




She knew she shouldn’t be doing this, but the temptation was just too strong

Then the impulse hit her. Who would know?
Her stomach trembled as she leaned in and touched her lips to his just once.
Leaning back, she knew it was wrong, but for some reason it felt so right. She leaned in again. This time her kiss was longer. This time it was different. This time he kissed back.
Surprised, she jumped. The penetrating intensity of his dark, sexy eyes sent instant shivers through her body.
“Oh my God, I’m sorry, that was so wrong,” she said, moving farther away. He held her in place. “I don’t know what came over me, I just—I’ve never done anything like that before. I don’t know what I was thinking, I was—I never lose control like that.”
His hand reached out to her, almost in slow motion. His body tensed as his jaw and stomach muscles tightened. He touched her face tenderly and smiled. “Mia, mi fantasía, maybe you should lose control more often.”
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To Fate & Fortune

Dear Reader,
A lot of you already know that I love writing hot, sensuous romances with great characters and unforgettable story lines. My heroes are handsome and sexy and my heroines are strong and unshakable. In Sultry Storm you’ll find all that and much, much more. From the very beginning, the story will sweep you up and take you on a whirlwind ride of excitement and passion, setting the stage for the drama that follows. Rescue a stranger, spend the night together and then enjoy a sexual attraction that sets your body on fire…can it get any better than that? The answer is yes.
Mia James faces two storms. Both threaten to break her. As the storm outside lashes out, her guilt at losing her father grows more intense. Stephen, with his own storm, made a promise that he intends to keep. But the promise to watch over Mia didn’t prepare him for falling in love with her. As their relationship develops, love grows and the storms, both outside and inside, begin to subside. Together they ride out the sultry storm and find love waiting for them on the other side.
I truly believe that love has a way of healing broken hearts and wounded spirits. Writing Sultry Storm was a true pleasure. I’m sure you will find equal enjoyment reading it. If you want to read more about the Morales family and friends, let me know. If you want it, I’ll write it. Personally, I’d love to have Natalia’s “donor” appear. Make sure to check out my other hotter-than-hot romances.
You can contact me at conorfleet@aol.com or P.O. Box 7346, Woodbridge, Virginia 22195-7346.
Don’t forget to check out my Web site at www.celesteonorfleet.com.
Enjoy!
Celeste O. Norfleet


To Brenda Jackson and Carmen Green.

It was a pleasure writing with you ladies.
To Kelli Martin—thanks for the inspiration.
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Chapter 1

“The U.S. National Weather Service has issued an updated severe weather warning. Tropical Storm Ana has upgraded to a Category One hurricane and is headed northeast at approximately fifteen miles per hour. Local authorities are warning…”
“Whoa.” The car rocked from side to side as the winds raged, taking turns beating against both sides. Mia James gripped the steering wheel tighter and held steady against the near eighty-mile-per-hour winds. She took a deep breath and released it slowly, trying to calm her fraying nerves.
Driving on the vast expanse of Florida’s scenic Overseas Highway was usually a pleasurable experience. Divided by the emerald waters of the Atlantic Ocean on one side and the Gulf of Mexico on the other, the view was breathtaking. But not today. Today the waters were gray, the sky was gray and the horizon looked ominous.
Mia knew it was guilt that was pushing her to do this, but that didn’t matter now. What mattered was that she was finally doing it. It was long overdue and her obligation was clear. She needed to make things right the only way she could.
Her dad was right. He was always right and yet she hadn’t listened to him. If she had, none of this would have happened. Her heart wouldn’t have been broken and he’d still have his honor and his legacy. But she didn’t, and now she needed to put it right.
“With the eye less than seventy miles offshore, landfall is expected directly across the Florida Keys in about…”
“Okay, that’s enough doom and gloom from you, radio announcer,” Mia said impatiently, then pressed the button on the steering wheel to tune to another station. “Let’s see what else is going on.”
“The storm has maximum sustained winds predicted near ninety miles per hour and with the probability of higher gusts. We’re in for a major storm system today. If you’re not prepared I suggest…”
“Don’t care. Next,” she said, pressing the button again. She glanced at the empty lane beside her and noticed that the train of brake lights and bumper-to-bumper traffic had long since dissipated. There were only a few cars on the road, and all of them were headed north.
“The weather is definitely getting worse…”
“No joke, next,” she muttered sarcastically as she turned to the next station.
