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    . . . [Jesus] said to the man, “Stretch out your hand.” So he did, and his hand was made healthy.


    —Mark 3:5
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    Are you sure there’s no message waiting for Laney Carrigan?”


    Laney leaned over the information desk at the Kailua-Kona Airport. “I was supposed to be met here . . .” She gestured around the rapidly emptying lobby. “By my Auntie Teah. Maybe she’s been delayed and she left a note for me with instructions?”


    The airport employee, a willowy blond, craned her head around Laney at the line of people queuing behind her. She pointed down the corridor. “You can rent a car over that way.” She raised her gaze above Laney’s five-foot-three-inch height. “Who’s next?”


    Laney tightened her lips. Dismissed. Again.


    “Maybe an intercom page directing me to meet someone in Baggage Claim or Ground Transportation . . . ?” Laney sighed at the bored face of the woman and stepped aside as a middle-aged man wearing a flamingo pink aloha shirt shouldered past her to the front of the line. Grabbing the handle of her wheeled carry-on bag, she skirted past a group of Asian tourists who’d been greeted by hula girls bearing fragrant yellow leis.


    No point in trying to rent a car when she had no idea where she was going. She paused in an out-of-the-way corner and fumbled in a side pocket of her luggage for her cell phone. Pressing the phone to ON, she waited for it to come to life.


    Auntie Teah, whom she’d yet to meet, had assured her over the course of several phone calls that she would be here to welcome her long-lost niece to her ancestral home. An ances-tral home to which she’d not been given directions or an address.


    Hitting the Rodrigues phone number she’d stored in her cell, she tapped her navy blue stiletto-clad foot on the shiny, white airport floor and waited for someone to pick up. And waited. After ringing four times, voice mail—a deep, rumbling man’s voice—informed her that no one was currently at home—duh—and instructed callers to leave a callback number at the tone. Laney snorted, not trusting herself to speak, thumbed the phone to OFF and stuffed it into her bag. She stalked down the passageway toward Baggage Claim.


    Some welcome.


    Laney pushed her shoulders back, trying to ease the tension of her muscles. As her brigadier father never failed to point out, when stressed, she hunched down like Quasimodo. And at her diminutive stature, there was no one Laney wanted to resemble less than that hunchback of literary legend. She scanned the dwindling crowd encircling the baggage carousel.


    Where was her Auntie Teah? Her cousin, Elyse, or Elyse’s sweet little boy, Daniel? They’d promised to be here. Laney glanced at her black leather sports watch, noted the time in addition to the barometric pressure and altimeter reading. Her own barometric pressure rising, Laney shoved her bag to the ground, threw herself on top and faced the doorway. Nobody had ever dared ignore Brigadier General Thomas Carrigan.


    Apparently, his daughter not so much.


    She’d told her dad this was a bad idea, but he’d insisted she answer the inquiry in response to the information he’d posted regarding the scant facts they knew of her birth twenty-eight years ago. The website, which specialized in reuniting adoptive children with their biological families, had been silent for months. And Laney was fine with that.


    Abso-flipping, positutely fine with that.


    Really.


    She’d never been curious as to her biological family. She’d always known her real parents, Gisela and Tom Carrigan, adopted her when she was a few months old. They’d chosen her—as her mother had often reminded her. Loved, cherished, protected her. But Gisela succumbed to a lingering, painful death to cancer three years ago.


    Then her dad—administrative guru to the five stars at the Pentagon, able to cut through bureaucratic red tape and leap over snafus in a single bound—had the bright idea to post a picture of the quilt in which she’d come wrapped on their apartment doorstep.


    And voilá, a hit less than twenty-four hours later.


    He did some checking—to make sure none of them were serial killers—and declared it would be good for Laney to plan a visit to their home on the Big Island. Good to connect with people who knew something about her family background. Good to fulfill her adopted mother’s last wish that she one day reunite with her biological family.


    Laney swallowed a sob. She’d believed she’d already found her forever family. She glanced around the claim area. Her lower lip trembled at the sight of a suitcase going round and round the carousel.


    Unclaimed. Alone. Like her.


    She squared her shoulders. Who needed these people? The ones who’d abandoned her, deserted her. Left her behind.


    Laney closed her eyes on the hateful, treacherous tears that threatened to spill out from beneath her lashes and wondered how soon she could book a return flight to D.C.


    This had been a very bad idea.


