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Prologue

At about 0530 that very morning, Ken “WildCard” Karmody became a terrorist.

It wasn’t a career move he would normally have made, especially on such short notice, with no time to prepare properly. But seeing how it was a direct order, he had no choice but to embrace it completely.

“You believe you’ll be rescued in a matter of a few short hours, don’t you, Mr. Bond?” he asked his hostage—an SAS enlisted named Gordon MacKenzie who was sitting, tied up, on the sagging floor of the hut they’d finally chosen as Tango HQ. “But such an easy escape—no, it is not to be.”

“Ah, Christ.” Gordie rolled his eyes along with his rs, sounding as if he were doing an excellent imitation of Scotty from Star Trek, except, hot damn, Jim, the Scottish accent was for real. “Here we go, on the move again, is that what you’re trying to tell me?”

Kenny slipped neatly from Evil Overlord to Yoda. “Try not,” he told Gordie solemnly as he untied the rope that held the Scot’s feet. “Do. Or do not.” He grinned. “And in this case, my friend, what I need you to do for me is strip.”

Gordon sighed. With his dark hair cut close to his scalp, his dark brown eyes and his lean build, he looked more like George Clooney than the rather portly chief engineer of the Starship Enterprise. “Kenneth. Be reasonable, lad. It’s a training op. You’re only supposed to pretend to be the bad guys. Don’t you know if you let my boys catch you and liberate me, you’ll be home in your girlfriend’s bed before 2230?”

His girlfriend’s bed.

The rest of the SEALs who were playing the part of Ken’s merry band of nasties got very quiet. Too quiet.

What, did they honestly think those three words—his and girlfriend’s and bed—would set him off? He could feel their uncertainty bouncing around the rough-hewn walls of the shack.

Yup. No doubt about it.

Jenkins and Gilligan and Silverman and even Jay Lopez, whose first name was short for Jesus, were all expecting him to go postal.

Ken laughed. He supposed it served him right. Once upon a time, he would have lost it at the merest reminder of Adele.

But, come on. That was then, this was now. Hadn’t they noticed how fricking serene, how absolutely Buddah-like he’d been lately?

Imperturbable. Oh, yeah. That was him, all the way. In fact, his picture had gone up next to that word in the dictionary.

He unfastened Gordie’s hands. “Kinda crowded in my girlfriend’s bed these days, considering she got married to some rich dickhead last weekend.”

Gordie winced. “Shite. We’re in for a night of it then, are we, boys? Up til dawn’s early light?” He glanced at Jenk, at Lopez, at Gilligan, at Silverman, sending them each a silent individual apology for having said the wrong thing. As if Ken were some kind of special-needs child who had to be handled with extra care—instead of the imperturbable son of a bitch he’d worked hard to become.

He let the flash of annoyance roll off him as he shook his head. “Naw, it won’t take until dawn. We’ll take ’em out long before midnight.”

The Scot laughed aloud. “You’ll take them out? Is that what I heard ye say?”

“You bet your pointy ass. Now strip,” Ken ordered.

“No focking way.” Gordie was still chuckling to himself. “A fully outfitted SAS team—they’re youngsters, true, and fresh out of . . . No, I won’t bet any body parts, but I will wager a crisp hundred-dollar bill that if there’s any taking out to be done, my boys will be the ones doing it.”

Ken knew what MacKenzie was thinking. The men from SEAL Team Sixteen were playing the part of the tangos—terrorists—as the six-man SAS team from England trained, practicing the rescue of a hostage. That hostage being, of course, the one and only Gordie MacKenzie, so freaking full of himself it was a wonder he wasn’t bobbing against the ceiling like a helium balloon.

MacKenzie was thinking about the fact that his SAS boys were dressed for a rescue mission. They had the gear and the MRE’s—Meals, Ready-to-Eat—in case they got hungry. They had the firepower.

So to speak.

The automatic weapons both teams were using didn’t shoot real bullets. They were part of a kickass computer program that worked liked a state-of-the-art, high-tech paintball game. Except instead of covering the other players with bright-colored paint, a direct hit was registered, via satellite, in the mainframe computer. A hit severe enough to “kill” disabled an individual player’s ability to use any of the weapons—even one stolen from the enemy.

The weapons Ken and his SEALs had been given—only two to split between the five of them—didn’t work quite as well as the seven pseudo-machine guns and sidearms that the SAS team had in their possession. Nah, unless tangos were bankrolled by a wealthy patron, they often couldn’t afford anything but cheap-as-shit, rusty, or obsolete weapons. And the computer program, in an attempt to make the T’s weapons seem as rusty, obsolete, and cheap-as-shit as possible, would occasionally and randomly cause them to jam.

That program was a neat little piece of training software. Ken knew it inside and out.

He ought to, he’d helped design it.

Its one major flaw was that it could be uncomfortable to train with in hot weather—something they didn’t have to worry about on a freeze-yer-balls-off winter day like today. It required all the players in the training op to wear specially designed, long-sleeved uniforms, the fabric laced with a sensor grid.

So, in actuality, the computer didn’t register the fact that a player died. It registered the fact that the player’s uniform died.

“You know, it’s tempting,” Ken told Gordie, “but I’m not a thief. I’m not going steal your money by taking that bet.”