“The storm is expected to reach the area within the next five hours.”
“Looks to me like it’s already here, dude. You’re late,” she muttered, and then pressed another button, then another. Frustrated, she turned to several more stations. She’d been listening to the same rhetoric off and on for the last few hours. At this point she was tired of it. Every station spouted the same severe warnings, and she didn’t need a radio announcer to tell her that she was headed into trouble.
The idea of driving directly into the path of a Category One hurricane was ludicrous. But at this point she was driving on pure adrenaline. She didn’t have much choice. Her deadline was today, and getting away from it all was exactly what she needed to do.
She pressed through a few more buttons until she found something of interest. Smooth jazz played in the background, plus the DJ had a soothing voice—exactly what she needed. “Perfect.”
“All right, folks, listen up, it’s no joke out there. Hurricane Ana is picking up momentum. The Keys are getting hit hard with heavy rain and wind gusts. Authorities are warning to expect the worst. If you’re out in this, you need to get indoors fast. It ain’t pretty and it’s not for the faint at heart. So do whatever you need to do to be safe.”
Mia looked out the front windshield. He was definitely right, it wasn’t pretty out here. The rain came down so hard she could barely see the highway through the rapid-fire windshield wipers. Thankfully this was just about over. She abandoned the highway at the next exit. Finally she was in Key West. She breathed easier for the first time in over an hour.
“For those on the road helping others, I’m tippin’ my hat, thanks. We appreciate your time, devotion and dedication. On a personal note, I’d like to give a special shout-out to my homeboys, Stephen Morales and Lucas McCoy. I know you guys are helping others out there, so take care and be safe.
“One more thing. I got a message from my good buddy Deputy Sheriff Morales asking me to pass on a good word of advice. Stay in your homes and off the roads unless absolutely necessary. And I gotta add a piece to that. The streets are dangerous right now, so be safe and listen to him. He’s out there doing his job. Help him out and do yours. Stay inside.
“Okay now, here’s another updated weather advisory. Hurricane Ana is still hovering less than a hundred miles south of Key West. Wind gusts range seventy-five to ninety miles an hour locally. Expect fallen debris and dangerous travel, so stay inside. Sit tight and let her pass.”
“Unfortunately, not an option,” Mia muttered, coming to a complete stop and looking at the horrendous sight. The traffic signal had fallen down and the street was littered with just about everything. She looked both ways, then proceeded across. The heavy winds shook the car again, but she held tight. The storm was definitely getting worse. The rain was horizontal and the winds were brutal.
“I have a few local warnings. The Seven Mile Bridge is looking bad. It’ll probably close to all non-emergency traffic…”
When another strong gust of wind hit the car, Mia grasped the steering wheel tighter. This was even worse than being on the bridge. Her nerves were rattled and her hands shook. She needed to calm down.
“If you’re headed out toward Tingler Island, local authorities are warning everyone to turn around. Bottom line, folks, sit tight and I’ll get you through. This is Terrence Jeffries, the Holy Terror, easing your evening. Sit back, be calm, relax and listen.”
Soft melodious jazz began playing. “Okay, this is more like it. Exactly what I need.” Mia smiled and nodded her head to the easy rhythms. “Thanks, Holy Terror,” she said, hoping to feel more at ease. She turned the volume up higher.
Holy Terror. She’d heard of him, of course. Everybody knew the Holy Terror, Terrence Jeffries. On the football field he was legendary, and his so-called antics in romance were almost as well-known. Mia had watched him play football when her father was alive. He was awesome.
“So, you’re a radio disc jockey now, cool.” She tried to do as he instructed and relax, but it was getting more and more difficult to see and drive. At one point she realized she had gone in circles. It was no use. She was miserably lost. Each turn was the wrong turn, and the horribly flooded roads didn’t help. She reached over and adjusted her pre-programmed GPS. The monotone voice announced new directions to the courthouse.
She hadn’t been to Key West or her father’s house in almost three years and everything about the town seemed different. Following instructions, she turned onto a familiar street that led directly to the center of town. But the street was blocked by a huge uprooted tree. She pressed the button on the GPS for an alternate route, backed up and continued.
She zigzagged through scattered debris down the next few blocks. At one point she quickly glanced down at the clock. It was three minutes to five and according to the GPS, she was still a few miles away. That was when she heard the loud crash. Looking up, she saw the better part of a tree had just fallen across the road. She slammed on the brakes and hydroplaned before coming to a complete stop. Her heart racing, her breathing fast and furious, she stared at the tree that narrowly missed her.