    [image: imagedeco.jpg]


    “I don’t get why I have to be the one to go get this woman, Mama Teah. Why can’t Elyse—?” Kai held the phone a few inches away from his ear.


    When the roar on the other end subsided, he cradled it once again between his head and his neck as he negotiated a curve around the lava-strewn rubble dotting the mountain side of the highway leading toward the airport, a now dormant volcano’s last little hiccup some two hundred years ago. He gripped the wheel of his truck and glanced to his right at the cerulean hues of the Pacific.


    “Okay, okay. I get that Elyse was called into work and Ben’s on Daniel duty, but I just stepped off the helipad and I didn’t get your message until a few minutes ago.” Kai frowned. “I’m on my way.” He peered at the clock on the dashboard. “ETA in ten. But what aren’t you telling me, Teah? Has something happened to you?” His voice caught. “Or to Tutu Mily?”


    A pause on the other end.


    “Teah? Where are you? You’re scaring—” Kai banged his hand on the steering wheel. “I knew something like this was going to happen. I told you this was a bad idea to bring in an outsider at a time like this. I—”


    “Kai Alexander Barnes.” Teah’s voice trumpeted in the truck cab.


    Never a good sign when your foster mother used your full legal name.


    Kai winced as Teah told him in no uncertain terms what she thought of his thoughts on her ideas. “But surely, there’s another way, Teah. We take care of our own. We don’t need some overprivileged East Coast socialite barging into our business. Family takes care of family. Like you and Daddy Pete took care of me.” His chin wobbled.


    A sigh on Teah’s end. “You’re family in every way that counts, Kai.” Her tone toughened. “Laney Carrigan is family, too.”


    Kai made a right turn into the airport parking lot, willing himself not to relent. This woman—and you’d better believe he’d Googled her—was as elusive as an ice cube in a lava flow. Even with his connections, he’d not been able to blast through the security firewalls her prominent army dad raised for her protection over the years. Not a single photograph to his knowledge existed of the mysterious Ms. Carrigan.


    He snorted. “Anyone can post a picture of a quilt. We don’t know if that quilt is really hers or how it came into her possession. We don’t know if that quilt is the quilt Tutu Mily made years ago for her unborn grandbaby before Mily’s daughter ran off to—”


    “Bring her to the house as soon as you can,” Teah interjected. “I’ve prayed about this, Kai. Didn’t know what to do to solve our dilemma and more importantly, with Tutu’s condition worsening, I’m hoping this will bring Mily some peace. I’m still praying. But I believe God’s going to work this out.”


    Kai heard the smile in her voice over the wireless.


    Teah continued. “How else do you explain after all these years of wondering when Elyse met a tourist at the resort who mentioned how he’d found his biological parents through that website and then just one day later when Elyse logged into the site, Tutu’s quilt appeared?”


    He ground his teeth. “I’m parking now, Teah. I promise to deliver Ms. Carrigan safe and sound to your doorstep ASAP.”


    “You be sure you do that, son.” Teah clicked off.


    Kai stared at the phone in his hand. The dial tone echoed in the truck cab. Nabbing an empty space, he pulled to a stop and put the F150 in Park. Killing the engine, the door dinged as he thrust it open, swinging his boot-clad feet to the pavement.


    She’d made up her mind. And when Teah Rodrigues got something in the bit of her teeth, she was worse than any stallion on the ranch. Unstoppable. Unquenchable. Unswerving.


    A force of nature. A regular Typhoon Teah. And like a silent, offshore earthquake, the aftershocks of this unknown family prodigal—Laney Carrigan—returning to the fold might prove to be their undoing.


    His face hardened. Just let her try.


    No way, no how, he’d let some haole bimbo take advantage of his family. Not on his watch.
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    Feeling the whoosh of air over her closed eyelids and the sound of the glass doors of the terminal sliding open, Laney opened her eyes. A Caucasian man stepped through and stopped, his polarized sunglasses obscuring his eyes. As the doors swished shut behind him, Laney took in his appearance—the khaki cargo pants, the ocean blue polo shirt that stretched taut across broad shoulders, the rugged jawline in need of a shave. He searched the room for someone.


    Lest he catch her staring, she dropped her eyes to the floor and noticed his scuffed boots.


    Tall, dark, and cowboy.


    Definitely not Auntie Teah or Elyse. Whoever he was looking for, it wouldn’t be her. He wasn’t here for her.


    Guys like him never were.