“Ach, but I have no problem stealing yours. Humor me, lad.”

“If you insist. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. Now, take off your focking clothes, MacKenzie, or we’ll take ’em off for you.”

Gordie stared at him. “You’re serious.”

“Yes, I am.”

“You’re going to cheat, aren’t you, you bastard—”

Ken nodded to Gilligan, Jenk and Silverman, who wrestled the Scotsman to the ground. He hummed happily to himself as he untied his own boots and kicked them off to get his legs free from his pants. This was going to be fun. “Hey, Lopez, you got scissors in your medical kit?”

“Absolutely, Chief.”

Jenk tossed him Gordie’s pants and Ken stepped into them. Yeah, the two men had the same height and build. Gordie’s uniform shirt quickly followed, and he slipped that on, too. “You know how to cut hair?” he asked Lopez.

The SEAL team’s hospital corpsman looked at him, looked at Gordie who was now being dressed in Ken’s uniform like a giant, uncooperative Barbie doll, and smiled. “How hard could it be?”

“Let’s go with something nice and short today,” Ken sat down on a partially charred log someone had dragged inside, either to sit on or in an attempt to burn the place down. “I’d like the look that all the SAS boys are sporting these days. I think it would look smashing on me.” He caught a glimpse of his reflection in the hut’s only remaining window.

With the exception of his hair—which grew much too quickly and tended to stand straight up when he ran his hands through it—in a certain light, especially when he tipped his head a certain way, Ken looked a little bit like George Clooney, too.

“Captain,” he murmured to himself in a perfect imitation of Scotty, honed from years of watching way too much Star Trek—a lonely, dorky, smart-ass loser of a kid who longed for a father more like Mr. Spock, ruled by logic instead of the kind of raw emotion that could make a man put his fist through walls. “The warp engines cannae take anymore . . .”



It was the waiting that was the hardest part.

Ken had been born without the patience gene. His biggest challenge in becoming a SEAL had been in learning to wait, learning to lie silently in ambush, constantly alert as the seconds became minutes became hours became days.

Gilligan, Lopez, and Silverman were out there now, dug into the dirt, communing with the bugs that were still alive under the blanket of brown leaves and fallen pine needles.

Somehow it was easier to wait in an ambush position. But Ken was here, waiting for a signal, sitting on his butt in this stupid hut.

Ach, laddie, but he was nae Kenneth Karmody any longer. No, he was handsome Gordon MacKenzie now and, aye, he had the short hair and overinflated ego to prove it.

The sun was low in the sky and the shadows nice and long when Gilligan—Dan Gillman—finally gave forth with one of his freakishly authentic turkey calls. Apparently, Gillman entered turkey-calling contests and county fairs and won first prize all the time. Ken wasn’t sure exactly what he won—a trophy of a turkey or a trophy of a grown man standing on a stage and acting like a turkey.

But the signal was his heads up. The SAS boys had finally moved into position outside the hut. What the hell had taken them so long to find this place?

Ken ignored Gordie’s reproachful eyes as he tested the ropes that bound the man and checked the bandanna he’d stuffed in his mouth as a gag. “Won’t be long now.”

Gordie made a string of muted noises that might’ve been him trying to say, You dumb focker, when I get free, I’m going to kick your bluddy arse.

“I’m sure you’ll try, me wee laddie,” Ken murmured back to him as he jammed his own favorite winter hat—the one with the ear flaps that completely covered his hair—onto Gordie’s head.

He glanced at Jenk, who also appeared to be tied and gagged, at least at first glance. In case any of the naughty SAS boys peeped in through the windows.

“Ready?”

Jenk nodded. With his cheeks rosy from the chill in the air, and his eyes bright with excitement, he looked more like a kid who’d just put a frog in his teacher’s drawer than a deadly Navy SEAL. But that was part of his particular charm.

Ken squeezed the trigger of the pseudo-automatic. Two short bursts, aimed at the floor.

“Get down,” he shouted in Gordie’s accent. “Get on the focking floor! Yer dead—so dunna ye move!”

He counted out the seconds it would have taken him to bind and gag two men, and then, crawling on his stomach, pulling his weapon behind him, he pushed at the door, propping it so that it would stay open. With great drama, aware that all eyes were on him, he dragged himself down the steps and into the dirt, leaves, and fallen pine needles outside of the hut.

He was Gordie, he was Gordie, he was Gordie. Keep the accent up, keep his face down in the shadows.

“If you’re out there, boys, I sure enough now could use some help,” he called in a low voice. Gordie’s voice. Allie, allie in free, boy-Os. “I had a bit of a fall and my ankle’s focked up good. I think it’s broken for real.”

Ah, shite, that last bit sounded far more like John Lennon than Gordie MacKenzie. Still, maybe Gordie sounded like John Lennon when he was in serious pain, because—jackpot!—here they came.

Four of ’em, silently slipping out of the brush and shadows like ghosts, coming to his aid. That meant two were hanging back.

And there it was again. Gilligan’s wild turkey. Which meant his teammates had pinpointed the locations of the other two SAS boys who were cautious enough to stay hidden.

Once these four got close enough to see his face in the twilight, the game would move to the next phase. The chaos phase. His favorite. Ken clenched his teeth so he wouldn’t smile.