“Are you kidding me?” she screamed, slamming her palm on the steering wheel in frustration. She hit the wheel again and again, then began breathing even harder. “No, no, I will not hyperventilate, I will not feel sorry for myself and I will not let this get to me,” she said, trying to calm herself down.
“Okay, enough of this pity party. I can do this. I will do this,” Mia affirmed with determination. After a few minutes she gathered her nerve, then glanced at the clock on the dashboard. It was five o’clock already. She backed up and quickly sped around the tree. To her surprise she met two headlights with flashing red and blue lights coming directly at her.
Reacting fast, she steered out of the way, giving the speeding oncoming police jeep just enough space to wedge between her and the fallen tree. As soon as they passed each other, they came to a complete stop. In the rearview mirror. Mia saw the officer open the car door.
“Oh crap, this is all I need,” she muttered as she watched him run to her car. Frustrated, she muted the music and reached for her pocketbook to get her license and registration. As soon as he got there she opened the window, and heavy rain poured in. She began digging through her purse for her ID.
As the driving rain poured down his face, the officer hunched toward her window and squinted down at her. “Lady, are you out of your mind, driving reckless in a hurricane?” he asked. His voice boomed as loud and thunderous as the rumbling above them. Irritated and infuriated, he stood firm against the whipping wind gusts beating down on him.
“Me? What about you? You were driving like a madman around the tree. You could have killed us,” she said, equally infuriated while still digging for her ID.
“What?” he yelled as a loud clap of thunder sounded right above them. “I’m a deputy sheriff on an emergency call. What exactly are you doing out here?”
“What?” she yelled and continued looking for her license and registration.
He leaned in closer, bowing the brim of his hat against the wind. “All nonessential personnel are ordered off the streets. You need to be inside now,” he yelled over a loud roll of thunder as wind-driven rain peppered his face harder.
Finding her ID, she finally looked up. The first thing she saw was smooth caramel skin, dark eyes and a too sexy mouth. Like her, he was wet, soaked. Her breath caught in her throat. She half smiled, as chapter three, page thirty-seven of her book quickly popped into mind, Getting Wet for Two. Feeling herself flush, she covered her face and shook her head. Good Lord, between that book and the sexually repressed thing, she was becoming obsessed with men and sex. But that wasn’t the point right now.
“Ma’am, hey, are you all right?” the officer asked, softening his tone with concern after seeing that she was obviously distraught by their near collision.
She nodded and quickly looked away. “Yeah, I’m fine, just a little rattled.”
“You shouldn’t be out here.”
“Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t see you coming around the tree.”
“I had my siren on,” he said sternly.
“With the thunder and wind, I didn’t hear it,” Mia said.
“Ma’am, you realize you’re driving down a one-way street? You could have been killed, or killed someone driving that fast around an obstruction.”
“Sorry, I didn’t realize it was one way and I didn’t realize anyone was coming.” She glanced up quickly, looking down the street then finally up at him. She lowered the brim of the baseball cap she wore and covered her face with her hand as she blinked away the rain pouring down. “All the other streets are blocked and this is the only other street I knew to get me into town. The tree just fell in front of me.”
“As I said, the roads are all closed except for emergency personnel. You need to get off the streets. A mandatory evacuation had been issued. I’ll be happy to escort you back to the highway or to the nearest shelter.”
“What if I don’t want to be evacuated or go to a shelter?”
“That’s not an option. All tourists must be evacuated.”
“But I’m not a tourist. I was born here and I lived here. I’m just trying to get home,” she insisted.
“You have Georgia plates, ma’am. That makes you out of state.”
“I borrowed the car,” she lied quickly.
“Ma’am…” Obviously he did not believe her.
“Okay fine, it is my car, but I’m just trying to get to an appointment in town and I’m already late.”
“The town’s businesses are all closed.”
“No, they’re expecting me.”
“I’m sorry, ma’am, visitors and tourists are being ordered to evacuate now. If you keep straight and go down to the next intersection and make a right, you’ll see the entrance ramp to U.S. 1 north. It’ll take you back to the mainland. The bridge will be closing shortly. You’ll have just enough time to clear the area.” He nodded. “Thank you, please drive carefully.” He turned and hurried back to his jeep.