    Cowboy pushed his glasses onto the crown of his close-cropped dark hair revealing eyes as tropical blue as the waters off the Seychelles, her last assignment. His head rotated from side to side, scrutinizing the remaining occupants of the baggage claim area. His eyes eventually came round to her. With the intensity of an electric blue flash.


    Resisting the urge to fan herself—was it just her or had the temps risen another notch?—she pushed her glasses farther up the bridge of her nose and sat prim atop her carry-on case. His eyes traveled over her from the top of her head to her best-interview pointy-toed shoes. Self-conscious, she tucked her feet under her body, smoothing the edges of her pleated navy skirt over her ankles. Cowboy’s eyes narrowed before flicking away at the sound of a voice down the corridor, dismissing her as she knew he would.


    “Kai! Wait up!”


    Laney turned her head as did Cowboy when a leggy redhead strode across the room, latching onto his coiled muscular arm. His nose crinkled. Then a practiced lazy smile flitted across his handsome features. Those baby blue lagoon eyes of his dropped to half-mast. A whirring of the air around Laney fluffed her shoulder-length hair as another figure rushed forward.


    The willowy blond from Information seized Cowboy Kai by his other arm. He inclined his head as the I-Can’t-Be-Bothered airport employee whispered something for his ears only. Too far away for their conversation to register—and who cared?—she did catch Cowboy’s deep-throated chuckle in response to whatever witticism Blondie had murmured.


    Typical. She’d seen his macho, arrogant type many times following her father around the globe in the rolling stone life of Uncle Sam’s army. Laney folded her hands in her lap. His kind loved the fluffy kittens of the world like Blondie and the redhead. He probably wasn’t a real cowboy, either. Probably didn’t know one end of a horse from a—


    A mountainous shadow inserted itself between Laney and the fluorescent lighting of the terminal. She jerked at the sight of Cowboy looming over her.


    “Ms. Carrigan, I presume?” A mocking smile flickered at the corners of his lips.


    Laney’s hackles rose, and she hunched her shoulders as she struggled to rise from her awkward position on the floor. The heel of her shoe caught on the handle of her bag and she fell—make that sprawled—into his arms.


    Wishing she could sink into the floor, she felt the blush matching and mounting from beneath the collar of her pink shirtwaist blouse.


    Great, elegant as always.


    But she’d give him full kudos for quick reflexes.


    In a full face plant against the blue fabric of his shirt, Laney noted—in the half-second before Cowboy pulled his own nose out of her hair—an enticing blend of smells on the man, a spicy aftershave like her father wore, cocoa butter, and something indefinable that belonged to him alone. Awkward . . . this was long past getting out of hand.


    Laney took herself in hand and cleared her throat.


    Cowboy, his hands wrapped around her upper arms, set her aright upon her two left feet. His black-fringed eyes—eyelashes the envy of any girl—blinked. Not that there was anything remotely girlish about him.


    His fingers lingered. Stepping back, Laney almost fell again over her suitcase. His hand shot out restoring her balance. He nudged her bag out of the way with the pointed toe of his boot.


    Was it her imagination or did a rosy flush darken his sculpted cheekbones? “Carrigan, right?”


    She shook free of his grip. “And you would know that how?” Settling her hands on her hips, she looked past him to where two fluffy kittens glared mayhem in her direction. “Who are you?”


    He jammed his hands into the front pockets of his pants. “Kai Barnes. I’m here to perform a SAR for Auntie Teah. A search—”


    “I know what a SAR is, Mr. Barnes. Search and rescue.”


    The full beam of his oceanic orbs lasered her. She extended her neck upward, refusing to let his six-foot height intimidate her.


    “Sure.” A derisive smirk crossed his too-handsome-to-live features. “I forgot about your military background.”


    “I take it you’re military, too?” Should’ve seen it sooner, but the boots had thrown her off. She could spot ’em, all right. That distinct swagger, that I’m licensed to kill attitude, that . . .


    “Army pilot.” His eyes shuttered again. “Former. Flew SAR in medevacs.” He removed his hands from his pockets and crossed his arms over his chest. His mouth flatlined. “Search and rescue seems to be what I do best.” His gaze raked her over. “I’ll take you to Teah who’s waiting for us at the ranch. My—”


    “I’m not going anywhere with you.” Laney’s chest puffed out. “I was told to wait for my Aunt Teah or Elyse. I don’t know you from Adam. You could be some psycho cowboy serial killer for all I know.” She crossed her arms, mirroring his stance.


