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      Damn you, Selena Gomez. “The Heart Wants” was on repeat approximately 8413 times in this book. Blake and Grace thank you.


      


      We couldn’t do this without music, our moms, and midnight plotting sessions. Oh, and coffee. All of the coffee.


      


      Thank you, coffee.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter One

        

      

    

    
      Ever have one of those days?


      I definitely didn’t think this was going to be how my day started. A little breaking and entering—that was becoming pretty normal for me actually. Hmm, should probably work on that. Now, I was adding trespassing, and a dash of Nancy Drew shenanigans to my repertoire.


      It’s been awhile since I’ve read one of those kitschy little sleuth books, but I seem to remember dear Nancy getting into more than a few scrapes. So, I guess maybe the moniker wasn’t that far off.


      “You gotta be kidding me.” I stretched my arm as far as it would go. The tip of my finger brushed the corner of my phone, but instead of shifting it closer, now it was completely out of reach.


      Fan-freaking-tastic.


      I slid back down into the crevice. Exactly how I’d gotten into this predicament. The rocks were slick with moss and all manner of sea life I didn’t want to think about too hard. I tried tugging my foot out again, but my ankle was pretty much the size of a grapefruit. Oh, and wedged between two very stubborn rocks.


      Obviously not as stubborn as I was, but definitely a contender for second place. Maybe even a tie.


      I was currently trapped in the cove at the edge of my grandmother—no, Blake’s property.


      Blake Carson, my…something. We hadn’t really figured out what to call our relationship. I’d dropped the L-bomb, then the center of our little universe had exploded. Now we were desperate hands in the night and all business by day.


      However, I was fairly certain he’d be unbelievably pissed when he found out I was still breaking into his beach house.


      Of course that might be a bit of information he received far too late. I was supposed to be at the townhouse hours ago to help for the party. At least I was pretty sure it was hours ago. I could only go by the tide currently rising.


      I’d lost feeling in my foot long ago. It was December, and as far as I was concerned the ocean should be enjoyed from a window with a fireplace at my back, or way up on the beach with a parka, scarf, and possibly mittens.


      Currently, my jeans were crunchy and I’d passed cold, only to come back around full circle. I cupped my hands around my mouth and blew on them to try and find some warmth, but I was pretty sure I was breathing out ice crystals.


      At least that’s what my lungs were telling me.


      The water lapped at my thigh. Hadn’t it been at my knee just a minute ago?


      Had I slid lower? Or was the tide coming in farther?


      Night had crept in before the water had risen. Winter. Short days and long nights.


      Long nights with me wrapped around him.


      Blake.


      Deliciously warm. He warmed me from inside out with his body, and with the smoky words he only seemed to give me in the dark.


      My eyelids were heavy. I fought against sleep just like I did every night. I liked the long nights. Long nights meant more time with him. More time with his lips on mine.


      Taking.


      Giving.


      The sweet rumble of his groans into my neck—into my ear.


      I hissed as a wash of cold water flooded between my thighs. So not where my thoughts had been going.


      I’d been warm.


      “Wake up, Grace.”


      I shook my head.


      “Wake up, Grace,” I shouted into the cave. The sound echoed and bounced around in the darkness.


      I snapped into focus for a moment. I pushed up with my good foot. I had to get up just a little more. I had to reach.


      Had to.


      The face of my phone lit up the cave, then it vibrated.


      Was someone calling me?


      “Keep calling,” I said to the empty cave.


      My iPhone didn’t have a good enough vibrate feature to actually help me. Why, oh why couldn’t I have one of those older smart phones that flopped around like a damn Mexican jumping bean?


      I collapsed against the rock I’d been stuck to forever. It didn’t matter how many times he called me. If it was even Blake. He had a house full of people at the party.


      Would he even notice I wasn’t there?


      Would he care?


      Would he look for me?


      Maybe he’d go to the house. There was no way for him to actually know where I was.


      No one would.


      Secrets. Always secrets. My grandmother. My mother. Blake.


      So many secrets.


      I woke with a start. “No, Grace. Stay awake.” I didn’t even know what was a dream and what was reality. The dark was so complete.


      The white flash of my screen made me blink. I slid lower on the rock, the surface scraping my back.


      My back.


      “Stupid. Stupid. Stupid.”


      I wiggled down. I tried to grasp the hem of my hoodie, but my fingers just wouldn’t work. I pulled my arms through the sleeves. The clammy frozen skin started a chain reaction of shudders.


      I had to get it off.


      Had to do something to knock my phone down. It was my only shot.


      I didn’t know if I had the dexterity to catch my stupid phone if I got it off the ledge, but I had to try. It had a Lifeproof case on it, but that was water resistant, not submersible.


      My hoodie and thermal shirt under it were soaked through. I couldn’t take one off without the other.


      Just the thought of it made my teeth chatter. The water was up to my hip now. The lapping water splashed against the rocks and there was nothing but cold and salt.


      “Off. Off.”