She sat for a moment, thinking that he was right. This was insane. “Why am I doing this?” she asked, nearly in tears.
The question didn’t linger long. She knew exactly why she was doing this. Still, she couldn’t help thinking that just twenty-four hours earlier another school term had ended and she was packing to separate herself from the personal drama that had been unfolding. Paradise Island had been her destination. White sand beaches, crystal-blue water and not a cheating, backstabbing man in sight.
But that was before the call came, alerting her to the situation. The Monroe County courthouse clerk was formal and detached when she stated the facts. Since Mia had failed to pay the taxes and mortgage owed on the property, the house was going into foreclosure. All attempts to contact her had gone unanswered, so the county had no alternative. The bank was going to sell the house and land, recoup the debt payments, then forward her whatever was left.
Mia was still too stunned to believe it. Her father’s home, the only thing she had left of him, was about to be auctioned off without a second thought. Her ex-fiancé had evidently decided not to tell her about the foreclosure, and by the time she’d found out it was almost too late. Now her plan was simple, to drive to the county clerk’s office in town, fill out whatever papers she needed to fill out, and then get to her father’s house and ride the storm out there.
But truth be told, she needed to get away. She couldn’t stand being in Atlanta another minute. Knowing that her ex-fiancé and his new coed wife were coming back to town only prompted a quicker retreat from the city. Of course, driving into the storm wasn’t a great idea, but it did give her a valid reason to leave.
She wondered what she saw in Neal in the first place. For three years she’d wasted her time and money on a man who wouldn’t know class if it jumped up and bit him on the rear. Her father had been right all along.
In the rearview mirror she saw the jeep, its flashing lights turned off. Now he was exactly what she needed to put her nonrepression to the test. He was tall, maybe a little over six feet, nicely built, probably just over thirty years old, sexy and attractive. “Yep, he’d be perfect.” She laughed nervously. “Okay, but right now, girl, you needed to focus,” she told herself. She pressed the Mute button, filling the car with music again. Nodding her head, she reached over to her GPS and found a new route into town.


Chapter 2

Deputy Sheriff Stephen Morales picked up the fallen radio in his jeep and pressed the Return button.
“You still there?” he asked, breathing hard from the excitement.
“Yeah, I’m still here. What happened? Do you need me to send help your way?” Terrence asked. “I was just about to call into police dispatch.”
“No, I’m fine,” he said as he looked up in the rearview mirror to see the red taillights continue down the street. “Do me a favor and reiterate that part about staying off the roads. Apparently your listening audience didn’t hear it the first few dozen times you mentioned it.”
“What happened?”
“It’s what didn’t happen. A head-on collision.”
“Come again?”
“I just had a near miss with some crazy lady speeding to get to an appointment in town.”
“But everything in town is closed.”
“Yeah, I tried to tell her that. Listen, I better check in and see about the bridge situation.”
“All right, be safe out there. If you need anything else call me. I’ll be on the air for the duration. Do you need anything now?”
Stephen didn’t respond; he was staring up at the rearview mirror. His thoughts spun wildly back to the driver in the car. He didn’t get a good look at her face, but there was something…“It couldn’t be her,” he muttered to himself.
“Couldn’t be what? Hey, you sure you’re okay out there? I can send someone to you,” Terrence said. Stephen still didn’t respond. “Stephen, you there?” Terrence called out, his voice getting louder.
Hearing his name, Stephen blinked back. “Yeah, yeah, I’m just checking something out, that’s all. I thought I saw something. I’m not sure.”
“Man, you just got out of the hospital a few days ago. You need to take it easy out there. This isn’t the kind of weather you need to play with.”
“No, I hear you. I’m fine. So how are you and Warrick’s niece doing?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Sounds serious,” Stephen said, surprised by Terrence’s near obsession with the woman.
“Serious was two minutes after I met her.”
“In that case it sounds like the Holy Terror has finally been tamed. I wish you and Sherrie the best. Let me know when to get my tux pressed.”
“Will do. Be safe,” Terrence said.
“Back at ya,” Stephen said, and then signed off.
“Mi fantasía,” he muttered. It was his imagination, of course. Too many hours on duty, too many coffees, too little sleep, plus coming off the incident last week, he was understandably exhausted. There was no way he saw what he thought he saw.