    Kai raised his eyes toward the ceiling, his jaw working. An exasperated sigh rose from the depths of his being, rolling through the airwaves like a rumbling volcanic eruption. “Teah’s not your real aunt.” He stabbed Laney with a fierce look. “If you are who you claim to be . . .”


    Laney fixed him with a matching glare.


    “She and your mother were first cousins, which makes Elyse, Teah’s daughter, a more distant cousin. Auntie is a term of respect for elders in our Hawai‘ian culture.”


    “Hawai‘ian? Our?” She let her eyes roam up and down his muscular form in a deliberate repetition of his scathing perusal of her earlier. Kai flushed again. This time though—and she could tell the difference—with anger.


    Muttering something under his breath, with a sudden move, Kai whipped a brown leather wallet from one of the ubiquitous pockets lining his pants. He extracted a driver’s license and held it to her face. “Kai Barnes. My address—Franklin Ranch. Near Waimea. There’s been a slight emergency with Tutu Mily so they sent—”


    “Tutu? Mily?” Laney’s arms dropped to her sides. “Do you mean Miliana Franklin, my grandmother? What’s happened?”


    “Your understanding of our culture underwhelms me. Tutu means grandmother. And yes, I refer to Miliana Kanakele Franklin, although whether she’s actually your grandmother or not remains to be seen.”


    Laney stiffened.


    “Teah said she’d explain when we reached the ranch. Until then, if you want to meet your Hawai‘ian relatives, then I suggest . . .” His arm swept the room and pointed at the glass doors.


    “Fine. Have it your way.” Laney bent to retrieve her bag but found Kai to be quicker, his hand grasping the handle. She tugged.


    He held on.


    Laney let go.


    So, he was a gentleman, too.


    “This puny thing it?” He heaved it to his shoulder.


    “I learned a long time ago to travel light.”


    Laney sashayed past him toward the double doors and the parking lot, pretending as always she knew exactly where she was headed. And if things got too uncomfortable with these virtual strangers . . . She fingered her escape hatch in the pocket of her skirt, her return ticket via Jakarta.


    She’d give them three weeks. Three weeks before she winged out to her next assignment. She eyeballed her teeth-clenched companion.


    Maybe sooner. They didn’t know it yet, but the moment Cowboy showed up, her clock started ticking.


    A disconcerted feeling settled over her at the truth of that statement.


    Ticking in more ways than one.
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    Kai received the shock of his life when after a futile attempt to locate the gold-digging haole Carrigan woman in the lobby, Della Reynolds had pointed him to the petite figure—like a tiny Polynesian bird—perched on top of a suitcase. This was turning out to be a worse disaster than he’d feared.


    The jury was still out on whether the sharp-tongued Ms. Carrigan was a gold digger or not, but she definitely was not a haole. Like the trained operative he was, he’d taken note of the doe-eyed woman with the large, owl-like pink spectacles who was plunked down in the middle of the terminal. Her creamy complexion. The dark hair that framed a heart-shaped face. The flashing pain of a vulnerability that tugged at his heart.


    His mouth tightened as he jammed her case behind the seat of his truck, but that tug on his heart dissipated like the cool morning mists over the Upcountry as soon as she opened her mouth. ’Cause what Ms. Carrigan lacked in size, she more than made up for with mouth. A big mouth, albeit it lovely he acknowledged, as he offered a helping hand to the Carrigan woman. Which she studiously ignored, clambering on her own steam into the cab.


    He painted a smile on his face as he closed the door. It was all good. He’d been rewarded, despite her obvious attempt to slight him, with a brief glimpse of sturdy, well-formed calves. And after a lifetime of helping Daddy Pete run Tutu Mily’s ranch, he knew quite a bit about calves.


    Those ridiculous shoes should have sealed the search for him. Where did she think she’d arrived? Manhattan? The fiftieth state, his home state of Hawai‘i, defined casual with flip-flops and t-shirts as a lifestyle choice.


    Still . . . Kai made his way around to his side, removed his cell phone from a pocket and slid in. He chucked his phone on the seat between them. Her pale pink blouse, tucked at the waist in all the right places he couldn’t help but notice, hinted of an alluring feminine side underneath the prickly pineapple exterior.


    He yanked the door shut and thrust the key into the ignition, further irritated by the conflicting thought of the sweet fruit that lurked underneath the pineapple’s spiny husk.