      I laughed. Madness creeping in. I’d said the same thing to Blake last night. I couldn’t get his clothes off fast enough. I couldn’t get him out of the stupid sleep pants he continually wore.


      Naked.


      Didn’t he know that night was naked time? Us time.


      The only time I could touch and speak to the man I’d fallen for. The one who I wasn’t entirely sure existed outside of my own fantasies.


      I got my sweatshirt up to my bra. The rocks burned. Could cold burn? Was I just one big freezer-burned slice of Grace? My teeth were chattering so hard I was afraid I’d loosen fillings.


      Tired.


      My arms were tired. I couldn’t get it off.


      I was going to die down here with my grandmother’s damning words swirling in my head. No answers. Just more questions.


      Everyone lied to me.


      Everyone kept their true selves to themselves.


      Leaving me alone.


      Always alone.


      The water splashed against my belly. I wiggled and thrashed.


      “Off, motherfucker.”


      Finally, it came free and plopped into the water. I fished it out and wrung out the sleeves. I shook so bad I couldn’t get much of the water out, but enough.


      It had to be enough.


      I twisted.


      “Call,” I whispered.


      Nothing but blackness.


      The moon had shifted, so I didn’t even have that light anymore.


      “Ring, damn you,” I bellowed.


      I needed to know where to aim.


      “A text even. Something. I need that tenacious Blake right now.”


      I stared into the darkness. At least I hoped I was staring. My night vision was blurry at best right now.


      The bloom of white light startled me. I slapped at the wall with my sweatshirt. The sleeve thwacking against the rock.


      I heard my phone skid over rock.


      Had I pushed it deeper?


      I aimed for the same spot again. My arms trembled as I held my arms over my head and slowly pulled the fabric down.


      The case came down, nailing me in the cheek.


      I caught it against my neck. “Yes. Oh, yes.” I could barely feel it in my hands. Frostbite.


      God, please don’t take my fingers. Take a toe. Whatever. Just not my fingers.


      I fumbled with my cell and the face lit up again. Blake.


      I swiped to answer the call. Passcode.


      I tried to press my thumb along the bottom but it didn’t recognize my waterlogged, pruny fingers.


      “Code. What’s the fucking code?”

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Two

        

      

    

    
      The call dropped into voicemail.


      “No.”


      The screen went dark. No signal.


      “Dammit.”


      I tapped until the screen came alive again. Recent calls. I tried to get my finger in that corner. Finally.


      Finally.


      The call dropped again.


      I dialed again and held the phone up. One sliver of a bar. Not even all the way into one bar.


      “Please.”


      “Grace!”


      I almost dropped my phone. “Blake. Oh, God. Thank God.”


      “Grace.” His voice was so far away.


      “The cove,” I screamed into the night. “Blake?”


      I pressed my thumb into the button at the bottom of the phone. The call was gone. No signal.


      Had he heard me?


      I couldn’t get my fingers to work. Text? Could I get a text out?


      A wave crashed in and flooded up my back. I curled my fingers around the phone, but it was worse than a bar of soap. Even worse, soap I couldn’t see.


      It dropped into the water and the face glowed with a green text bubble before it went out and sunk near my foot.


      I ducked under the frigid water and searched around in the darkness. In the frigid water that reminded me of fire.


      It fell into the crevice.


      The water sucking it down to lodge above my foot.


      The foot I could barely feel.


      I pushed that thought aside and lifted the phone out of the water.


      Black.


      No life.


      I slumped back against my rock.


      Had he heard me? Had it gotten through?


      The water was still rising.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Three

        

      

    

    
      “Grace!”


      I didn’t want to wake up. It was warm, and everything had soft edges. Best of all, it was warm.


      “Ms. Copeland.”


      I dragged open my eyes. Blake?


      Was I still dreaming? I’d been slipping between consciousness and unconsciousness for what felt like forever.


      He sounded…frightened? Not like my Blake.


      “Really? Ms. Copeland now?” asked a second voice.


      I turned away from the bright light flickering around the walls of the cave. The circle of light bounced around like a drunk lightning bug. Ceiling, ledges, and then back again.


      “Gracie. Come out, come out wherever you are.”


      “Jack?” I asked out loud.


      “Here! Blake, she’s over here.”


      “Get back.”


      I frowned. The frigid water slapped at my chest.


      Jack groaned. “What the hell, Blake?”


      “I can get her.”


      “I’m just trying to help.”


      “Get back. Grace? I’m here.” His voice was reverent. Soft and hoarse with a touch of the steel I knew so well. Hands slid under my armpits. “Where’s your shirt? Grace?”


      His hands were too warm. They were painful. I hissed. “Wait.” My voice was a squeak. He tugged and I pushed at him. “Blake, wait.”


      “Shh. I’ll get you out of here, I promise.”


      A shape loomed over me. The light was back. I held my hand up. “Stop.” All I could see was a head.


      “Blake. Jesus, stop.” Jack’s voice was harsh.


      “Don’t touch her!” Blake snarled.


      I tried to catch his hand, but my arms wouldn’t work. “S-s-stuck.”