Of course, he’d only really seen her once, at the funeral, nine months ago. She seemed small and delicate at the time. She leaned on the man with her, and Stephen was so filled with jealousy that he walked away and never looked back. He regretted not staying and at least introducing himself.
Stephen glanced up, seeing a set of red taillights pass down the street. He was sure it wasn’t her. He pressed the Call button on his walkie-talkie. “This is Morales checking in, over,” he said.
The response was instant. “Hey, everything okay out there?”
“Natalia, is that you? What are you doing at dispatch?”
“Sheriff has me sitting here playing nursemaid.”
“You’re pregnant. What do you expect?”
“Equal consideration,” she said, frustrated.
“I wouldn’t mind a little equal consideration right now. I’m soaking wet out here.”
“That’s why you stay in the jeep.”
“Easy for you to say. You’re nice and cozy inside.”
“Yeah, yeah, you just be careful out there. Remember, you’re not at one hundred percent just yet. As a matter of fact, you’re lucky you’re even out there. You’re still listed as injured.”
“I’m fine, don’t worry about me, I think I’ve done this hurricane thing once or twice.”
“Every hurricane is different, you know that. So don’t get too cocky out there, unless of course you want me to come out there and rescue you again.”
He laughed at the memory, but she didn’t join in.
A few weeks ago Stephen had been doing backup for Natalia as she rescued drunken tourists who’d crashed their car down a ravine. He’d saved Natalia and the tourists, but then found himself in trouble, needing Natalia to save him. He was injured in the process, and afterward she was put on desk duty by the sheriff, due to her advancing pregnancy.
“Yeah, you laugh now, but wait until you’re stuck on desk duty for the next three weeks,” she said, prompting Stephen to laugh even harder. “All right, back to business. What was the call?”
“It was just a tourist driving down Waterway Street in the wrong direction. We almost ran into each other.”
“Jeez, not another reckless tourist,” she said with obvious annoyance. “They must think this is some kind of game. When will these people learn that hurricanes are no joke?”
“That’s a fact,” Stephen said, glancing in the rearview mirror. “Oh, there’s another tree down on Waterway Street and a utility pole on Main.”
“Roger that. With the winds getting stronger, we can expect a lot more downed trees and poles. We’re up to eighty-five miles per hour on the bridge, and this hurricane is still hours away.”
“It’s gonna be a bad one.”
“Okay, listen up, the bridge is about to close, but we still have a few stragglers. They’re being directed to the local shelters.”
“Got it,” Stephen noted as he glanced in the rearview mirror. But the car had long since turned out of sight. “I’ll head over to the bridge now.”
“Negative. Take a pass. We’ve got the bridge covered. Remember, you’re not technically on active duty yet. Anyway, both northbound and southbound traffic are closing so we shouldn’t see anyone this way. At this point anyone in the Keys now is staying here until the hurricane passes.”
“Affirmative,” Stephen said. “I’m gonna swing by the shelters and check them out.”
“Roger that. Afterward, why don’t you knock off? Everything’s covered and you’ve already done a triple shift.”
“I might just do that,” Stephen said.
“The band has been giving us some trouble, so stay up on the local channel for more details. We’re also passing info through Terrence. He’s going to be on air for a while.”
“Got it.”
“All right, be careful. Talk to you later, out.”
“Roger that, out,” Stephen said, and then placed the radio on the seat beside him. The familiar tension in his neck and shoulders strained his muscles. He rubbed the soreness and gently touched his upper arm. The stitches were gone, but the nagging pain was still there. It was his second day back, much earlier than required, but every officer was asked to help with the evacuations. He looked up at the dark sky. This was definitely going to be a bad one.
Having lived in the Keys all his life, Stephen knew these storms all too well. What was once paradise could quickly turn into a living hell. Advance planning and keeping a cool head were the keys to survival. Unfortunately few adhered to the simple precautions. He’d been in too many storms not to know the trouble when he saw it coming. Slow and deliberate, Hurricane Ana had all the makings of trouble.
Stephen looked up and stared in the rearview mirror. The familiarity of the driver still stayed with him. He knew it couldn’t be. He ran through the meeting quickly. The baseball cap was pulled down too low for him to see her face clearly, still, she looked so much like the woman in his dreams. But he was certain she couldn’t be. She hadn’t been here in the last nine months since the funeral or even the three years before. There was no reason for her to come down here now. Besides, no one in their right mind would venture into a hurricane. In his exhaustion he must be imagining things.
