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My father was the keeper of the Eddystone light

And he slept with a mermaid one fine night

Of this union there came three…

—TRADITIONAL SHANTY

 I am a man upon the land;

I am a selchie on the sea.

—ORKNEY BALLAD

“So I shall die,” said the little mermaid, “and as the foam of the sea I shall be driven about never again to hear the music of the waves, or to see the pretty flowers nor the red sun. Is there anything I can do to win an immortal soul?”

—HANS CHRISTIAN ANDERSEN
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IF SHE DIDN’T HAVE SEX WITH SOMETHING SOON, she would burst out of her skin.

She plunged through the blue-shot water, driven by a whisper on the wind, a pulse in her blood that carried her along like a warm current. The lavender sky was brindled pink and daubed with indigo clouds. On the beach, fire leaped from the rocks, glowing with the heat of the dying sun.

Her mate was dead. Dead so long ago that the tearing pain, the fresh, bright welling of fury and grief, had ebbed and healed, leaving only a scar on her heart. She barely missed him anymore. She did not allow herself to miss him.

But she missed sex.

Her craving flayed her, hollowed her from the inside out. Lately she’d felt as if she were being slowly scraped to a pelt, a shell, lifeless and empty. She wanted to be touched. She yearned to be filled again, to feel someone move inside her, deep inside her, hard and urgent inside her.

The memory quickened her blood.

She rode the waves to shore, drawn by the warmth of the flames and the heat of the young bodies clustered there. Healthy human bodies, male and female.

Mostly male.

*   *   *

Some damn fool had built a fire on the point. Police Chief Caleb Hunter spotted the glow from the road.

Mainers welcomed most visitors to their shore. But Bruce Whittaker had made it clear when he called that the islanders’ tolerance didn’t extend to bonfires on the beach.

Caleb had no particular objection to beach fires, as long as whoever set the fire used the designated picnic areas or obtained a permit. At the point, the wind was likely to carry sparks to the trees. The volunteers at the fire department, fishermen mostly, didn’t like to be pulled out of bed to deal with somebody else’s carelessness.

Caleb pulled his marked Jeep behind the litter of vehicles parked on the shoulder of the road: a tricked-out Wrangler, a ticket-me-red Firebird, and a late-model Lexus with New York plates. Two weeks shy of Memorial Day, and already the island population was swelling with folks from Away. Caleb didn’t mind. The annual influx of summer people paid his salary. Besides, compared to Mosul or Sadr City or even Portland down the coast, World’s End was a walk on the beach. Even at the height of the season.

Caleb could have gone back to the Portland PD. Hell, after his medical discharge from the National Guard, he could have gone anywhere. Since 9/11, with the call-up of the reserves and the demands of homeland security, most big-city police departments were understaffed and overwhelmed. A decorated combat veteran—even one with his left leg cobbled together with enough screws, plates, and assorted hardware to set off the metal detector every time he walked through the police station doors—was a sure hire.

The minute Caleb heard old Roy Miller was retiring, he had put in for the chief’s job on World’s End, struggling upright in his hospital bed to update his résumé. He didn’t want to make busts or headlines anymore. He just wanted to keep the peace, to find some peace, to walk patrol without getting shot at. To feel the wind on his face again and smell the salt in the air.

To drive along a road without the world blowing up around him.

He eased from the vehicle, maneuvering his stiff knee around the steering wheel. He left his lights on. Going without backup into an isolated area after dark, he felt a familiar prickle between his shoulder blades. Sweat slid down his spine.

Get over it. You’re on World’s End. Nothing ever happens here.

Which was about all he could handle now.

Nothing.

He crossed the strip of trees, thankful this particular stretch of beach wasn’t all slippery rock, and stepped silently onto sand.

*   *   *

She came ashore downwind behind an outcrop of rock that reared from the surrounding beach like the standing stones of Orkney.