      “What?” He cupped my face. So warm. The light threw his angular face into slashing shadows. His eyes were wild. The light making his green-gold eyes shine like a cat’s.


      “Foot. C-c-can’t.”


      “Shit.” He looked down into the water.


      Then he was gone. Smart move. He should go back. No. Wait. He should totally be—he splashed into the tide pool with me.


      “Fuck.” His eyes went wide.


      “C-cold, huh?”


      He dragged in a breath. “That’s one word for it, Ms. Copeland.”


      My mind drifted as water skimmed my shoulders.


      “Grace. Stay with me.”


      Jack’s voice startled me. I started to thrash.


      “Grace. Honey, stay with me. We’re going to get you out of there, all right?”


      Blake waded in against me.


      I pushed at him. I couldn’t breathe. So close. I wanted to curl myself around him and beg him to save me, but I pushed against him instead.


      He wrapped his arms around me, dragging me into him. “She’s fucking blue.”


      “As a Smurf,” Jack said with a wide grin down at me. “But we’re going to get her out of here and warm her up until she’s pink as a newborn baby, right, Gracie?”


      I nodded, pressing my nose into Blake’s neck. I tried to grasp his lapel but my hands wouldn’t work. Suit. He was in a suit—no. Better than that. Tux.


      Figures that my first time seeing him in a tux and he’d be soaked in salt water. His shoulders were massive though.


      Jack reached into the water.


      Blake pulled me closer, crowding me into the rock even more. I didn’t think that was possible.


      “Come on, asshole. I’m not trying to feel her up. I like my women warm and willing.” Jack smiled down at me. I could see the worry creeping into his gaze, but he was playing Mr. Charming for all he was worth. “I bet you’d be willing with a little time by the fire, right, Gracie?”


      I laughed.


      I couldn’t help it.


      Blake stiffened. “Now you’re making jokes?”


      Jack kept on smiling. “Now is the best time.” His fingers slipped around my shoulders and down my back. “What’s stuck, honey?”


      “Foot.”


      Blake reached down into the water with a hiss. His fingers coasted down my belly to my hip and lower. He kept his gaze locked on me as he bounced twice before disappearing under the water.


      He pulled at my foot. I screamed as pain flared over my ankle and up my leg. Not so numb after all.


      He came up, whipping his hair back as he exploded out of the water. “The top of her boot is wedged under a sharp piece of rock. Laces are tangled.” He swiped his hand down his face to wick the water away. “Ankle’s pretty swollen.”


      “Can you cut it off?”


      I pushed at Jack. “No.”


      “Not your foot, Gracie. Just your boot, baby.”


      “If you use one more term of endearment with my woman, I’m going to gut you,” Blake snarled.


      “Dream on,” Jack said with a laugh.


      “Your what?” I asked incredulously.


      Maybe the combination of their hot breath in my vicinity was giving me a little clarity. Or maybe I was just living in Bizzarro World. Better yet, I was probably still dreaming.


      Of course my nightmare would include two gorgeous men rescuing me, only to bitch at each other until I ended up drowning anyway.


      Blake reached down into the water again and came out with a tool in his shaking hand.


      “You sure you can do this, son?”


      “Just pull her up when I get her foot free,” Blake said with a growl.


      Jack inclined his head. “Go cut the damsel free, James.”


      “Fuck you,” Blake said before gripping the tool between his teeth.


      I laughed. How could I not? Blake’s hair was slicked back and he was wearing a full tux. My very own James Bond.


      He slipped under the water. His hand was firm on my thigh. I could barely feel what he was doing, but the tightness around my ankle and calf suddenly let up.


      Thank God.


      Then there was nothing but white hot pain. I thrashed, but he held me still under the water, and there was no forgiveness in his grip.


      “Gracie. Honey, stop.”


      I couldn’t stop. Just let me free. Please, let me free. The water was up to my chin. I didn’t remember calling his name, but Jack’s wide-eyed gaze dragged me back into myself. Blake’s name still echoed in the cove.


      He’d been down there too long.


      Suddenly my foot was free. I shot out of the water like a cork. Jack dragged me out of the water. He stripped out of his tux jacket, then pulled it around me. “All right. There’s a girl.”


      “Blake,” I screamed. I struggled away from Jack, and got to the edge of the ledge before he hauled me back. His arms were huge and strong, but not the ones I wanted.


      An arc of water sprayed my face as my boot suddenly went flying over my head. Blake gripped the ledge.


      I tried to help him up, but Jack eased me aside to stand and haul him up.


      I curled into a ball under Jack’s suit coat. Wool. Gloriously fine wool, but it wasn’t warm. Nothing seemed like it would ever be warm enough again.


      Blake crawled to me. He cupped my face. “Sweet Jesus.” He pressed his forehead to mine. “You have some explaining to do, Ms. Copeland.”


      “Later,” Jack said. He reached to lift me off the floor of slick rocks, but Blake body-blocked him. “All right, all right. You get the hero card today.”