“I’ve got two kills in the cabin,” Ken reported a la Gordie, “which means there’s only three of ’em out there, with one weapon between ’em. Because I’ve got their other right here.”

He pulled it up into a firing position, and damn, Gordie was at least half right. His boys were pretty good, considering the fact they never should have left the cover of the brush in the first place.

Either they had great intuition or twenty-forty vision, because he didn’t get a single shot off.

They fired, he was hit, and then he couldn’t get a shot off. The sensors in the uniform screwed with the computer in the automatic weapon, rendering it useless.

To him.

Although he was dead, his aim was still good, and he neatly tossed the weapon back through the open doorway of the hut.

Then Jenkins was there, popping out like a nightmare jack-in-the-box, weapon blazing. And just like that, the game was over for those four wee brave SAS laddies.

It was over for the two in the bush, as well.

And the sun hadn’t even fully set.

Ken went into the hut to cut Gordie free. “You lose.”

“You son of a whore,” Gordie accused as soon as the gag was out of his mouth.

“Actually, my mother’s quite nice. Kind of conservative. You’d like her. She attends church—”

“Is everything a focking joke to you?”

Kenny considered the question carefully. “No. In fact, I took this training op very seriously—enough to completely kick your ass in record time. Six SAS boys and the hostage dead—killed by friendly fire no less. The computer will make a special little note of that.”

“They didn’t kill me, they killed you.”

“Details, details. As in your boys missed an important one—such as the fact that I was wearing your uniform. If they really were the elite force that they’re supposed to be, they should have been paying attention. I would have made a point to know everything there was to know about the computer program that was running this show.”

“Sure,” Gordie grumbled, “and since you’re some kind of focking computer genius, you would’ve gone in and rewritten the program so that your opposition’s weapons wouldn’t fire. That’s called cheating, Karmody.”

“Not according to my definition, it’s not,” Ken said, still able to sound serene in the face of Gordie’s anger because he was right. “It’s called being prepared.”

“What about throwing your weapon to Jenkins that way? I saw you, you know. When you’re dead you’re supposed to play dead. That was cheating for sure. I’ll bet you do it because you know you wouldn’t win in a fair fight.”

Ken’s cool slipped a notch. “Yeah, gee, sorry, MacKenzie, you’re abso-fucking-lutely right. Of course we all know real terrorists never cheat. And we also all know that there’s never been a case of a tango—even one who’s been shot in the head—managing to squeeze off a few more rounds and killing his attackers after he’s as good as dead.”

A year or so ago, this was where Kenny would’ve followed up on Gordie’s insult by challenging him to a fight right then and there. Bare fists and no rules—let’s see who walks away and who crawls. Come on, dickhead. Hit me. Just hit me . . .

But a year or so ago, he hadn’t yet made chief. With the higher rank came the responsibility to not be an asshole—particularly not in front of his men.

“I’m going to see that the results of this op are challenged,” Gordie blustered. “Your CO is going to hear about this from me.”

“From me, too,” Ken countered, managing to smile because he knew that Gordie was baiting him and he knew that by staying cool he was completely pissing off the other man. “My team did one fine job today. I’m going to make sure Lieutenant Commander Paoletti knows all about it.”

Gordie made himself large. “My boys were supposed to learn something here today.”

Ken nodded. “Yeah,” he said as he stepped around MacKenzie. “Let’s hope they did.”



One

SEVERAL MONTHS LATER

Savannah von Hopf’s life spiraled even further out of control when she opened her cell phone and discovered that the batteries were completely dead.

She stared at the phone in disbelief, unwilling at first to accept any explanation other than that she’d suddenly and horrifically been plunged into an alternate reality. She’d charged her phone last night in her hotel room—same as she charged her phone every single night of her life. She wouldn’t have forgotten something as important as that, and she hadn’t. She’d plugged it into the outlet in the bathroom and . . .

And then turned out the light to go to sleep. Without the light switch in the on position, the outlet hadn’t worked and the phone hadn’t charged.

Of course.

She wasn’t in an alternate reality. She was merely an idiot.

So now here she was, sans phone, in a rental car with a flat tire, in an unfamiliar part of San Diego.

Okay. Cross using her cell phone to call the car rental company for roadside assistance off the list that had the heading “What To Do Now.” Savannah kept the motor on and the air conditioner running while she tried to think. What were her other options?

Knock on doors and ask to use a phone?

She peered out the windows of her car. The houses in this neighborhood were extremely small, and many of them had a grayness to them—as if the people living inside had had to choose to spend their money on something more vital, like repairing the roof, rather than on a fresh coat of paint.

The yards were all neatly kept, but still, this entire part of town had a desperate feel to it, a hopelessness.

The thought of having to get out of her car made Savannah a little uneasy—let alone the idea of getting out of her car and knocking on some stranger’s door.

And wasn’t that just great? If she were too chicken to get out of her car in some middle-class neighborhood in San Diego, how on earth was she going to get off the plane in Jakarta?

Of course, that was why she was here in the first place. Because she didn’t want to get off that plane in Jakarta—at least not without a hand to hold.

Specifically, Kenny Karmody’s hand.

She’d gotten what she’d come into this neighborhood for before the thumping front tire had forced her to pull to the side of the road.