Water lapped on sand and shale. An evening breeze caressed her damp skin, teasing every nerve to quivering life. Her senses strained for the whiff of smoke, the rumble of male laughter drifting on the wind. Her nipples hardened.

She shivered.

Not with cold. With anticipation.

She combed her wet hair with her fingers and arranged it over her bare shoulders. First things first. She needed clothes.

Even in this body, her blood kept her warm. But she knew from past encounters that her nakedness would be…unexpected. She did not want to raise questions or waste time and energy in explanations.

She had not come ashore to talk.

Desire swelled inside her like a child, weighting her breasts and her loins.

She picked her way around the base of the rock on tender, unprotected feet. There, clumped like seaweed above the tide line, was that a…blanket? She shook it from the sand—a towel—and tucked it around her waist, delighting in the bright orange color. A few feet farther on, in the shadows outside the bonfire, she discovered a gray fleece garment with long sleeves and some kind of hood. Drab. Very drab. But it would serve to disguise her. She pulled the garment over her head, fumbling her arms through the sleeves, and smiled ruefully when the cuffs flopped over her hands.

The unfamiliar friction of the clothing chafed and excited her. She slid through twilight, her pulse quick and hot. Still in the shadows, she paused, her widened gaze sweeping the group of six—seven, eight—figures sprawled or standing in the circle of the firelight. Two females. Six males. She eyed them avidly.

They were very young.

Sexually mature, perhaps, but their faces were soft and unformed and their eyes shallow. The girls were shrill. The boys were loud. Raw and unconfident, they jostled and nudged, laying claim to the air around them with large, uncoordinated gestures.

Disappointment seeped through her.

“Hey! Watch it!”

Something spilled on the sand. Her sensitive nostrils caught the reek of alcohol.

Not only young, but drunk. Perhaps that explained the clumsiness.

She sighed. She did not prey on drunks. Or children.

Light stabbed at her pupils, twin white beams and flashing blue lights from the ridge above the beach. She blinked, momentarily disoriented.

A girl yelped.

A boy groaned.

“Run,” someone shouted.

Sand spurted as the humans darted and shifted like fish in the path of a shark. They were caught between the rock and the strand, with the light in their eyes and the sea at their backs. She followed their panicked glances, squinting toward the tree line.

Silhouetted against the high white beams and dark, narrow tree trunks stood a tall, broad figure.

Her blood rushed like the ocean in her ears. Her heart pounded. Even allowing for the distortion of the light, he looked big. Strong. Male. His silly, constraining clothes only emphasized the breadth and power of his chest and shoulders, the thick muscles of his legs and arms.

He moved stiffly down the beach, his face in shadow. As he neared the fire, red light slid greedily over his wide, clear forehead and narrow nose. His mouth was firm and unsmiling.

Her gaze expanded to take him in. Her pulse kicked up again. She felt the vibration to the soles of her feet and the tips of her fingers.

This was a man.

*   *   *

Kids.

Caleb shook his head and pulled out his ticket book.

Back when he was in high school, you got busted drinking on the beach, you poured your cans on the sand and maybe endured a lecture from your parents. Not that his old man had cared what Caleb did. After Caleb’s mom decamped with his older brother, Bart Hunter hadn’t cared about much of anything except his boat, his bottle, and the tides.

But times—and statutes—had changed.

Caleb confiscated the cooler full of beer.

“You can’t take that,” one punk objected. “I’m twenty-one. It’s mine.”

Caleb arched an eyebrow. “You found it?”

“I bought it.”

Which meant he could be charged with furnishing liquor to minors.

Caleb nodded. “And you are…?”

The kid’s jaw stuck out. “Robert Stowe.”

“Can I see your license, Mr. Stowe?”

He made them put out the fire while he wrote them up: seven citations for possession and—in the case of twenty-one-year-old Robert Stowe—a summons to district court.

He handed back their drivers’ licenses along with the citations. “You boys walk the girls home now. Your cars will still be here in the morning.”