    “What exactly is your problem with me, Mr. Barnes? I don’t, to the best of my recollection, believe we’ve ever met before. Or is this how you greet island visitors? So much for that famous aloha spirit I’ve heard so much about.” She sniffed and gazed out the window.


    Kai gritted his teeth, reached his arm across the seat to reverse out of the parking space, his fingers brushing bare skin below her scallop-shaped sleeve. She jumped and edged away. He withdrew his hand as if Pele herself had singed his flesh.


    “Aloha means different things, Ms. Carrigan.” He dragged out the Miz to let her know—in the off-chance she hadn’t picked up on it already—that she irritated him like sand rubbed at the more delicate parts of the anatomy. “My ‘ohana means everything to me and I won’t allow you to swindle them, much less hurt them.”


    Those almond-shaped Kona coffee eyes widened. “Swindle? Is that what you think I—?”


    His cell phone beeped with an incoming message. He pulled onto Highway 19 and headed toward Waimea, ignoring the steady blip.


    “Aren’t you going to answer that?”


    He kept his face straight ahead.


    “It could be important. Why on earth would you think I’ve come to swindle anyone?”


    He set his jaw but picked up the phone, scanning the messages.


    “And what does o—whatever you said—mean?”


    Kai exhaled a long sigh to let her know she tried all the patience in the world. “‘Ohana. Means family.”


    She repeated the word to herself. At his quizzical look, she nodded. “I’m trying to learn about my biological mother’s birthplace, Mr. Barnes, despite what you think. Besides,” she gave a tiny shrug, “If you want to understand a peoples’ heart, listen to their words. I make it a habit to learn the language wherever I go.”


    Fair enough. Teah and Mily’s emergency had put them both in an awkward position. He decided to dial back the hostility for the moment.


    “I’m sure you’ve noticed.” He jerked his head in the direction of the stark, jet black lava fields on either side of the highway. “The view is hardly the tropical paradise most visitors expect.”


    “Result of an 1801 lava flow from the dormant shield volcano, Hualālai.”


    Kai gave an appreciative whistle. “Good for you. You’ve done your homework.” He found himself pleased beyond reason for the shy, answering smile she turned his way.


    He cleared his throat and tightened his grip on the wheel. “Kona means leeward. And leeward means—”


    “Downwind because the trade winds blow east to west, right?”


    The corners of his mouth twitched. “The Kona side gets more sun and has the calmer, clearer water and the best beaches, hence . . .” He gestured at the resort signs dotting the entrance to five-star tropical fantasies. “But the Hilo side’s greener. More rain and—”


    “Waterfalls?”


    Kai shifted in his seat, stealing a look at her rapt expression. “You like waterfalls, huh?”


    She sighed. “My father spent the greater part of my childhood in the Desert Southwest. Yes, Mr. Barnes, I’d like to see waterfalls.”


    An unfamiliar swirl of anticipation swelled in his chest. “I think we could arrange that.”


    The phone beeped again. He ignored it as the usual afternoon rain shower kicked in. “No worries.” Kai switched on the wipers. “These things never last long.” The rain beat against the truck, isolating and cutting them off from outside contact.


    Her eyebrows rose. “You sound like a tour guide now. I thought you said you were SAR.”


    Kai broke eye contact, fixing his gaze to the asphalt. “I said former. I am a tour guide of sorts. I fly helicopter tours over Kilauea when I’m not working the ranch.”


    She shivered. “Over an erupting volcano.”


    He let his shoulders rise and fall. “It’s glorious. Beautiful. New parts of the island formed every day. Like being present to watch God create the earth all over again.”


    Kai’s face heated. What had made him go philosophical on her? She probably thought he was some sort of . . .


    “It’s dangerous.” Her soft tone was thoughtful, not mocking, however.


    His eye caught the flicker, a blur, of movement ahead beyond the high-end luxury rental car in front of them on the highway. “What’s life without a little risk? I figured you, of all people, would totally embrace that concept.”


    “Because I’ve flown halfway around the world?”


    The rental braked. Over the pouring rain, Kai detected the sound of a thud. He tapped his brakes, slowing.


    Her voice wobbled. “To meet a woman, my biological mother, who abandoned—”


    Kai wrenched his head in her direction. “Is that what Teah told you? That you’d—?”


    “Stop!” She screamed, grabbing hold of the dashboard to brace herself.


    Kai slammed on the brakes, skidding and sliding the last few feet. “What? What’s wrong?” He glanced in the rearview mirror, relieved to see no one behind them. He released the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding, willed his heart to beat again.