She’d driven past Kenny’s house and made certain there was no circumstantial evidence in his yard that would signal he was married with kids. No swing set, no big wheels, no Barbie hanging by her hair from a tree. No minivan parked in the drive.

Adele had told Savannah that, to the best of her knowledge, Ken was still single. But she’d had experience back in college with “the best of Adele’s knowledge,” and she’d wanted to see where Kenny was living before she called him.

And asked him to travel halfway around the globe with her, as a favor.

God, how was she going to ask a favor like that? Of a man she hadn’t seen in over six years? A man with whom she’d had only one brief conversation, who probably wouldn’t even remember her?

Savannah could see Ken’s house in her rearview mirror—it was one of the better kept ones on the street. Miniature, sure, but not quite as drab.

She wasn’t going to have the opportunity to ask the man anything if she didn’t get back to the hotel and call him.

And say what?

Adele had been adamant that Savannah not mention her when she spoke to Kenny. According to Adele, he still wasn’t over their breakup.

“Don’t even tell him you met him while you were at Yale,” she’d said. “He hates Yale—hates all Ivy League schools and everyone who went to one.”

So what was Savannah supposed to do? Lie?

“Tell him you met him at that technical college he went to in San Diego,” Adele had suggested.

No, the last thing she was going to do was lie. She was going to call him and say she got his name from a friend of a friend—which was a variation of the truth since Marla had stayed friendly with Adele after college, and Savannah still met Marla for lunch in the city every few months.

She was going to tell Ken that she needed some advice, and would he meet her for dinner at the Hotel Del Coronado? Her treat. Her plan was to get him to show with the promise of a gourmet meal, and then, once face to face, tell him about Alex and the money and the trip to Jakarta. And—somehow—get up the nerve to ask him to come along.

Without making it sound as if she were propositioning him.

Although, truth be told, the idea of spending a day or two in the exotic port of Jakarta with a man she’d had the hots for since she’d first laid eyes on him, left her considering the possibilities.

Considering? Try fantasizing.

Savannah turned off her rental car’s motor, and stepped out into the five-billion-degree heat. Didn’t it figure? San Diego had perfect weather nine hundred and ninety-nine days out of every thousand.

Today, however, there was a heat wave that could put her mother’s beloved Atlanta to shame.

Her hair wilted instantly as she bent to look at her front right tire.

Pancake city.

If Savannah had been even just a little less practical, she might have sat down and cried. Instead, she just sat down. Right there on the curb. Crying wouldn’t get her out of there.

Driving on that tire wouldn’t get her out of there, either.

And walking to that service station she’d passed two or three miles back also wasn’t going to do the trick. Her high-heeled pumps matched her beige linen skirt and jacket with such perfection, her mother would have swooned with pride. However, her shoes didn’t do such a terrific job matching her feet. After a half a mile, she would be in such excruciating pain, she’d have to crawl the rest of the way on her hands and knees.

So that left the final option. Changing the tire.

Savannah opened the trunk and there it was, under the rug. The spare tire. And the metal thingy that would prop the car up so the bad tire could be removed and the new one attached.

She’d driven past someone who was using one of those things once. A jack. That’s what it was called.

How hard could it be?



“Please.” Joaquin’s mother knew only a few words of English, but the anguish in her eyes said it all. Save my son.

Molly Anderson’s first-aid training made her the closest thing to a doctor on this remote mountain in this remote corner of Parwati Island in this remote part of Indonesia. But she wasn’t a doctor, and she had no clue as to what was causing the little boy to struggle so just to breathe.

She couldn’t radio the hospital for advice. The camp’s radio had been stolen three weeks ago for the third time in a row. Short of guarding it 24/7, Father Bob had decided not to replace it.

“Please,” the little boy’s mother whispered again.

The trip down the mountain to the port of Parwati—the island’s sole metropolis, population a whopping 3,500—would take five days via treacherous mule trail.

As the parrot flew, it was only a few hundred miles.

A relatively short trip via airplane.

“Gather the things you need,” Molly said in the local dialect. “You may be at the hospital for some time. I’m going to go find Jones. You know Mr. Jones, right? Meet me up at his airstrip.”

There was only one airplane in the neighborhood, and it belonged to an American expatriate who went by the name Jones. Just Jones. And Molly was willing to bet that that wasn’t the name he’d been given at birth.

Jones was a loner. A quiet man who kept to himself.

He’d shown up about six months ago, looked her up and down in a manner Molly was sure was meant to be insulting, then hired twelve men from the village to help him clear the old WWII-era airstrip that had been cut into the valley a short distance up river.

He’d worked the men hard—and paid them fairly, too, Molly had noted.

The next time she’d seen him, he’d been buzzing overhead in his battered red Cessna.

She suspected he was a smuggler. She knew he was a black marketeer. She’d heard he’d be willing to carry anything in that dilapidated old plane of his—even a gravely ill child—if the price was right.

And today the price would be right, because Jones owed Molly a big favor.

She slowed her pace as she approached his camp, uncertain as to her reception. Although she’d never been up here, the man was a hot topic of conversation in the village among both the locals and the missionaries. Depending on who was asked, he was a dangerous thief, a killer, a lost soul, a good employer, a card shark.

He’d appropriated one of the deserted sagging Quonset huts as his living quarters. More often than not, his plane—which was held together by chewing gum, rubber bands, and prayer—lay in pieces on the runway.