“It’s too far to walk,” a pretty, sulky brunette complained. “And it’s dark.”

Caleb glanced from the last tinge of pink in the sky to the girl. Jessica Dalton, her driver’s license read. Eighteen years old. Her daddy was a colorectal surgeon from Boston with a house right on the water, about a mile down the road.

“I’d be happy to call your parents to pick you up,” he offered, straight-faced.

“Screw that,” announced the nineteen-year-old owner of the Jeep. “I’m driving.”

“If I start giving Breathalyzer tests for OUIs, it’s going to be a long night,” Caleb said evenly. “Especially when I impound your vehicle.”

“You can’t do that,” Stowe said.

Caleb leveled a look at him.

“Come on, Robbie.” The other girl tugged his arm. “We can go to my place.”

Caleb watched them gather their gear and stumble across the sand.

“I can’t find my sweatshirt.”

“Who cares? It’s ugly.”

“You’re ugly.”

“Come on.”

Their voices drifted through the dusk. Caleb waited for them to make a move toward their cars, but something—his threat to tell their parents, maybe, or his shiny new shield or his checkpoint glare—had convinced them to abandon their vehicles for the night.

He dragged his hand over his forehead, dismayed to notice both were sweating.

That was okay.

He was okay.

He was fine, damn it.

He stood with the sound of the surf in his ears, breathing in the fresh salt air, until his skin cooled and his heartbeat slowed. When he couldn’t feel the twitch between his shoulder blades anymore, he hefted the cooler and lumbered to the Jeep. His knee shifted and adjusted to take his weight on the soft sand. He’d passed the 1.5-mile run required by the State of Maine to prove his fitness for duty. But that had been on a level track, not struggling to stabilize on uneven ground in the dark.

He stowed the evidence in back, slammed the hatch, and glanced toward the beach.

A woman shone at the water’s edge, wrapped in twilight and a towel. The sea foamed around her bare, pale feet. Her long, dark hair lifted in the breeze. Her face was pale and perfect as the moon.

For one second, the sight caught him like a wave smack in the chest, robbing him of speech. Of breath. Yearning rushed through his soul like the wind over the water, stirring him to the depths. His hands curled into fists at his sides.

Not okay. He throttled back his roaring imagination. She was just a kid. A girl. An underage girl in an oversize sweatshirt with—his gaze dipped again, briefly—a really nice rack.

And he was a cop. Time to think like a cop. Mystery Girl hadn’t been with the group around the fire. So where had she been hiding?

Caleb stomped back through the trees. The girl stood with her bare feet planted in the sand, watching him approach. At least he didn’t have to chase her.

He stopped a few yards away. “Your friends are gone. You missed them.”

She tilted her head, regarding him with large, dark, wide-set eyes. “They are not my friends.”

“Guess not,” he agreed. “Since they left without you.”

She smiled. Her lips were soft and full, her teeth white and slightly pointed. “I meant I do not know them. They are very…young, are they not?”

He narrowed his gaze on her face, mentally reassessing her age. Her skin was baby fine, smooth and well cared for. No makeup. No visible piercings or tattoos. Not even a tan.

“How old are you?”

Her smile broadened. “Older than I look.”

He resisted the urge to smile back. She could be over the legal drinking age—not jailbait, after all. Those eyes held a purely adult awareness, and her smile was knowing. But he’d pounded Portland’s pavements long enough to know the kind of trouble a cop invited giving a pretty woman a break. “Can I see your license, please?”

She blinked slowly. “My…”

“ID,” he snapped. “Do you have it?”

“Ah. No. I did not realize I would need any.”

He took in her damp hair, the towel tucked around her waist. If she’d come down to the beach to swim…Okay, nobody swam in May but fools or tourists. But even if she was simply taking a walk, her story made sense. “You staying near here?”

Her dark gaze traveled over him. She nodded. “Yes, I believe I will. Am,” she corrected.