As if to make a point to himself, he yawned. He’d been on evacuation duty for the last twenty-four hours. He always mused at the absurdity of convincing someone to leave the area for their own safety. But it was his job to convince them, even conjure or beg, if necessary. So, with one last glance in the mirror he shifted gears and steered the jeep to the nearest shelter.
 
A few miles down the road Mia’s cell phone beeped. She pressed the button on the steering wheel to mute the radio, and then activated the car’s phone speaker system. “Hello.”
“Where are you now?” Janelle asked.
“Are you there yet?” Nya added.
Mia signed heavily. It was Nya Kent and Dr. Janelle Truman on conference call again. They’d been calling her off and on for the last few hundred miles. She loved and adored them and usually delighted in hearing from them, but today they were driving her crazy. Both were her stepsisters, as both their fathers had been married to her mother at one point. Each of the marriages eventually failed, but the three stepsisters remained best friends. “No, not yet, but I’m close. I’m off the bridge and in town,” Mia said.
“It’s about time. You left Atlanta over ten hours ago,” Nya said. “Shouldn’t you be at the courthouse by now?”
Before Mia could answer, Janelle said, “What makes you think the county office will still be open when you get there? They’ll probably be closed if the hurricane is as bad as the newscasters say.”
“They’ll be open. They have to be,” Mia said woefully.
“What you have to do is turn around and come back here.”
Here we go again, Mia moaned inwardly. It was the same conversation all over again and she wasn’t in the mood to hear it. When she first told them her plans to drive down to the Keys while under a hurricane watch, they were determined to talk her out of it, citing Hurricane Katrina as their main argument. She was finally able to convince them of the unpredictability of forecasting hurricanes and the extreme unlikelihood of the then tropical depression upgrading to hurricane level or even coming close to the Keys. Eventually they relented. “You guys are starting to sound like nagging six-year-olds in the backseat.”
“At the very least you should have flown,” Janelle said.
“As I said the last three times you told me that, Janelle, flights headed in this direction were being diverted.”
“What about a private plane?” Janelle asked.
“All flights were being diverted,” Mia repeated.
“Actually, not all flights,” Nya interjected. “I have a friend who can fly you just about anywhere at any time. All I have to do is—”
“Not now, Nya,” Mia said, getting slightly exasperated by her sister’s persistence. But to her credit, Nya probably did know someone who could fly in this madness. She had a network of associates who could do just about anything at any time. Her connections, thanks to her father, both legal and not so legal, were mind-boggling. “Guys, like I said before, it takes at least twelve hours to get here ordinarily. But with the storm, driving is slow, even if the roads into Key West are practically empty.”
“Empty? Well hell, of course they’re empty. Everybody with some sense has evacuated. I still can’t believe you’re driving down there in the middle of a hurricane. It’s insane,” Nya said.
“Don’t worry so much, the hurricane is something like seventy-five miles away. It’s raining and a little windy, but it’s not that bad,” she blatantly lied, “and besides, you know I didn’t have much choice.”
“You could have waited or gotten someone else to do it for you,” Janelle said.
“If you’ll remember, that’s what got me into this mess.”
“Stop blaming yourself, Mia. This isn’t your fault, no one knew this was going to happen.”
“My dad knew.” At Mia’s reply, her friends’ protests went silent. “I had to come today,” she said after a while. “The clerk told me that the house is going into foreclosure and an auction is imminent. I can’t let that happen. I need to be there before the place closes at five so I can file the extension papers.”
“But, Mia, are you hearing the weather reports? They say that this hurricane is a Category One now,” Janelle said.
“And it’s heading directly for the Keys,” Nya added.
“Yeah, I know, I heard,” Mia said, “but I have plenty of time to get to the county office, file my petition and get out of here before it hits.”
“Okay, wait, listen to this,” Nya interrupted. “With no signs of weakening, Hurricane Ana is strengthening—”
Mia cut her off. “You don’t have to read every weather report you find to convince me that it’s going to get bad. I know it will.”
“Apparently I do, because apparently you don’t.” Nya groaned. “You know she’s running away,” she said plainly.
“I know she is,” Janelle agreed.
“It’s all because of that stupid, childish, self-centered, egotistical fool,” Nya added.
“Ah, yes, Neal, her so-called fiancé,” Janelle clarified.
“Do you two mind not talking about me like I’m not here?”
“I still can’t believe he posted that e-mail like that. What a jerk.”