Today, thank goodness, it looked ready to fly.

He was out on the field, shirt off, machete in hand, working hard to keep the jungle from reswallowing the airstrip. Molly watched him work, aware that with a runway this size he had to spend literally hours each day cutting back the brush.

She knew he’d seen her. A man like that had eyes in the back of his head. Still, he kept doggedly working, the muscles in his back and arm straining with each wide swing of his razor sharp knife.

As she got closer, she could see the latticework of faded scars on his back, scars that meant he’d been lashed, beaten within an inch of his life. Even knowing they were there, even faded as they were, she was still taken aback by the sight. She knew they weren’t his only scars. He had others on the lower half of his body as well.

“Mr. Jones. Mr. Jones.” It wasn’t until she said it again, until she was within ten yards of him that he stopped working and turned, wiping sweat from his brow with his forearm.

The men in the village often worked without their shirts, but they always made a point to cover themselves respectfully when she came around. Jones just looked at her, his dark hair slick with sweat, his usual four-day growth of beard darkening his chin, his tanned muscles gleaming.

Lord, he was . . . masculine. And she was staring, which was pretty dumb since she’d seen him without a shirt quite a few times before. In her bed, even. With some tropical form of the flu that had knocked him off his feet—quite literally.

She’d held him and wiped his face with a cool cloth after he’d been violently sick. During the three days that the bug had gripped him the hardest, she’d wiped him clean in some other places, too.

She’d dozed beside him, on a cot, for three nights until his fever broke. She’d stayed on that uncomfortable cot for another night, as he slept a full twenty-four hours, regaining his strength.

And then he’d left. Without a word, without a note of thanks, without giving her a chance to ask him about those scars. She’d come back to her tent, and he was gone.

She’d sent Manuel up to Jones’s camp, to make sure he was all right, but both Jones and his Cessna were gone.

A week later, she came back to her tent to find a package on her bed. Two new sets of sheets and towels to replace the ones he’d soiled. And books. Ten of the most recent bestsellers, both fiction and nonfiction. Obviously, he’d taken a look at the overflowing bookshelves in her tent and noted her love for reading.

It seemed kind of odd that a man who was that perceptive—who would know to buy her books rather than something more traditional like chocolate as a thank you gift—hadn’t noted that her interest in him wasn’t merely that of nurse for her patient.

She’d sent him a note, thanking him for the books and inviting him to the village’s traditional Sunday evening barbecue.

He hadn’t shown.

She’d sent him a second note, inviting him to come calling whenever he found the time.

A month had passed and he’d never found the time.

As he looked at her now, his eyes were so completely devoid of emotion, Molly felt a surge of satisfaction. He was working so hard to hide what he was feeling—therefore he must be feeling something. It was probably embarrassment, but she preferred to think it was deep remorse for not having responded to her invitations.

However, there was neither time nor reason for small talk or embarrassment on either of their parts.

“I’m here to call in the favor you owe me,” she told him. “I need a ride into Parwati for a sick child, the boy’s mother, and myself.”

Jones didn’t bat an eye at the idea that he owed her a favor, even though she herself believed nothing of the sort. She hadn’t helped him when he was sick because she’d expected to get something in return. Her world didn’t work that way, but his did, and she used that now to little Joaquin’s advantage.

“I can take you tomorrow,” he said.

Molly shook her head. “This child needs to get to the hospital now.”

“Now.” He took a drink from the water bottle he wore clipped to his belt, his eyes never leaving her, as if she were some kind of poisonous snake that might attack if he dropped his guard.

So she attacked. “I don’t think he’s going to be alive tomorrow. You know I wouldn’t even be here if this weren’t life and death.”

The muscle jumped in the side of his jaw as he glanced at his watch. He swore softly. “I can only take you one way. I’ve got a . . . job that starts tonight, and I won’t be back near Parwati for a couple of weeks.”

Molly nodded, nearly giddy with relief. He could take them. “That’s fine.”

“It’s hardly fine. It means you’ll have to take the mule trail back up the mountain.”

She smiled at his pitiful attempt to discourage her. “Oh, well, then . . . in that case, forget it. I’ll just let the little boy die.”

He didn’t laugh at her joke. “That’s not what I meant. I meant, I’ll take the kid and his mother—you don’t have to come along.”

“They need someone to go with them to the hospital. To translate for them.” Joaquin’s mother would need a hand to hold. “I’m going.”

He shrugged as he headed toward the Quonset hut. “Suit yourself. But I need you back here, ready to leave in twenty minutes.”

“I’m here and Joaquin and his mother are already on their way.”

He laughed humorlessly. “Pretty sure of yourself, weren’t you?”

No, but she was pretty darn sure of Jones. When a man like him booted his lunch on a woman’s only pair of running shoes, it was a pretty sure thing that he’d be desperate to make it up to her. “Just hopeful,” she told him.

“After this,” he said, “we’re even.”



“Hey.” Ken knocked on the front window of the car. “You know, it’s not a real smart move to have the car running while it’s up on a . . .”

He realized he was looking down at a young woman who’d hiked her skirt all the way up to the tops of her thighs. She had the AC on full blast and her blouse unbuttoned so much that he could see the lace of her bra. It was red. Holy God.