He was sweating again, and not from nerves. His emotions had been on ice a long time, but he still recognized the slow burn of desire.

“Address?” he asked harshly.

“I don’t remember.” She smiled again, charmingly, looking him full in the eyes. “I only recently arrived.”

He refused to be charmed. But he couldn’t deny the tug of attraction, deep in his belly. “Name?”

“Margred.”

Mar-gred. Sounded foreign. He kind of liked it.

He raised his brows. “Just Margred?”

“Margaret, I think you would say.”

“Last name?”

She took a step closer, making everything under the sweatshirt sway. Hell-o, breasts. “Do you need one?”

He couldn’t think. He couldn’t remember being this distracted and turned on since he’d sat behind Susanna Colburn in seventh-grade English and spent most of second period with a hard-on. Something about her voice…Her eyes…It was weird.

“In case I need to get in touch with you,” he explained.

“That would be nice.”

He was staring at her mouth. Her wide, wet, full-lipped mouth. “What?”

“If you got in touch with me. I want you to touch me.”

He jerked himself back. “What?”

She looked surprised. “Isn’t that what you want?”

Yes.

“No.”

Fuck.

Caleb was frustrated, savagely disappointed with himself and with her. He knew plenty of women—badge bunnies—went for cops. Some figured sex would get them out of trouble or a ticket. Some were simply into uniforms or guns or handcuffs.

He hadn’t taken her for one of them.

“Oh.” She regarded him thoughtfully.

His stomach muscles tightened.

And then she smiled. “You are lying,” she said.

Yeah, he was.

He shrugged. “Just because I’m”—horny, hot, hard—“attracted doesn’t mean I have to act on it.”

She tilted her head. “Why not?”

He exhaled, a gust between a laugh and a groan. “For starters, I’m a cop.”

“Cops don’t have sex?”

He couldn’t believe they were having this discussion. “Not on duty.”

Which was mostly true. True for him anyway. He hadn’t seen any horizontal action since…God, since the last time he was home on leave, over eighteen months ago. His brief marriage hadn’t survived his first deployment, and nobody since had cared enough to be waiting when he got out.

“When are you not on duty?” she asked.

He shook his head. “What, you want a date?”

Even sarcasm didn’t throw this chick. “I would meet you again, yes. I am…attracted, too.”

She wanted him.

Not that it mattered.

He cleared his throat. “I’m never off duty. I’m the only cop on the island.”

“I don’t live on your island. I am only…” Again with the pause, like English was her second language or something. “Visiting,” she concluded with a smile.

Like fucking a tourist would be perfectly okay.

Well, wouldn’t it?

The thought popped unbidden into his head. It wasn’t like he was arresting her. He didn’t even suspect her of anything except wanting to have sex with him, and he wasn’t a big enough hypocrite to hold that against her.

But he didn’t understand this alleged attraction she felt. He felt.

And Caleb did not trust what he did not understand.

“Where are you staying?” he asked. “I’ll walk you home.”

“Are you trying to get rid of me?”

“I’m trying to keep you safe.”

“That’s very kind of you. And quite unnecessary.”

He stuck his hands in his pockets, rocking back on his heels. “You getting rid of me now?”

She smiled, her teeth white in the moonlight. “No.”

“So?”

She turned away, her footprints creating small, reflective pools in the sand. “So I will see you.”

He was oddly reluctant to let her go. “Where?”

“Around. On the beach. I walk on the beach in the evening.” She looked at him over her shoulder. “Come find me sometime…when you’re not on duty.”
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THE FOUR O’CLOCK FERRY WHISTLE CUT THROUGH the bright air like an ambulance siren, piercing the quiet of Caleb’s office.

He set his coffee mug on the desk blotter with a steady hand.