    She pointed. “That car hit an animal and now it’s driven off.”


    Red taillights disappeared around the bend ahead. “You almost got us killed over some animal?”


    She made a grab for the door handle and with a click released the seat belt buckle. Kai put a restraining hand on her arm. She shook him off. “Unlike my birth mother, I don’t abandon people or animals. I don’t leave anyone behind like discarded trash.” She flung open the door.


    “Laney, wait.” He tried to inch over, but the seat belt held him fast. “You don’t understand. It’s not that simple. Teah should have explained the situation. I thought you knew.”


    But she didn’t stop to hear him. Jumping from the club cab, she landed with a splash in an expanding puddle of water. She shoved the door behind her. Those crazy stiletto heels caught in the uneven gravel and Kai was sure she’d go down on her face, but in a feat worthy of a fire-dancing Tahitian, Laney managed to right herself and plunged out of his sight into the ditch bank.


    Fighting the urge to curse—he wasn’t that man anymore—Kai’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of headlights emerging from behind. Spotting a service road turnoff a few feet ahead, he maneuvered a quick ninety-degree turn and parked the truck. Feeling shaky—like after that last disastrous mission over Helmand province—Kai laid his head on the steering wheel, his clenched hands white-knuckled.


    Laney Carrigan—not the Taliban, not PTSD, not a buddy’s suicide—was going to be the death of him. He raised his eyes toward the cab ceiling. “Why me, God?”


    Silence, except for the unrelenting monsoon, his only answer.


    “Why not me, right?” He flung open the door, preparing himself to get drenched. The door dinged. “Who knew when I got out of bed today it was going to be Let’s-Make-Kai-Crazy Day?”


    He stuck out one boot, watched the rain change it from a sandy beige to a darker brown. “Too late for crazy. Already there.” He hunched his shoulders as the rain rolled down his neck underneath his collar. On the Big Island in April, a warm wet.


    Shutting the door, he stalked, slid, and barely avoided tumbling down the slope in search of that nutty wahine. And he found her, about the time the rain let up, crouching on her heels, hovering over a lump of motionless fur curled in a ball.


    “A cat?” He swiped a stream of water off his brow. A ray of sunshine poked through the cloud cover.


    Laney squinted at him, resembling a drowned rat. Rivulets of water coated both sides of her glasses. Rain droplets glistened like tiny rainbows on the edges of her lashes. “He’s hurt. We have to do something.”


    “He?” Kai stepped closer. She was right about the he part. He crossed his arms over his chest, planted his feet even with his hips. “We?”


    Laney rose. “We can’t leave him here to die.”


    “He’s already dead, Laney.” Kai bent and extended his forefinger, touching the cat’s chest. The cat, a seal point Siamese by the looks of him, reared his head and hissed. Kai withdrew his hand. “A feral island cat most likely. Best leave it be.”


    “I told you. I. Don’t. Leave. Things.”


    Great. Just his luck when he was trying everything in his power to get out of the search and rescue business—cause he’d been such a success at that—to meet up with some wacky, bleeding-heart woman with a messiah complex.


    “Please, Kai.” She laid a hand on his arm. Her featherlight touch sent his heart into a tailspin.


    So she wanted to play that card, did she?


    “I know the army gave you training in first-aid. He needs your help.” She tilted her head toward him.


    A gentle breeze blew a strand of her rain-flattened hair in his face. A pleasing scent of jasmine floated past his nostrils, reminding him of the pīkake jasmine that latticed one side of the lanai at his house. The fragrant aroma that intoxicated him at the airport when he’d buried his nose in her hair.


    He was a sucker for lost things.


    And somehow, she knew it.


    “I’ll get a cardboard box left over from our last grocery run to Costco out of the truck.”


    She nodded and moved closer to the cat.


    He slogged to the truck, retrieved the carton, and returned to find Laney cradling the injured cat like a baby.


    “No blood or broken bones that I could tell,” she reported at his raised eyebrows. “Maybe a cat concussion.”


    “Do cats get concussions?”


    “Everything that has a brain would, I imagine.” Tiny lines radiated out from the corners of her eyes as she smiled at him, the unspoken implication hanging between them.


    He blinked as he realized she was teasing him. Kai thrust the box at her. “Better let me see.”


    “You don’t want to hold him?”


    “It doesn’t like me.”