“He’s a jerk all right, just like I said before.”
This was one conversation Mia had no intention of hearing. “As usual, guys, talking about the drama in my personal life has been a blast for me, but according to the GPS, I’m almost there. I need to concentrate. I’ll call you back after I take care of everything.”
“What about your trip to Paradise Island?” Nya asked.
“I’m packed and headed there after I leave the Keys. Assuming the weather cooperates,” she added.
“All right,” Janelle said, “drive carefully.”
“Yeah, and don’t forget to call us,” Nya added.
“I won’t forget. Talk to you guys later,” Mia said, and then pressed a button on the steering wheel to disconnect the conference call.
The car went silent except for the howling winds and pouring rain. Oddly enough, they were a welcome relief after Nya and Janelle. She knew they were right. She was running away. But what else could she do? Her fiancé of three years had dumped her and eloped to Vegas and there was no way she was going to be there when he and his wife got back. She was already humiliated enough.
The e-mail that ended their relationship was made public via the “Reply All” feature. She still had no idea how it happened. But there it was on the campus gossip Internet site for all to see. Professor Mia James Dumped by Professor Neal Bowes.
He had called her cold, unfeeling and sexually repressed. Sexually repressed. The two words were now forever attached to her name in cyberspace. It still infuriated her. She was not repressed. She might be a bit controlling and slightly restrained, but she was definitely not sexually repressed.
She glanced at one of the books she’d been reading and smiled. She was definitely not repressed and she intended to prove it to herself as soon as she got to Paradise Island.
“Nya is right. Neal was a stupid, self-centered, egotistical jerk.”


Chapter 3

Finally, Mia found the office building. She parked, tugged her baseball cap lower and then got out. In torrential rain she ran through massive puddles to the door and pulled it open. It didn’t budge. She tried again; still nothing. Wearily, she stepped back and stared up at the brick building hoping to see some semblance of life, the windows were boarded. “No, no, no,” she repeated. “Please don’t be closed.” She shut her eyes and said a silent prayer. Then she tried again, and that was when she saw the note on the door stating that the office would be closed due to current weather conditions.
Standing there, soaked, her tears mingling with the rain, she just stared at the sign on the door. It was over. She’d lost her father’s home.
Frustrated rage welled up inside of her. She should have listened to her father. None of this would have happened. She should have taken care of this herself. She should have dumped Neal years ago. But the should haves were a moot point. It was too late. Now there was nothing left to do but go to the house and collect whatever memories she could.
She ran back to the car and got in. Soaked to the bone, she turned on the ignition and with the wipers on the highest setting, she steered the car away from the flooding curb. It was time to move on.
The streetlights were out and she hadn’t seen another car on the road since she drove into town, except the cop’s jeep, of course. She turned the corner in the direction of her father’s house. Instantly it felt like she was driving in a wind tunnel as blustering winds rushed her from all directions. At least she was off the main highway and away from police cars.
With that thought, she began thinking of the officer who had stopped her earlier. His expression had been curious. When she looked up at him his eyes had seemed to widen in surprise. If she didn’t know any better, she would have said that he knew her. He did look somehow familiar…But that was impossible. She didn’t really know anybody here anymore.
A heavy wind shook the car and brought her back to her current reality. The storm was definitely getting worse. There were fallen branches and windblown debris everywhere. Buildings were haphazardly boarded, with the eerie howling winds and horizontal rain, the area looked like a ghost town.
A strong wind pushed the car into a gutter-side puddle. She lost control and felt the car hydroplaning in water much deeper than she anticipated. Mia grasped the steering wheel and held tight. She allowed the car to come to an almost stop before braking then reaffirming control. She needed to focus on getting to her father’s house now.
But her nervousness intensified as she drove through town. Near panic, she felt as if a noose had been tied around her throat. The puddles were too deep, the rain too steady and the wind was ferocious. Having at times stayed with her mother in Boston, she was adept at driving in all kinds of weather, but this was insane. Then, moments later, she was off the main road and headed to the small area she knew like the back of her hand. She hadn’t been here in years, but thankfully it was still the same. She turned the radio on and scrolled through static until she found Terrence Jeffries again. “Okay, Holy Terror, get me out of this mess.” Jazz played as she drove through a darkened intersection of the now ghost town.