Only six weeks, and the rising wail no longer made him tense and wait for the inevitable second explosion that took out civilians and rescuers alike. He’d grown up with that whistle; he’d ridden that ferry home from high school; and part of him, at least, accepted he was home. Slowly, the familiar sounds and rhythms of the island were settling into his consciousness, awakening reassuring echoes in his blood. The cry of the gulls, the tide’s ebb and flow, the lobster boats chugging out every morning, soothed him like a mother’s rocking.

Progress, he thought wryly. Maybe in another two months he’d be able to walk down the street without his jaw and neck clenching, without scanning the doorways and rooftops for snipers. Maybe he’d start sleeping through the nights again.

An image of Margret—Margaret—wavered in his mind, her cloudy dark hair, her round breasts under a loose sweatshirt. Come find me sometime…when you’re not on duty.

Okay, bad idea. After the mess he’d made of his marriage, Caleb knew better than to fall into another relationship based on loneliness and convenience.

But at least for those few minutes on the beach last night, he’d felt alive again.

A tap sounded on his door. Edith Paine, the town clerk, stuck her smooth gray bob into Caleb’s office. Edith had been running town hall since before the current building’s construction. She handled the town’s billing and permits, scheduled appointments for the mayor, and served as the island’s dispatcher during the day. Caleb never walked past her desk in the outer office without feeling like he ought to wipe his shoes first.

She sniffed. “Bruce Whittaker to see you.”

Edith hadn’t taken Whittaker’s complaint last night—after-hours calls to the police were bounced to Caleb’s cell phone. She wouldn’t like being out of the loop.

Or maybe, Caleb thought, she just didn’t like Whittaker.

“Thanks. Tell him to come in.”

“You’ll need to let him out,” she warned. “I get off at four.”

“Can’t miss Oprah,” Caleb joked.

Edith looked down her nose at him. “I have a four thirty kickboxing class at the community center.” Turning her head, she spoke over her shoulder. “You can go in now. He’s not doing anything.”

Nothing that couldn’t wait. Caleb tossed away a catalog advertising high-tech SWAT equipment and glanced up.

White male, six feet, wiry build, Bruce Whittaker wore his brown hair short and his shirt sleeves rolled. Caleb put his age in the mid-forties and his income considerably higher.

“Mr. Whittaker. What can I do for you?”

“You can do something about those trespassers on my beach.”

The point was public land, but the question wasn’t worth disputing.

Caleb raised his eyebrows. “They’re back?”

“They came back this morning to pick up their vehicles.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“You should have arrested them.”

Caleb relaxed his hands on his desk blotter. “I wrote them up. And Stowe will have to appear in court.”

“I want to see him in jail,” Whittaker said.

Caleb nodded toward the steel and glass doorway that separated the chief’s office from the island’s two small holding cells. “We don’t have the space or the manpower for me to play Barney Fife. I lock somebody up, we’re both spending the night in jail. I don’t mind sleeping on a cot if somebody’s committed a serious crime. But I don’t give up my bed because some kid bought beer for his buddies.”

“They were trespassing,” Whittaker insisted. “My beach rights extend to the low water mark.”

Lawyer, Caleb thought.

“Within your property lines, yes,” he said. “These kids were just outside, on public beach.”

“They were still violating the law.”

“Yeah, they were,” Caleb agreed. “But I’d bet they won’t now they know you’ve got a nice view of the party. I can drive by the next couple of nights, see if they show up again.”

Or if she did. The woman. Margred.

Caleb shook his head. He’d already tried to track her down. Edith had never heard of her. Nobody at Island Realty had any record or recollection of a dark-haired Margaret, last name unknown. As chief of police, he had better things to do with his time than chase after some fantasy woman on the beach. But the lack of information about her aroused his professional curiosity.

Along with other things.

“Let me know if you see anyone,” Whittaker said. “You catch them lighting fires again, I’ll take care of them.”

“You let me take care of them,” Caleb said. “I’m not calling an open season on tourists or kids.”

“An uncontrolled burn could destroy the ecosystem of this island.”