    “He doesn’t know you yet. I’m walking in faith, choosing to believe the experience of knowing you improves over time for all of God’s creatures.”


    Kai laughed out loud. The cat stirred. Laney lowered him into the box, stroking and crooning baby talk. Kai frowned. This was getting out of hand. He headed up the incline with Laney right on his heels.


    “What shall we name him?”


    “We’re not naming him anything, Laney. He’s going straight to the pound.”


    “The pound? In his weakened condition, they’ll probably euthanize him right away.”


    Reaching the truck, Kai balanced the crate in one arm and opened the cab door with the other. “This is Hawai‘i, Laney. Not Nazi Germany.”


    Laney paused at the running board of the truck. “Please, Kai?” This time, she waited for him.


    He offered her a hand. “Just till he’s back on his feet.”


    Laney high-stepped it into the cab. “All four feet.”


    “Whatever.” Once she was seated and buckled, he handed over the box.


    Closing the door, he took a long look at her, the beatific smile on her face and the drowned Pacific Islander look of the rest of her.


    This would not do. This would not do at all. Teah would kill him.
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    Laney adjusted the seat belt as Kai drove past a sign providing info on the distance yet to Waimea. The cat had gone to sleep. Sleep, Laney prayed, not a coma. This little adventure was turning into something like the scene from Breakfast at Tiffany’s, one of Laney’s favorites.


    She’d spent the better part of her life wishing to look as elegant and ethereal as the princess of Roman Holiday. Instead, she’d assumed, having been found not far from the lands of the Navajo, that she was part Native American. Or—that nasty rumor started by an envious army wife wondering aloud for Laney’s German-born adoptive mother’s ears especially—if perhaps the Irish-American Carrigan had returned from Okinawa with more than chopsticks.


    Laney peered over at Kai, his face settled into its previous grimness. He was a native Hawai‘ian, born here, he’d told her a few moments ago as his travelogue continued, versus her being Native Hawai‘ian. Who’d have ever guessed that?


    Kai made a sharp left turn off the highway between twin pillars with the name Moana Loa inscribed in gold letters.


    She shot him a look. This wasn’t the way to the upcountry. Where was he taking her? What did she really know about this self-proclaimed SAR dropout?


    A frisson of fear goosebumped her arms. Kai Barnes she’d never heard of and—like an idiot—she’d taken him at his word and hitchhiked a ride to her long-lost relatives in his truck. Maybe he was a serial killer . . .


    She fought to keep her voice from revealing the panic threatening to engulf her. “Where are we going?”


    The grand entrance to the five-star loomed ahead. But he wheeled past several cars around to the back and parked next to a dumpster outside the service entrance. Kai shut off the motor, swiveling to face her. “Elyse works here as the cultural historian. She was called into work. That’s why I was sent in her place to pick you up. I can’t take you home looking like that.”


    Laney took stock of herself in the side mirror. She slumped in the seat. With her best clothes worn only on trips to meet her New York editor plastered to her body and her hair a tangled mess, her feeble effort to dress beyond her usual fare of hiking boots and outdoor gear had gone down the drain.


    Kai exited the vehicle, stuffing his cell into a pocket. “No worries. Elyse will fix everything.” He came around to the passenger side. “The cat’s asleep. I think the jolt from the other car just stunned him, knocked the wind out of him. He’ll be fine while we’re gone.”


    Her lower lip protruding, Laney gave him a doubtful look but relinquished the box on the seat beside her. Kai punched in some numbers and in a terse voice informed Elyse that they were out back. Moments later, the service door flew open and a graceful woman emerged. Laney recognized Elyse from photos Auntie Teah sent via the internet.


    “Howzit, brudda?”At the sight of the pair of them, Elyse teetered to a stop and punched Kai none too gently in the arm. “What did you do, Kai Barnes?”


    Kai took a step back, hands in the air. “Nothing. It wasn’t my fault.”


    Elyse, not as tall as Kai but taller than Laney, scowled. “You always say that. Mama’s going to kill you when she sees what you did to Laney.”


    Kai’s mouth formed an O, opening and closing like a guppy. “What I did to her?” He raked a hand through his own plastered-to-his-head hair.


    “She’s going to give you the stink eye for a week. Speaking of stink . . .” Her nose wrinkled. “Both of you smell like a wet dog.”


    “Wet cat.” Kai threw up his hands. “You’ve got to help me.”


    Elyse raised one eyebrow. “And I should help your sorry butt, why?”


