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  “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.”




  ~ John 3:16-17




   




   




  Prologue




  Velvety red rose petals littered the aisle that was carved out in the sand on the beach in Seaside, Florida. The make-shift aisle led to a white gazebo laced with climbing roses and red satin ribbons. Family and friends, seated on either side of the aisle, kept their stare affixed her way.




  Sierra's father, Andy Dalton, clothed in a snug fitting tuxedo took her hand and helped her down the steps. "I have never seen you look more beautiful." Her father's eyes glistened as he smiled down at her. "I am so happy for you doll baby."




  Emotion filling Sierra's throat, she squeezed her father's hand while her twin sister, Sienna, tried to arrange the train on her designer wedding dress.




  The music intensified. Her father looped her arm through his and Sierra closed her eyes. Her father whispered near her ear, "Are you ready?"




  Smiling, she opened her eyes and together they took the first measured step.




  Sierra's gaze, through the fine net of her veil, tracked over to her mother, Isabel Dalton, sitting up front, her eyes glued on her daughter. Sierra’s gaze then shifted to Grayson Faulk, Phoenix’s step father, who was standing beside him as his best man. Both men looked handsome in their black tuxedos. And Phoenix’s eyes were dancing with love.




  When Sierra and her father had made their way down the aisle, the music faded and she was standing before Phoenix with tears misting her eyes. He had never looked more handsome. More proud. Carefully he folded back her veil and the preacher raised his bible.




  Once the vows and platinum rings were exchanged, Phoenix kissed his bride. Then he rested his forehead upon hers as he held her in his arms. "Thank you for bringing me back to life," he whispered as guests began to dance around them. "I love you.”




  Sierra's chest expanded to a breadth and width she hadn't felt before. A tear escaped and rolled down her rosy cheek. She held his hands and searched his eyes. "I love that every day I discover something new and wonderful about you that only makes me love you more." Their lips brushed again and again. Afterward, she rested her cheek on his chest and contemplated their future together. Dancing with Phoenix on their wedding day, Sierra knew exactly where she was supposed to be.




  With Phoenix.




  At Seaside Haven.




   




  Chapter One




  Phoenix Chamberlain wandered out from the hospital room, his senses locked in a mind-numbing daze. He had received the call at nine that morning and he'd immediately jumped in his plane and had flown to Martha’s Vineyard with his heart in his throat the whole way. He and Monica Swarovski hadn't spoken in months. Now he had missed the chance to say goodbye.




  Through stinging eyes he took in the busy corridor. The air smelled of antiseptic and death. A passing doctor, deep in conversation with the nurse by his side, brushed Phoenix's shoulder as he walked by.




  Where was God's mercy? Monica had only been twenty five years old.




  A woman in the crowded waiting room caught his eye, her ebony hair streaming over one side of a tight fitting red dress. She held a swaddled child in her arms.




  Phoenix rubbed his eyes and refocused.




  Beneath fluorescent lights, tears glistened on her long, dark lashes, and as she gazed back at him, Phoenix wondered if they had met before. When her mouth pressed into a smile, his gut tightened.




  She must be one of Monica's friends.




  The woman continued to pace, her slender manicured hand supporting the baby's head. Phoenix forced one laden foot in front of the other and, what seemed like an eternity later, stopped before her.




  "You must be Phoenix?" she asked. Her flushed cheeks were tearstained and her eyes...




  Her eyes were onyx in color.




  Phoenix sucked in a breath. His gaze had settled on the lightly swaddled bundle when the woman in the red dress spoke again.




  "Monica and I were best friends," she murmured in a throaty voice.




  He inhaled, rushed a hand through his wavy black hair and tried to get his thoughts in order. "The doctor said it was suicide."




  Monica had died of an overdose only minutes before he had arrived. He had touched her hand, still warm, and remembered the last time he saw her.




  "She was found unconscious in the bathtub."




  The woman's words caught Phoenix off guard. The back of his knees caved in and he sat down, suddenly wishing he hadn't. Taking a seat implied he wanted to talk. But after months of sobriety, what he wanted now was a stiff drink.




  "She regained consciousness briefly and spoke to me before she passed away." The woman's lips were plump and the bottom trembled slightly. She repositioned the baby and lowered to sit beside him. "By the way, I am Sue Deveraux."      




  He swallowed hard against a dry throat. "You said she regained consciousness and spoke to you..."




  Surely she hadn't spoken about him. Monica had been a wreck after their break up. On their last night together, when Phoenix had insisted that he didn't want to see her anymore she had been too dazed to speak.




  The baby stirred and Phoenix took notice of his face, the shadow of tiny lashes on plump cheeks. He looked so healthy and full of life.




  Clearing his mind and the thickness from his throat, he made his way to his feet. "We can talk more at the wake, Miss Deveraux."




  "Please call me Sue."




  He drew his wallet from his back pocket and pulled out a business card. "You can reach me at this number if there's anything that you need."




  Finding her footing, as well, she searched his brown eyes.




  "I need to talk to you now, Phoenix." She stole a glance at the baby. When her gaze meshed with his again, her eyes were pleading.




  She seemed sweet enough and understandably shaken, but whatever Monica had said, he was not about to justify himself to a stranger.




  His gaze broke away and he waved the card in her direction. "I really should go."




  "She told me that she loved you," she blurted out, jerking half a step closer. "She also said that she forgave you."




  Bent over, placing his card on a nearby chair, he stopped, and willed away the lump in his throat. He wanted this day to be over. He wanted to get back home to Seaside Haven.




  He straightened slowly and lifted up a firm chin. The baby was stirring, beginning to wince and cry. A part of Phoenix was drawn to the sound while another only wanted to stalk away.




  Exhaling, he shoved the wallet back in his pocket. "There is nothing more you can do here. Why don't you go and take the baby home."




  jL




  jL




  "That is what I'm trying to do."




  When she purposely held his gaze, he shook his head then shrugged. "I'm sorry, but you've lost me."




  She bit her bottom lip as if she were suddenly at a loss for words.




  He studied her flawless olive complexion, her classic bone structure and the delicate curve of her jaw and despite the day, an instinctive flicker of arousal pricked his skin. What was it about this woman that seemed so familiar? Had he slept with her sometime in the past? He pulled back tense shoulders. No, he would have remembered those eccentric eyes.




  "Look, Miss..."




  "Sue."




  He spared a tight smile. "Sue, I am not in the mood to play games. Whatever you have to say, I would appreciate it you would just spit it out."
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