The son of a lobsterman, Caleb understood how fragile the island’s environment was…and how shaky its economy. The islanders, the real islanders, depended on both the sea and tourism to survive. Something a newcomer like Whittaker would never understand.

He saw him out and began his evening swing through town.

A tumbled line of weathered gray shops and houses divided the hard, bright blue of the sky from the deeper, wilder blue of the sea. A half-dozen high school kids straggled up from the ferry, the boys in boots and flannel shirts, the girls in flip-flops and midriff-baring jeans. Gulls wheeled and cried after the boats in the harbor. Everything appeared clear, bright, and remote, like the view through the wrong end of a pair of binoculars.

Or a rifle scope.

Caleb drew a deep breath and started down the hill, past Sea View Bed-and-Breakfast and Wiley’s Market. The Barlow house was an art gallery now, the old Thompson cottage had been spruced up into a tourist center, but the narrow streets and struggling gardens hadn’t changed in fifteen years. In fifty.

This is what he needed, he told himself. A sense of community, a shot at stability. Here he could assemble the pieces of a normal life to make himself whole again.

But today the snug, square houses, the quiet harbor, felt as pretty and flat as one of those postcards in the gift shop. Dissatisfaction lodged in his chest like unexploded ordnance, heavy and deadly. For a moment he couldn’t breathe.

He forced himself along the uneven sidewalk, his gaze lingering between the buildings. Like insurgents were going to pop from behind the Lighthouse Gift Shop and start shooting.

Caleb kept walking. Positive coping actions, the shrink had counseled. Exercise. Work. Positive thinking.

Sex.

Which made him think again of the woman on the beach, her big, dark eyes, her wide, lush mouth. Her breasts.

Intimate relationships assist with relaxation and provide practical and emotional support, the Army doc had said.

Okay, so seeking out a foreign tourist with a thing for uniforms probably wasn’t what the shrink had in mind, but a guy had to start somewhere. At least when Caleb was with her, he hadn’t remembered Mosul. Hell, he’d barely remembered his name. And there had been an instant, gazing into those fathomless eyes, when he’d actually felt…more than desire.

Connection.

The well-lit windows and red awning of Antonia’s Ristorante (PIZZA! BAKERY! SUBS! the sign proclaimed) spilled a welcome onto the sidewalk. The bell jangled as Caleb pushed open the door.

Regina Barone was working behind the counter, wearing a wide, white apron and a slight, distracted frown, her dark hair strained back from her thin face.

At the sound of the bell, she looked up, the frown dissolving. “Hi, Cal.”

He smiled. “Reggie.”

They’d known each other forever. He remembered her as a skinny, abrasive, ambitious girl, desperate to get off the island and out from under her mother’s thumb. He’d heard she’d landed the job of sous chef in some fancy big-city restaurant, New York or Boston. She had a tattoo now, on her wrist, and a small gold crucifix around her neck.

But here she was, back on World’s End, working in the family restaurant. Here they both were.

Why didn’t he want sex with her?

Regina’s eight-year-old son, Nick, hunched in a red vinyl booth in the corner, scribbling.

“How’s the homework going?” Caleb asked.

Nick shrugged. He was a cute kid, with his mother’s thin build and expressive Italian eyes.

“Fractions,” Regina explained. “He hates them.”

Nick’s chin thrust out. “I don’t see why I have to learn them, that’s all. Not if I’m going to help Nonna in the restaurant.”

Regina’s mouth tightened.

“Got to learn your fractions,” Caleb said. “How else can you make a half-mushroom, half-pepperoni pizza?”

Regina threw him a grateful look. “That’s right,” she told Nick. “You work in the kitchen, you need fractions. Half a cup. Three quarters of a teaspoon.”

“I guess,” Nick said. He bent back over his homework.

Regina smiled at Caleb. “So, what can I do for you?”

Invitation lurked under her words, wary yet unmistakable. She was a good woman, with a great kid and just enough baggage to balance his load. He tried to summon something, a spark, a tug, and felt…numb.