“I can do this, I can do this,” she muttered to herself, as the storm bore down around her and the winds, howling like a wounded creature, jostled the car again. At five-thirty it looked as if it was midnight. The dark gray sky had turned vicious. She gripped the steering wheel tighter, feeling the wind whip up again.
Few things unsettled Mia. That’s how her grandmother had raised her. Never lose your cool. Never show your anger. Never lose control. She reached back, remembering her grandmother’s words. Always, always, be in control. As she repeated the mantra and continued driving, till she suddenly saw flashing lights in the rearview mirror. “Crap.”
Rain spotted her face as soon as she rolled the window down. “Not again,” she breathed out exasperatedly, as she waited for the police officer to get to her car. The last thing she needed was an overzealous cop hassling her. “Yes, Officer,” she yelled over the wind’s roar as soon as he arrived. “What did I do this time? Break the speed limit, forget to put on my turn signal, not pause long enough at a yield?”
As soon as he saw her face, he knew it was her. But this wasn’t the place or the time to talk. He needed to get her off the road and out of this weather. “No, ma’am,” he said as calmly as possible. “I’m sorry, but for your safety, you’re gonna need to turn around and get to a shelter. I’ll escort you. Please turn and follow me.”
“But I’m almost there. I’m going to my father’s house and it’s just a few miles up the road. Once I get there I swear I’ll stay put until this is over. Just let me get to his place, okay?”
“Most residents have evacuated for their safety,” he said.
“Believe me, he’s still in the area,” she assured him. “If you’re concerned for my welfare then follow me to my dad’s house to make sure I get there safely.”
“Please follow me, ma’am.”
It was like he didn’t hear a word she said. “That’s not gonna happen, Officer. As I said before, I’m fine. So you can go play superhero and save somebody else,” she said, pressing the button to roll the window up again. She turned to face front and shifted gears to Drive, but stopped when she heard the tapping. She rolled the window down again. “Yes?”
“I’m afraid I’m going to have to insist you follow me this time, ma’am.”
“Like I just said, that’s not gonna happen,” she defied.
“I think it will,” he affirmed, challenging her defiance.
She looked at him squarely. He returned her stare. It was just her luck to be stopped by a gorgeous cop with superhero issues. Apparently reasoning with him wasn’t going to work. “Look, alienating the local authority isn’t my intent, so don’t take this personally, but I’m not going to any shelter, now or ever.”
Stephen smirked. Stubborn and determined, she was so much like Leo it was amazing. “You will follow me to a shelter,” he said, just as determined.
“I’ll tell you what, you can consider yourself off the hook. If I kill myself out here, then it’s on me. So just let me go on my way.” The officer didn’t respond. He just stood there stoic. “We can argue this until the skies clear, but…”
“I’m sorry, ma’am, please follow me now,” he said firmly, then without waiting for her reply, turned and hurried back to his jeep.
“Not now. Not today of all days,” Stephen muttered, as he shook his head and headed back to the patrol jeep. “What is she doing here in the middle of a hurricane?” He had expected her to come eventually, but not in this.
This was all wrong. It was not how it was supposed to happen. He was going to get her down here, talk to her and then resolve his feelings one way or another. He needed her out of his system. This fantasized lovesick infatuation was disrupting his judgment and interfering with his life. He hoped that seeing her and talking to her would terminate his obsession. He needed to resolve his feelings for her, but right now he needed to get her to safety.
Mia rolled her window up and just sat there. She watched the rain continue pouring and the wipers splash back and forth. She’d spent over a dozen hours driving into a hurricane, only to find the county office closed, and now this. She was so close. Suddenly a barrage of thoughts came at her. She was always so close, but never quite there. She’d been so close to getting the position as department head, so close to getting married, so close to being happy, so close to fulfilling her dreams. But close just wasn’t good enough anymore.
The officer flashed his lights, then made a U-turn, expecting her to follow. She pulled out and drove down the road, not turning around. She glanced up, seeing him make another U-turn to follow her. “Sorry, Officer, I’m in control,” she said belligerently. “Fine, you can follow me all the way to my father’s house.”
In the rearview mirror she saw his jeep come closer. Then in an instant it vanished as part of a tree crashed behind her. She saw the jeep swerve then disappear off the road.
The crash was unmistakable. Whether her superhero cop survived was anybody’s call.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/crlogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Originalimage9781426834561.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
K1 M A NI R OMANCE

I






OEBPS/Images/MSRThumb.jpg