“Uh, up on a jack,” he finished.

Dear Penthouse, I never thought I’d write a letter like this, but . . .

“Oh, my God,” she gasped, and wrestled her skirt back down with one hand while she buttoned her blouse with the other. When she was covered again, she pushed the button and the window slid down with a whir. “I’m sorry. Excuse me. I was just so warm. I was trying to cool down and—”

“Relax—I didn’t see a thing,” he lied. “Why don’t you turn off the car and I’ll give you a hand with that tire?”

She looked at him. Looked at him again over the tops of her sunglasses. She had wispy blond hair that curled around her face. Her eyes were an almost electric shade of blue and loaded with complete horror. “Oh no!”

“What, are you trying to earn your Girl Scout flat tire badge or something? You need to do this yourself or you won’t win enough points?”

“No,” she said. “No, I’m . . . No.”

As far as a Penthouse encounter went, the promising start had petered out. She was either apologizing or looking at him as if he were an ax murderer.

Whoever she was, she had grease on her nose. She had grease on her cheeks, on her neck, on her chest, on her arms and her hands. She had grease all over her designer clothing, too.

Beneath all that grease, she was unbelievably pretty. Delicate looking. With that hair and those eyes, that angelic face, she looked like a fairy princess—a very grubby fairy princess.

As Ken watched, she took a Kleenex and used it to keep herself from getting the key dirty as she turned off the car.

She didn’t bother to be so careful as she reached down to slip her shoes back onto her feet. He could see her discarded pantyhose next to her on the seat and the day got even hotter.

He opened the door for her to keep her from having to use a Kleenex to do it. She first slipped her million-dollar pair of legs out of the car and then followed with the rest of her body, careful to keep her skirt from riding up again, much to his disappointment.

Ken tried not to think about the way her skirt hugged her hips, tried to forget he’d seen that pair of pantyhose she’d left back in the car, tried to ignore the burning question of the day—did she have anything on at all, underneath that skirt?

She was even shorter than he’d guessed, and had to tilt her head up to look at him, which was cool, since he was not extremely tall himself.

“Please,” she said in a husky, low voice that belonged to a stripper named Chesty Paree, not some sweet, Disney-big-eyed pixie. “I’d love it if you could help.”

He’d gotten out of his truck with the intention of helping—whether she was a little old lady or a three-hundred-pound corporate CEO named Bob. But this was just too good to be true. She was pretty, she was red hot, and she wasn’t wearing a wedding band on her left ring finger.

He could feel the testosterone flooding his system. Big Strong He-Man to the rescue. Why, sure, lil’ lady, I’ll save you. You just sit back and get ready to screw me blind in appreciation.

Oh, please Heavenly Father, don’t let him say something stupid or hopelessly rude that implied he was unable to think about anything but sex. Even though it was true—98 percent of the time he was completely unable to think about anything but sex.

But despite his errant thoughts, he was simply going to change her tire and then wave as she drove away. And then he was going to go home, unload his melting ice cream from his grocery bags, go for a swim in his pool, have an early dinner and veg out in front of the TV, watch some of the shows he’d videotaped this past week. The closest he was going to come to having sex tonight would be lusting after Buffy or Seven-of-Nine.

And in a month or two, he’d finally stop thinking about this woman, this nice, well-to-do, intelligent, and completely undeserving-of-any-lewd-thoughts woman, and her underwear. Or lack thereof.

Please Jesus, as long as he was asking for divine favors, don’t let her be a mind reader, okay?

“But I don’t think anything short of explosives is going to do the trick,” she was telling him in that voice. “I managed to get one of the bolt thingies off, but it took twenty minutes. The others I worked on for close to an hour, but they didn’t even budge. What I’m really ready to do is blow this stupid rental car to hell.”

Ken laughed, wishing he could see her eyes again. But they were hidden behind her sunglasses. “My neighbors might not like that very much.”

“What neighbors?” she asked. “I’ve been out here for hours and not a soul drove past.”

“It’s a dead end.” And on a Friday night, everyone but the most pathetic losers went straight from work to the local bars. She was lucky he was such a dweeb, and that for him, a hot Friday night meant watching TV, alone. “What are you doing down here, anyway?” he asked her.

She stared at him as if he’d suddenly started talking to her in one of the funky languages that his pal Johnny Nilsson spoke so fluently.

“Did you get lost?” He simplified the question.

She cleared her throat and gave him the strangest little wavery smile. “I was . . . just driving around. I’m in town for only a few days and . . .” She cleared her throat again.

Man, she was a terrible liar. Apparently she was too polite simply to tell him that he’d crossed the line and asked her a question that was none of his goddamned business.

He crouched down next to the tire. “These lug nuts are tight.” He had to put some muscle into it to get them to move.

She sighed as he got the second one off. “God, I’m such a wimp.”

“I’ve got slightly more body weight to throw into it.”

“Couldn’t you sweat just maybe a little?”

Ken laughed. “Believe me, babe, I started sweating as soon as I walked over here.” Oh, crap, that sounded as if he’d meant . . . He glanced up at her, and found her looking at him over the top of her sunglasses again. Blue eyes. “I mean, as soon as I got out of my truck,” he tried to clarify. “Hot day, you know?”

Yeah, right. Ah, he was smooth as shit.