      “Fuck that. Just don’t touch her.” Blake lifted me against his chest.


      “Enough.” I drove my hand into Blake’s shoulder. Okay, so it was more like a glancing blow and I’m pretty sure it hurt me more than him. Could a hand shatter from being cold?


      “I don’t know what the hell’s gotten into you, but I’m here for one reason—to help Grace. You know why? She’s my friend. So, pull out whatever boulder-sized bug is in your ass, and let’s get her to the fucking hospital.”


      He seethed, but Blake finally nodded.


      “I can—”


      “Shut up, Grace,” they both said in unison.


      “Let me take her, Blake. You’re soaked, and just making her colder.”


      He gathered me higher until I had no choice but to curl an arm around his neck. I wasn’t sure which of us was shaking more. “Just hold the goddamn flashlight down at our feet so I can get us out of this fucking cave without breaking our necks.”


      Jack shook his head and arrowed the light down.


      I didn’t want to be rescued. I sure as shit didn’t want Blake to see me like this, but I was glad he’d found me. For once, I couldn’t complain about his high-handed ways. I pressed my face into his neck. The heat from his skin almost made me pull back. Compared to mine, his was feverish.


      Behind us, Jack was picking his way out of the rocky cove. His voice was terse as he spoke into his cell. The moon was a few days from full, so I could see a bit better than usual, but his face was still in shadow. His shoulders were stiff. The white of his dress shirt glowed, showing off a lot more body language than usual.


      Jack was the affable one. Blake was intense. They were a good balance usually—but something was off tonight. I was too tired to figure it out, but there was definitely something there.


      Blake stumbled. Pain zipped through me like a lightning strike. He caught himself, and palmed the back of my head to hold me closer. “I’m sorry, baby.”


      I wanted to sob out my pain and embarrassment, but I decided on stoic silence instead. I couldn’t handle this side of Blake. Not right now when I was fairly sure hypothermia was making me hallucinate.


      Because this man didn’t do tenderness. There were pockets of affection in the night, but we were more a clash of wills finally succumbing to passion. The only time he allowed me to breach his walls, it was when we were skin to skin.


      “The ambulance is fifteen minutes out,” Jack called out.


      Blake tightened his hold. “We can get her there faster.”


      “Yeah. Especially if I drive.”


      “In that glorified tin can you call a car? I think not,” Blake muttered.


      “Can we measure dicks later?” I said against Blake’s neck.


      “Oh, I don’t need to whip out a ruler, sweetheart.” Jack’s white teeth slashed in the moonlight. “You picked the wrong team there.”


      “I’m certain I exceed any and all measurements required to prove you wrong.”


      I pressed my forehead into his shoulder. “Can I go back into the cave now?”


      “No,” they both said.


      I concentrated on not throwing up as we trudged through the sand. I tried to watch the horizon line, but we were bouncing so much it just made it worse.


      “Grace?”


      “Hmm…”


      “Stay with me.”


      “I’m here,” I said groggily. I focused on the moon instead. My arm slid a little.


      “Grace,” Blake barked.


      “Look, buddy, if you want me to toss my cookies on your very spiffy tux, then keep yelling. Otherwise, let me just do my thing.”


      “Then hold on to me, goddammit.”


      “I am.” Why was the moon getting fuzzy?


      “Grace.”


      The moon winked out. Funny, I couldn’t hear him anymore.


      I couldn’t hear anything.


      Warm again.


      Nice and warm.
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      “Ms. Copeland.”


      Why was my hand trapped? I pushed at whatever was holding me down.


      “Ms. Copeland, it’s time to come back to the land of the living.”


      “Do you not see the oddness of sleeping with a woman you can’t call by her first name?”


      “It’s not that I can’t, I choose not to.” Blake tightened his fingers around my hand.


      More knucklehead fun. Maybe I could just keep my eyes closed and they’d eventually go away.


      “I know you’re awake.” Blake leaned into me, his voice lowering to a mere grumble. “I know every single cadence of your breathing.” Were those his lips on my skin?


      I shivered. Why the hell was he saying this stuff now?


      One brush with death and now my guy was going to get all talkative and romantic? Well, about as romantic as Blake got, but still.


      And really, this was a little too intimate for a hospital room. At least I was pretty sure I’d made it to the hospital. I moved my other hand and something crinkled.


      A few flashes of memory came back. The staff trying to get me warm. The tug of an IV in my arm. Heating blankets because the hypothermia was a bit more important than my ankle.


      Blake looming over me.


      Blake arguing with doctors.


      Blake next to me the entire night.


      Jack always pacing.


      Everything else was fuzzy. And I couldn’t move my damn leg and I was so afraid to open my eyes.


      “Ms. Copeland.” Blake’s voice was a purr. I was used to a clipped tone with a hint of sex when he called me Ms. Copeland. He usually saved the purr for Grace.


      And he definitely saved the groans to end with my given name.


      “Come back to me, Grace.”