“What have you got to go tonight?” he asked.

“Besides pizza?” Shrugging, Regina wiped her hands on her apron and nodded toward the refrigerator case. “Lobster roll, clam chowder, lemon garlic chicken, shrimp-and-tortellini salad.”

“Nice,” Caleb said. “Your mother know you’re catering to the yacht set now?”

Regina’s eyes cooled. “We talked about it. What’ll you have?”

Something there, Caleb thought. But unless the Barones took after each other with kitchen knives, it was none of his business. “How about two of the lobster rolls and the, uh…a double of salad.”

“Coming up.”

“Almost done,” Nick announced.

Caleb glanced at the booth. “Good for you.”

“When I finish, can I see your gun?”

“Dominick Barone—”

“It’s okay, Reggie. I can’t show you my gun,” Caleb explained to Nick. “A police officer can’t draw his weapon in public unless he’s prepared to use it. But you can look at my handcuffs.”

Nick’s eyes widened. “Can I? Cool.”

Caleb demonstrated and then watched, amused, as the kid cuffed himself to a table leg.

“Cool,” Regina echoed. She set the take-out bag on the table. “How about drinks?”

“Drinks,” Caleb repeated cautiously.

Her mouth quirked. “To go with your dinner.”

He wasn’t a drinking man. No matter how much trouble he had sleeping, no matter how much he had to forget, he would not repeat his father’s mistakes. But this time the gesture outweighed the principle.

“You got a wine would go with that?” he asked.

“A midpriced pinot grigio?”

“That would be good. Thanks.”

Regina bagged the wine, adding two clear plastic cups to the top.

Caleb noticed Nick struggling to fit the key into the slot on the cuffs and grinned. “Let me give you a hand there,” he said, unlocking them.

Nick rubbed his thin wrists. “Can I take them with me to school tomorrow?”

“Better let me hold on to them. I might need them.”

“Hot date tonight?” Regina teased.

He cleared his throat. “Too soon to tell.”

“Uh-huh. You be careful, Chief. You’ve been gone long enough to be interesting. Nick’s not the only one on the island anxious to check out your equipment.”

He actually felt himself flush. He dug for his wallet. “Yeah, well, whatever you heard, Edith hasn’t actually chased me around the desk yet.”

Regina laughed and rang up his order. He thanked her, paid, and left.

The late afternoon sun set the boats in the harbor ablaze, red, yellow, and white.

Had he fooled her? Or was he just kidding himself?

*   *   *

Picnic blanket. Cooler. Corkscrew. Condom.

Like an eager Boy Scout, Caleb was prepared for anything. His gaze swept the empty beach, the quiet, sparkling sea. The only thing missing was the girl.

I walk on the beach in the evening, she had said.

Maybe he was early. The sun wouldn’t set for another hour.

Maybe she wasn’t coming. Her purred invitation last night could have been a joke at his expense.

Maybe he should go home.

I want to touch you.

He glanced left, where the beach climbed toward Fisherman’s Wharf, and right, where it broke into a tumble of rocks and mud. A little exercise wouldn’t hurt him.

He hefted the cooler and turned right.

On the other side of the point, the rocks got bigger and the going got tougher. Trees crowded the shore, forcing him along the water. The cooler knocked against his legs, pushing him off balance. His steps were uneven. His left knee ached.

Of all the lamebrained, dumb-ass ideas…

And then he saw her—Margred—her legs long and bare under a fluttering sarong-style skirt, her round breasts pressing against the tiny blue triangles of a bikini top, her wild, streaked mane lifting in the wind like some goddess rising from the sea. She stunned his heart. She stopped his breath. And the sight of her transformed him from a suspicious island cop to a sweaty teenager gaping at his first Sports Illustrated swimsuit model.

He waited for enough blood to return to his brain to form words. “You’re here.”