But she nodded as she hid behind her sunglasses again. “I thought it wasn’t supposed to get this hot in San Diego.”

“This is unusual. This heat should break by tomorrow.” Yes, they were talking about the weather. He’d definitely freaked her out. Freaked himself out as well. “I’m looking forward to getting home and jumping into my pool.”

“You have a pool?”

The third and fourth lug nuts dropped into his hand. “Yeah, it’s the reason I rented this house—it’s just down the street. The house is nothing special, but the pool’s huge. I can actually swim laps.”

“That’s what I need right now,” she told him. “A swimming pool. You can swim laps, but I’d like one of those floating chairs with a place to put a drink. And a frozen piña colada, please. A large one.”

Man, he was stupid. She must’ve been incredibly thirsty—out here God knows how long, in this kind of heat . . . “I’ve got some pop and some beer in the truck. Help yourself.”

“Are you sure?” She held herself back, but he knew from the way she was standing that she wanted to run to his truck and rip the door open. She was incredibly thirsty, but terminally polite.

“Grab me a Coke while you’re at it, will you?”

Ken glanced up to see her actually use the tail of her blouse to keep from getting grease on the door of his truck. That gave him a glimpse of her pale stomach and another flash of that red bra, Jesus save him.

The final lug nut came free, and Ken took off the tire. What the hell—what did he have to lose? Go big or stay home, alone, watching TV, for the rest of his life. “You know, if you want, you could—”

Come back to my place and go for a swim. He didn’t get a chance to ask because, as she handed him the can of pop, at the exact time he spoke, she also said, “Your ice cream’s melting. Did your wife—”

They both laughed at the conversational head-on collision.

“Sorry,” she said. “Go ahead.”

“No, you go.”

She shook her head, her cheeks tinged pink, as if she weren’t going to say anything. But then she took a deep breath. “I just . . . You’ve got a lot of groceries in your truck. I was thinking how nice that must be, you know, for your wife? Do you . . . Do you pick up groceries for her all the time?”

Hel-lo. That was a full-fledged, deep-sea fishing expedition if he’d ever heard one. I don’t have a wife. Want to come for a swim in my pool? Naked? With your legs around my waist?

Ken clenched his teeth, locking in all the things he shouldn’t say, all the things that would reveal just how pathetically inexperienced he was at this kind of social and sexual game.

It was at times like this that he really, truly missed Adele—not because he still loved her. No, he was finally done with that. What he missed was belonging to her. They hadn’t been married, but they might as well have been. On again and off again, but mostly on again, from senior year in high school until just over a year ago—he wasn’t counting months any longer—they’d been a couple. He, at least, had been faithful for all those years—almost ten of them. The relationship had been long distance and way, way less than perfect, but he still missed the relief that came with not having to play this will-she-won’t-she, if-I-say-this-then-maybe-she-will game with every beautiful stranger whose tire he changed.

He took a long drink of the cold pop before he answered her. “I’m not married.”

It came out matter-of-fact. Casual. No big deal—certainly not as if inside he was running around and crashing full speed into walls in his blind hope that this good-looking woman, whose name he didn’t even know, would sleep with him tonight. She was interested. She was definitely interested.

“Oh,” she said, equally casually. And then, obviously casting her fishing rod again, she asked, “You have a lot of vegetables in your bags . . . Do you live alone? I mean, stereotypical bachelors live on tacos and pizza, but I suppose that’s just the stereotype . . .”

“You caught me on a good day,” he told her. Wanna go have sex? No, no, no shit-for-brains. Ask her her name. Tell her yours. He cleared his throat. “I’m Ken Karmody, by the way. And yes, I live alone. Completely. Alone.”

Oh, Jesus. Not quite as casual as before.

She took off her sunglasses. X-Men’s Cyclops, with his laserbeam gaze, had nothing on this chick. Those eyes were incredible. Forget about her underwear, forget about sex, all he wanted to do was stare into her eyes for the rest of his life.

“You are so fucking pretty.” The words were out of his mouth before he could stop himself. “Whoa,” he said. “Excuse me. Wow, I’m sorry. I spend most of my time with a bunch of guys who—” A siren sounded, a few blocks over. “Great. Here comes the language police, to lock me up.”

She was laughing, thank God. “I’m Savannah.”

“Savannah. That’s um . . . very pretty. It suits you. You got a last name, or are you like Cher? One name says it all.”

It was a lame joke, but she laughed again, and he teetered, on the verge of falling desperately in love. Just like that.

Ken knew he was prone to losing his heart to the girl behind the cash register at McDonald’s before he even got his super-sized fries, but this was even more ridiculous than usual. Savannah had said she was in town for only a few days. If there was going to be something between them, it was going to end almost before it began. And as far as getting a strenuous workout, his heart was not the primary organ he wanted to exercise here.

“Savannah von Hopf,” she told him. She held out her hand, but pulled it back, wrinkling her nose at the grease that was on her fingers.

Ken held out his own hand, showing her there was no way she could get him dirtier than he already was. “Savannah von Hopf—that’s a mouthful.”

She smiled again as she put her hand in his. He tried to keep breathing, tried to keep his heart from stopping at the warmth of the contact.

But her fingers were long and slender, her palms soft. He held onto her longer than he should have, turning her palm up and running his thumb across it. “So you dig ditches for a living, huh?”