      How could I ignore him? I lifted heavy lids, and squinted at the sunlight pouring around him. He’d been getting a little scruffier lately. Long hours in the office, and his perennial avoidance tactics in whatever we were calling our relationship…all of it was showing on his face.


      His beautiful face, which I never tired of looking at. Even when he was being an asshole. Sometimes that made things worse. And sometimes he made me want to gain a little personal knowledge of what my palm print would look like on his cheek. All depended on the hour of the day.


      “I never left.”


      “You took about thirty-seven years off my life.”


      I nestled my cheek into my paper-thin pillow. “Come on. Maybe five.”


      His long, elegant fingers laced through mine. “Forty years, I was trying not to make you feel bad.”


      “Between the two of us the median is more like twenty. Not bad at all.”


      His hazel eyes went hard. “What were you doing, Grace?”


      I sighed. I didn’t know what to tell him. I’d literally stumbled on the diary that had sent me running for the cove. Of course it had been light when I’d gone in there to check it out.


      Okay, so twenty minutes from sunset, but I’d honestly thought I’d find something right away. The number of times my grandmother had mentioned it as her place to think made me hope I’d find some sort of answers.


      All I’d actually found was a one-way ticket to the emergency room. At least I was pretty sure that’s where I’d started out. Things had gotten a little wonky before we’d gotten back to the beach house.


      Part of me wanted to keep the information to myself. I’d been searching the house for weeks now. Before I got my job working at Carson Covenant, and the long evenings since I’d gotten my job back—no part of my grandmother’s house had been left to chance.


      Blake had pulled back, and so had I.


      And now he was staring at me with expectant eyes.


      I hadn’t exactly lied to him, but I’d definitely been less than forthcoming. He’d shut me out for whatever reason. The problem was, I hadn’t made any overtures to get back to what we’d started to become.


      Ever since the break in, we’d been drifting.


      It was easier to not talk. The mystery surrounding my grandmother had consumed me, and I’d hidden in the easy part of our relationship. Our physical side. The only part of us that I never had to pick apart. Whether it was a forever kind of love, or infatuation, I still wasn’t sure.


      Liar.


      I closed my eyes.


      No, I knew it was forever. I couldn’t lie to myself about it. At least it was for me. I opened my eyes again. “Did you work on my grandmother’s house?”


      He nodded. “I own it.”


      My gut tightened. There was no way he’d ever let me forget that. “I mean before my grandmother died.” When he only kept his gaze steady on mine, I sighed. “You told me you knew her.”


      After a long moment, he inclined his head. “I’ve worked with Annabelle.” He shrugged. “Lady’s Cove and the homes on the surrounding private beaches were among the first to use my windows.”


      I nodded. “All right. That makes sense.”


      “Then if you’d be so kind as to clue me in to this little epiphany, I’d appreciate it.”


      I pulled my hand away. “Don’t get all Blake on me.”


      He sat back in his seat, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “Forgive me. It’s the only way I know how to be.”


      “You know what I mean.”


      One eyebrow rose. “No, I don’t.”


      “Yes, you do, asshole.”


      My gaze flicked to Jack. I’d forgotten he was still there.


      “Shall I leave so you two can talk? You know, since you’re such good friends.”


      Wow. The arctic had suddenly made an appearance in my hospital room. I frowned as I suddenly noticed I was the only patient in the room. Marblehead had a small hospital. There was no way I’d be alone in a room. Not if I wasn’t critical.


      I pressed my fingers to my forehead. A dull throb sat there, as well as in every muscle of my body. Let alone the ankle I refused to acknowledge.


      One thing at a time.


      I dropped my arm to the bed and opened my hand. The muscle in his jaw jumped, and his eyebrows snapped down. I wouldn’t beg, but I wouldn’t shut him out anymore.


      We were both far too stubborn. Someone had to give, and I knew it had to be me. Blake was a difficult man under the best of circumstances, and these were less than ideal in any definition of the word.


      I’d scared him.


      I knew it.


      I didn’t want to process it. I didn’t want to look too closely at any level of our relationship. Instead, I’d lived in the mystery of my grandmother’s house. I’d entrenched myself in figuring out why anyone would want to break in. I was used to worrying about my own problems, and far too familiar with being alone.


      He fisted his hand under his arm before finally dropping them to his sides, then reaching for me.


      Our hands locked.


      “I found her diary.” My fingers tensed. “Where is it?”


      “I’ve got it.”


      I blinked. “Oh.”


      “You dropped it on the steps,” Jack said quietly.


      My gaze drifted to Jack. He was rumpled. His dress shirt open at the neck, bowtie hanging around his neck, suit jacket missing. “How?”


      Jack shrugged. “It’s my job to watch out for you, Gracie.”


      “No, it isn’t,” Blake muttered.


      Jack dipped his fingers into his pockets. “And that’s why I figured out where she’s been, and you haven’t?”


      Blake’s fingers flexed around mine.


      “How long?” I asked.


      Jack shrugged. “Not long after you started working for Blake.”


      Blake’s head fell back.


      “So, I guess it’s time for us to have a discussion about this, huh?”