    “For Laney’s sake.” He darted a wide, blue-eyed look of complete innocence in Laney’s direction.


    Kai Barnes could sure work the ladies, Laney would give him that. A niggling feeling of disquiet settled into her belly at the easy camaraderie between Kai and Elyse. Everybody had a sweetheart but her.


    Her destiny in life. Always the outsider looking in.


    Elyse fluffed her hair behind her shoulder. “And you’ll take Daniel body surfing next week like you promised?”


    “Cross my heart and hope to die. Stick a needle—”


    Elyse trundled him aside, but affection sugared her words. “We Hawai‘ians have been known since ancient times to do that and more to you island-invading haole no-accounts.” She stepped forward to Laney, her hand outstretched. “I feel like we’ve already been introduced through our emails, Laney, but let me be,” she cast a sardonic look Kai’s way, “the first one to welcome you to the Big Island and our ‘ohana.”


    Laney allowed the tension in her shoulders to ease. “Family, right?”


    Elyse nodded and put an arm around Laney, shepherding her toward the building.


    Kai relaxed his stance, grinning. “I’ll get Laney’s suitcase.”


    Laney followed Elyse into an employee break room with an adjoining bathroom. “Sometimes the housekeeping staff are on call all night and with today’s exorbitant island cost of living, a lot of us locals, like Kai, work more than one job. It’s the only way most can afford to live and raise children in our own ancestral birthplace. Too many have to go off-island to the mainland. The management here at the Moana is good about providing us a place to catch a few winks and take a quick shower. Not everyone lives in town like I do.” She gave Laney a quick hug. “I can’t tell you how excited Mama and Tutu Mily are about meeting you.”


    Laney hugged her back. In the smiling, open features of her cousin, for the first time she embraced the welcome she’d longed to receive in her heart. “I didn’t realize you and Kai lived in town. I hope him taking me to the ranch and then having to turn around back to your house won’t be a problem for you and your son, Daniel.”


    Elyse straightened, confusion crossing her face. “Kai doesn’t live in town. He’s got the old plantation manager’s house down the road from the main ranch house. Why would you think . . . ? Oh.” Her eyes rounded. “You didn’t think Kai was my husband, did you?” Her lips quivered.


    “Here’s the suitcase.” Kai’s shoulders brushed the sides of the doorway. His gaze ping-ponged between them. “What? Did I miss something?”


    Elyse fell into a multi-cushioned chair, her sides heaving. She pointed at Laney. “She thought you and I . . .” She put a hand over her mouth to smother the laughter.


    Laney wished she was in Jakarta.


    “You and I what?”


    “She thought you and I were married.” Elyse collapsed prostrate over the arm of the chair.


    “Ewww!” Kai’s face scrunched into a semblance of movie horror. “Not hardly.”


    Elyse regained control and kicked him in the shin. “Ewww on my part.”


    Laney moistened her lips. Although currently without a boyfriend, this wasn’t the way romantic relationships usually worked where she came from.


    Elyse squeezed Laney’s arm. “We’re brother and sister.”


    Laney recalled Elyse’s earlier brudda remark. Duh, brother. Still, she took a long look at the Caucasian, a true haole to use the local lingo, and the chic Hawai‘ian beauty standing before her.


    “I’m the foster kid Mama Teah and Daddy Pete took in,” Kai explained, tracing the diamond pattern on the linoleum with the toe of his boot.


    “You’ll find most Hawai‘ians to be a rainbow mix of ethnicities.” Elyse fluttered a hand. “The real natives like Teah and Mily. Portuguese like my daddy Peter Rodrigues and those pesky haoles like Kai and your grandfather Franklin.” She smiled. “It’s one of the things I love most about our corner of paradise. Not perfect but better than most places about accepting people for who they are. And not forgetting to add my adorable Chinese-American husband, Ben Ching, into the mix, either.”


    “Let me clean your glasses while you change,” Kai offered, taking a surreptitious look at his wristwatch. Laney handed them over and took the suitcase from him.


    “Oh, and before I forget,” Elyse opened a half-size refrigerator and removed a purple lei, with an intoxicating fragrance that filled Laney’s nostrils before Elyse had a chance to place it around her neck.


    “Plumeria. But we call it frangipani.” Elyse fussed with an errant bloom. Laney inhaled, closing her eyes as Elyse allowed the wreath to drape over her body.


    “Aloha, dear cousin.” Elyse took her hand. “Welcome home at last.”
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