack and keys.” He nods and puts his hand on the dashboard, his finger tapping away to the beat on the radio and for the briefest—strangest—second I stare at his nice hands and envision them on my body. I shake my head to clear it. What the hell is going on with me? When I banged into Liam last night, I must have given myself a concussion.

      I hurry from the car, and Mom and Dad are inside, busy as they get ready for another long day.

      “How did last night go?” Mom asks as she fills a cup of coffee and hands it to granddad who’s sitting at the table looking at me like he doesn’t remember who I am. My heart clenches.

      “Good, not too busy.” I walk over and put my hand on Granddad’s shoulder and for a second his eyes brighten, only to dull again.

      “I didn’t hear you come in.”

      “Late customer,” I say. Not entirely a lie. I did have someone come in just before closing. I snatch up my keys and backpack as Dad walks into the kitchen, his hair damp from a shower.

      “You’ll be back before dinner?” he asks. “I have to check the traps before dark, and your mother has to take your grandfather to a doctor’s appointment.”

      Shoot. I totally forgot about that. How can I say yes, when I don’t know what time Liam will be heading home? “Right, sure,” I agree, the wind leaving my sails. I’m not going to make it to classes after all. I’ll have to stay and wait for my car. I hike my bag over my shoulders. I really hate that those assholes ripped holes in it. I saved a long time to get a campus backpack.





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/face-off-lg.jpg
ATHRYN FOX

NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR







OEBPS/images/cathrynfox_mainlogo-copy.jpg