      Jack pursed his lips. “Might be a good time.”


      “No, it isn’t.”


      At a sharp knock, we all swiveled our heads to the door.


      Dr. Perrault strode into the room. Some people might have thought the doctor resembled a kindly grandfather, but he was no pushover. Even Blake’s steely stare didn’t slow him down. “I need to examine the patient. Whatever discussions you’d like to have will have to be during visiting hours.”


      “I’m paying for a private room,” Blake said between gritted teeth.


      “And that’s why Ms. Copeland is in a very nice corner room. She needs her rest, and I need to examine her.”


      My eyes widened at his hold. “Circulation, Blake,” I said softly.


      He glanced down at our hands and immediately eased up on his hold. “Sorry.”


      “Why don’t you go get a shower and change of clothes? You look worse than I do.”


      “Ever the charmer, Ms. Copeland.”


      “Just…humor me?” I tugged him closer and he stood to loom over me.


      His knuckles pressed into the pillow beside my head, and his other hand cupped my face. “This discussion isn’t over.”


      “No.”


      “Complete transparency.”


      “Can you say the same?”


      His eyes stayed trained on mine. There were shadows there. Not just the fatigue-soaked kind. “I’ll do my best.”


      At least he didn’t lie. That would have to do.
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      “So, it’s not broken?” I gripped my blanket and gasped as Dr. Perrault rotated my foot. My forehead and pits tingled with sweat.


      “No.” He lowered it into the immobilizer, then flipped the sheet back down. “You bruised your ankle bone with the way it was pinned between the rocks, but mostly ended up with a mild sprain as you tried to free yourself.”


      I tried to look at him, but there were spots floating in my vision. I almost preferred a break. I’d had one of those before. In fact, Dr. Perrault had set that when I was fourteen. I didn’t remember it hurting nearly as much as this.


      He moved to the right of my bed to look over my IV. Various bags were converging together to pump whatever cocktail they’d deemed necessary to get me back on my feet.


      I had a feeling there was something in there for pain as well.


      Could be the needle the doctor flashed, because suddenly I was feeling a helluva lot more chill.


      “You’ll have some discomfort for a few days, then a twinge or two as the bone heals. You were very lucky, Ms. Copeland.”


      “I’ve been in that cove a hundred times since I was a kid.”


      “Yes, but we’re far more nimble as a child. And the rocks on our beaches erode more and more every year.”


      “I have a firsthand account, thanks.”


      The doctor gave me a warm smile. “Maybe you’ll think better of crawling around in there during the winter. It’s been warm this winter so far, but you’re no stranger to the ocean in these parts.”


      “No.” I sighed and flopped back on my nonexistent pillow. “It’s been a while since I’ve been in there.” How my grandmother moved around in there was beyond me.


      In fact, that should have been a clue.


      Annabelle was a fit older woman, but she wouldn’t have been climbing around in there. I’d been so excited to get a clue as to what could be behind the multiple break-ins that I’d jumped on the idea of the cove before thinking.


      So stupid.


      “You should be up on your feet in a week. If you hadn’t scared us with the hypothermia, I’d have let you go home today.”


      “Great.”


      I tried to straighten up at a knock on the door. “Am I interrupting?”


      The familiar voice brought a stupid wash of tears. I smiled at the huge vase of yellow blooms blocking most of her body. They were a mix of roses, tulips, and daffodils. “Hi, Phil.”


      “Get some rest, Ms. Copeland.”


      “Thanks, Doctor.”


      He stopped at the door. “Just a few minutes.”


      Philomena Stanwick made an entrance, flowers or not. She swept in and pushed over the smaller bouquet of flowers that I hadn’t noticed before. A single white rosebud was nestled in a trio of sterling gray roses just about to unfurl.


      Without looking at a card, I knew they were from Blake.


      Unusual. Thoughtful and memorable with a dash of offhand romance. So much like the man. Always keeping me off balance.


      I would’ve expected red, but not those. Those were definitely not the kind that would be ordered by an assistant. Considering I was his assistant, it wasn’t exactly a stretch that he’d have to do it on his own.


      But he could have foisted it off on Jack’s PA.


      The fact that he actually thought to do it…well, I didn’t know what to think about that.


      Again, my cheeks grew hot, this time for a whole different reason. I cleared my throat. “Could you put the little vase over here?”


      “Oh.” Phil blinked. “I barely saw it.” She brought the vase over and twirled it. “No card. Who’s it from?”


      I chewed on my lower lip. I wasn’t sure I had the strength to get into it with Phil. The happy serum that Dr. Perrault had given me was definitely doing its job. I barely felt my ankle.


      She trailed a long nail along the edge of one of the blooms. “Blake?”


      I shrugged.


      “Hmm.”


      I picked at a piece of lint on my blanket. “No hmm.”


      Phil waggled her brows. “I didn’t want to pry when you left the gallery again. I was hoping you working on new pieces, not Blake Carson.”


      “I did—am.” I huffed out a breath. “I’m doing both.”