Her full lips curved. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“You must be freezing.” That outfit she had on—full breasts, firm thighs, pale, pale skin, God—was more suited to a cruise deck in the Bahamas than the coast of Maine. Shrugging out of his jacket, Caleb draped it around her shoulders, trying not to grab. “Here.”

“That’s not necessary,” she said. “I don’t get cold.”

He looked down at her cleavage and the pale swell of her belly and the rush went to his head and he felt dizzy. He stepped away from her before he forgot he was a mature officer of the law and fell on her like a horny twenty-year-old soldier after a nine-month deployment.

“We could move into the trees,” he said. “It would cut the wind some.” And be more private.

She glanced up the bank and then back at his face. “All right.”

He followed her under the cool, dark shadow of the trees. Weathered picnic tables stood at angles on the uneven ground.

Caleb looked from the jacket hanging open around her shoulders to the stone pit with its rusty iron grill and said, “I could build a fire.”

Yeah, because that would help him cool off.

She perched on one of the tables, and the sarong thing she was wearing fell away, exposing the long, lovely line of her thigh. Her eyes glinted. “If that’s what you really want. What shall I do while you are building your fire?”

A real Sharon Stone moment, he thought, his blood pumping and his teeth on edge. The perfect fuck, and then you die.

He couldn’t put his life back together that way. He wanted more than a one-night stand. Dinner, wine, conversation…all the trappings of a normal date. A normal life.

Then sex.

To please her, to tease her, to test himself, he flattened his hands on the picnic table, trapping her between his arms. She was so close. Warm and close. Hell, she was hot, and he was getting hotter by the second. He leaned in, sucked in by her closeness and her warmth, by those huge, dark, hungry eyes, and heard a rushing in his ears like the sound of the sea.

He was drowning.

He drew away. “You could unpack the cooler.”

Margred pulled back sharply and met his eyes. “What?”

Caleb turned away to crouch by the open stone fireplace, ignoring the twinge in his reconstructed leg. “I brought dinner. In the cooler. You could unpack it while I start the fire.”

*   *   *

Margred stared at the long, strong line of his back, frustrated. Amused. Affronted. Sex had never been this much trouble before. Humans were always in rut. Any other male would have had her flat on her back on the table and be pounding away between her thighs.

“I don’t need you to feed me,” she said.

Fire leaped in the grate. Straightening, he turned to face her, humor curving his mouth. “You don’t get cold. You don’t get hungry either?”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “Not for food.”

He laughed. He had a nice laugh, deep and wry, but his eyes remained steady and sad. “I thought women liked to be courted.”

She didn’t know anything about what women, human women, liked. “It’s not necessary,” she repeated.

“Not for you, maybe. I thought we could spend some time getting to know one another.”

He was serious.

“Why?” she asked.

His gaze held hers. His eyes were green, the color of the sea on a cloudy day. “Because you’re a very attractive woman.”

His compliment caught her off guard, melting her irritation. Surely she could give him something in return?

She blew out her breath. “What do you want to know?”

A corner of his mouth turned up. “We could start with an exchange of basic information. Marital status. Health history. Country of origin. I don’t even know your name.”

“I told you, it’s Margred. Margaret.”

“What do people call you? Meg? Maggie? Peggy?”

“Not Peggy.” She tilted her head to one side, considering. “I like Maggie.”

“Maggie,” he repeated softly.

His deep voice shivered through her. She felt a tug under her breastbone.

Oh, this would not do, she thought, dismayed. She had not come for this.

“Are you married, Maggie?” he asked in that warm, mesmerizing voice.

Mated, he meant. She shook her head to rid it of memories. “I was. He died.”

“I’m sorry.”

His sympathy slid under her skin like a knife. “It was a long time ago.” More than two score years. Long enough that she had given up hope her murdered mate would ever be reborn to find her again. Deliberately, she crossed her legs, flashed her most sultry smile. “What happens now is more important to me.”

The man watched her with his sober green eyes. “And what happens now?”

“This,” she said, and reached for him.
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