“No. I’m . . . an appellate attorney.” Her eyes were wide and she’d stopped smiling, but she didn’t pull her hand away, so he didn’t let her go.

So what do you say we jump in my truck, drive up to Vegas and get married?

His brain was definitely shorting at her touch. He knew there was something he should ask her that lay somewhere between “Wanna go have sex?” and “Wanna get married?” but his mind was completely blank.

“I’m from New York,” Savannah told him, and the reality of a three-thousand-mile commute from his house to hers crashed onto him like an anvil from the sky.

“The city, or . . . ?” As if it actually made a speck of difference to him.

“I live about forty minutes north of New York City,” she told him.

“I live in San Diego.”

“Yeah, I know.” She smiled weakly, turning to gesture down the street toward his house. “You said.”

What the hell did that smile mean? He turned back to her car. Where was the goddamn spare? He should put it on her car, push her inside, and make her drive away. Letting himself fall for this woman would be idiotic. “How long did you say you’re here for?”

“I’m not sure exactly,” she said. “Just a few days.” She cleared her throat. “I’d like to repay you in some way for . . . I mean, not repay but, rather, thank you for helping me like this and . . .”

Unbelievable. “The spare’s flat.”

She stopped trying to get up her nerve to ask him whatever it was she was going to ask him, and came to look at the tire. “It is?”

“Look at it.” It was completely soft.

“It’s not supposed to be that way?” She was serious.

“Nope.” He tossed the spare back into the trunk, quickly put the old tire back on, fastening the lug nuts loosely. “You got the rental information in the glove box? There’s probably a number to call for assistance.”

She nodded. “I feel so stupid. If I had known . . . Instead I got all dirty, and you got all dirty, and I . . . I completely wasted your time.”

Ken cranked the jack and lowered the car to the ground. “No sweat. Grease washes off.” He put the jack in with the spare, closed the trunk.

“I’m so sorry.” She was actually upset about this.

“So you’re automotively challenged—so what? You want to see real trouble? Ask me to practice law.”

Jackpot. He’d coaxed a smile out of her. “Are you always so nice?” she asked.

“Nah, like I said, you caught me on a good day.”

And there they were, standing next to her flat tire, smiling at each other like a pair of fools.

Ken cleared his throat. “So, um, where are you staying?”

“At the Hotel Del Coronado.”

The Del. Holy God. She either had money or worked for a company that did. “Okay, look. If you can give me five minutes to put my groceries in the house, I’ll give you a lift back there. Or—” Or you could come over to my place, call the rental car company, have ’em tow the vehicle while you stay and have a swim in the pool, stay all night, stay for a week, stay forever . . .

“Will you have dinner with me?” Savannah asked.

That was it. That was the question that he should have asked her.

He had to clear his throat so the words could come out. “I’d love to.”

She actually looked relieved—as if there was a snowball’s chance in hell he’d turn her down. “There’s a restaurant at the hotel that’s supposed to be wonderful—”

“At the Del?” She wanted to have dinner with him at the freaking Del? That place was pure gourmet—five stars on a scale of one to four. “Uh, Savannah, you know, we’re not exactly dressed for the Del.”

“Well, of course I’d have to change—”

Oh, man, he didn’t want to go to the Del and sit there all starched and uncomfortable. And while he was all for her taking off the clothes she was wearing, he didn’t want her putting on anything else.

“Honey, you’re going to have to do more than change. You have to hose yourself down. You’ve got grease, like, behind your ears.” Ken looked at his watch. It was already almost 1830. “And it’s a Friday night.”

She looked so disappointed, he felt himself cave. Maybe going to the Del wouldn’t be a bad thing. He could put on his dress uniform—some women really dug that. “If your heart’s set on it, I could try calling for a reservation,” he told her. “But I’d bet big money the place is booked solid from 1900 on.”

“I should have made a reservation this morning.”

Ken had to laugh. “Yeah, if only you checked your crystal ball, you would have known you were going to meet Prince Charming this afternoon.”

She gave him the oddest look, and he kicked himself for being an ass. He’d meant it as a joke, but it came out sounding as if he was serious. Him, a prince? Yeah, right.

“What do you say we hit the Del tomorrow for lunch, instead?” he suggested quickly, before she could run away, screaming in horror. “You know, the restaurant outside on the deck?” That would be a little easier on his wallet, too.

“Oh.” She looked worried. “Are you busy tonight?”

“No, it’s just . . .” Ken tried to explain. “Friday night, it’s a pain in the ba—backside to get a table for dinner just about anywhere. I’m not a fan of crowds, so I thought . . .” Oh, Christ, just say it, loser. “I thought, if it was okay with you, we could maybe have dinner at my place. I’ve got a steak I could put on the grill, and some salad, and I thought we could go for a swim, you know, I could lend you one of my bathing suits, and—”

“That sounds great.” She was smiling at him.

“Great,” he echoed. “Yes, it does sound very great. Extremely great.” God, he sounded like an idiot, but Savannah just kept on smiling back at him as if she liked idiots. As if she liked him.

Holy shit, she was going to go home with him.

He looked into her eyes, lit up the way they were from her smile and he knew.

Forget about writing to Penthouse.

This one was going to be a story for their grandkids.
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