      “Don’t define your world by a man. That’s never been your way, Grace.”


      “I actually like working for him. He challenges me.”


      “Well, put some of that challenge in your artwork instead.”


      “I already have two pieces started. One’s just about finished.”


      Phil’s dark eyes sharpened. “Oh? Why is this the first I’m hearing about it?” She waved her fingers. “See, you got me talking about work. I’m here to visit you, silly girl. How are you? What happened?”


      I tapped the immobilizer under the blanket. “I’m fine. Just a little accident in the cove.”


      “This time of year?” Phil’s eyebrows shot up. “What were you doing in there?”


      “It was a mistake.” I sighed. “I found my grandmother’s diary…” I trailed off.


      No one but Blake knew about the break-ins. Well, the police had been called, but most of the speculation had revolved around kids breaking into empty houses to party. That theory had grown strength when no one had come forward with a gunshot wound. A little blood had been left behind, but not a lot. The cops had just assumed Blake had scared away the kids with what was most likely a minor injury.


      It certainly was a good theory, except a single beer can hadn’t been left behind at any of the break-ins. Nor had there been any other evidence that really indicated kids. The only things that had remained in the intruders’ wake were the various bits of glass broken. It just seemed too random to be vandalism and bored teens. Especially when there was a perfectly good development going in a few miles up the road.


      There were too many nosy busybodies in Lady’s Cove. And I really didn’t want to get into it with Phil.


      I was getting a secretive as Blake, for God’s sake.


      “I was missing my grandmother. It was one of her favorite places,” I said lamely.


      Phil sat next to me on the right side—away from my ankle—and patted my hand. “We all miss Annabelle.”


      I blinked away tears. Between the meds from the doctor, the fruitless search expedition, and my stupid leg, I was done in.


      “Oh, sweetie.” Phil enveloped me in her signature Chanel scent and black silk softness. She wasn’t exactly a hugger, but we had enough history that I let myself lean on her for a moment longer than I normally would. “Better?”


      I nodded.


      “So, tell me about this piece.”


      I shook my head. “Never change, Phil.”


      “Oh, don’t worry. I won’t.” She rubbed her hands together. “So, is it a window? Or another sculpture?”


      I yawned. “Copper and glass again. A companion piece.”


      “That’s what I like to hear.”


      “Shattered wings,” I said as I closed my eyes and pictured the piece on my worktable. The copper frame was filled with red glass, slowly fanning out to clear. It wasn’t quite there yet.


      I knew what it needed, but I wasn’t sure I could face putting that much of Blake in my work. I needed his glass. The texture was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Smooth, perfect, and opaque from one side. It would make the piece.


      “It just needs some more time,” I said.


      “How much?”


      I lifted heavy lids. “Soon.”


      Phil sighed. “I can’t badger you when you’re in the hospital.”


      I gave her a half smile. “Hallelujah.”


      “Watch it, young lady.”


      “We’ll see how it all shakes out.”


      Phil squeezed my arm. “When are they letting you go home?”


      The doctor hadn’t given me specifics, which sucked. “There’s nothing wrong with me. Not even any frostbite.”


      “You were very lucky.”


      The memory of the cold was fresh enough that I couldn’t find a joke. “So I keep hearing.”


      “All your fingers and toes? Especially fingers?”


      I waggled my fingers. “All good.” They were still a little stiff, but it seemed like my entire person hurt, not just one thing. Something about dehydration and hypothermia working in tandem since I’d been in the water so long.


      My eyelids were so heavy. I yawned again.


      “All right, I can take a hint.”


      “Sorry, Phil.” I tried to sit up, but she put a hand on my shoulder.


      “You need rest.”


      “They gave me the good stuff, I think.”


      She smoothed a lock of hair away from my face. “Then why don’t you sleep it off?”


      “‘Kay.”


      I didn’t remember falling asleep. When I woke again, my room was empty. I pushed my mangled hair away from my face.


      A shadow moved in the corner. My heart lurched. The adrenaline spike was enough to make the machine next to me blip and beep a few times.


      “It’s just me.” Blake’s voice came out of the dark. He stood and slipped something into his pocket before he crossed the room. “I didn’t want to wake you.”


      I’d never seen him so dressed down. There were three different Blakes that I’d been around. Suit, running gear, and naked. Suit and naked were by far my favorite, but I had to admit casual Blake was a bit dangerous for my well-being as well.


      He wore ancient jeans and a bulky green fisherman’s sweater that made his eyes glow tiger gold in the low light. He loomed over me again, brushing his lips over my forehead, then my temple, and finally my cheek.


      When he moved to my mouth, I turned away. I was a hot mess.


      “Don’t turn away from me, Grace.”


      “I’m saving you from my breath,” I said into my pillow.


      He cupped my face, bringing my chin up so our lips met. I was used to carnal kisses from him. Deep, focused—they had more in common with mating than a simple meeting of mouths. But not this time.


      He rested his forehead against mine as he brushed my lips with his.


      The heart monitor gave a staccato beat. Enough that even Blake had to laugh into my mouth. “Is that what it sounds like inside you when I kiss you?”


      “Smug bastard.”


      “Indeed.” He moved his hand from my face, to press in on the pillow beside my head. “Hospitals suck.”


      “Tell me about it.”


      “For what I’m paying, they should have you on the same thread count as The Mandarin in Hong Kong.”


      I looked away. “I’m sorry.”


      “Grace.”


      I stared at the lump where my immobilizer and busted ankle was.


      “Grace,” he growled. “Look at me.”


      I lifted my gaze to his.


      “I don’t care how much I have to pay. I just want you taken care of.”


      “I hate this.”


      “I understand how it feels, but this isn’t about the money.”


      “What would you know about being poor?”


      A muscle jumped in his cheek. “My company is only five years old, Ms. Copeland.”


      I frowned. I’d just assumed he’d come from money. My research hadn’t been that intensive. All I’d been able to focus on was that he’d owned my grandmother’s home—my home. After that we’d created a personal game of one-upmanship and power. Both of us returning to our corners when our clothes went back on.


      He stood, then dragged a chair up to my bed with his foot before dropping into it. “What did the doctors say?”


      “I’ll probably be off my ankle for a few days. I can work remotely.”


      “I’m not worried about that.”


      “I am.” I tried to cross my arms before I remembered I was tethered. I sighed. “When you’re left to your own devices, I have too many fires to put out afterward.”


      “I did just fine without you for five years.”


      “Obviously not since no temp agency or hiring agency will work with you.”


      He kicked out his leg and crossed his arms over his chest. “No one will ever be you, Ms. Copeland.”


      I rolled my eyes. “Did you talk to Donovan about the York house? Has the security glass been installed?”


      His eyes chilled. “Yes. I’m not happy with the changes you made.”


      “You’re just pissed that you didn’t think of it sooner.” At his silence, I inched up on the stupid bed. “Or, you did.”


      “It’s not cost-effective.”


      “Screw that. I saw your clock in the showroom. That glass was made for both art and security.”


      From the moment I’d walked into Carson Covenant, I’d wanted the unusual glass on my worktable. I’d longed to work with it. So much so that I was even designing pieces with it in mind. I wasn’t ready to tell him that, but it didn’t make it any less true.


      At his mutinous look, I tried a different tactic. I held out my hand.


      “Dirty pool,” he muttered, but he reached for me.


      The fact that I could see him stretched over a billiard table, his intelligent eyes calculating angles and the quickest way to clear the table, was something I had to stuff down for another time.


      It must’ve been the outfit.


      I rarely thought of Blake as anything other than a corporate shark. Pool shark shouldn’t have been nearly as hot, and yet…


      His eyes heated as my nipples pushed against the hospital gown and robe I was wearing.


      He leaned into me, and all the while, his thumb brushed over my pulse. “I don’t know what’s going on in that head of yours, but I’d like to remind you that I’m not a good man. The urge to check over every inch of you to make sure I’m satisfied with your care is raging against a very thin veneer of civility.”


      What the hell was I supposed to say to that?


      There’d always been an undercurrent of dominance to our physical relationship. Blake had started it with the way he’d touched me that very first night in the vestibule. Since then we’d matched each other in intensity. But this was different.


      For the first time, he seemed to need me to be more than just a willing woman wrapping around him. I’d said the words without expecting them in return. Good thing, because they’d never come.


      For a while I’d wondered if I’d ruined everything by telling him that I loved him.


      But here and now, the look in his eyes was more than sex and possession. It was there, of course—I wasn’t sure it would ever be completely gone. Madness seemed to follow us into the dark. I loved it. I craved it as much as I craved the man.


      I’d never felt more alive than when I was in Blake’s arms. Or pinned underneath him.


      And this whole line of thought wasn’t helping me.


      Maybe I needed that bit of uncivilized Blake to feel alive, too. Being alone in that cave and facing a life devoid of Blake had been even more terrifying than a lack of answers.


      I pulled him even closer. His mouth came down on mine in relentless possession instead of the sweetness of earlier.


      A throat clearing—loudly—broke us apart.


      Blake sat back in his chair and swiped his bottom lip with his thumb.


      The nurse bustled in with her cart. She went right for my IV and swapped out a bag. “Visiting hours are over, Mr. Carson. I also need to get Ms. Copeland up and moving for a few minutes, then down for the night.” She rattled a little plastic cup in front of me.


      “What’s that?”


      “Just Ibuprofen,” she said crisply.


      I tossed them in my mouth and accepted the small cup of water.


      “You can come back tomorrow, Mr. Carson.”


      Blake stood up. “I’ll be back in half an hour.”


      “Tomorrow,” the nurse said again.


      He slid his fingers through the tangle of my hair. “Forty minutes, and not a minute more.” Then he strode out.


      “I’ll have to have him forcibly removed.”


      I laughed as the nurse flipped back my blankets.


      “And why is that funny?” she asked.


      Oh, if she only knew. “Good luck with that one.”


      She unstrapped my leg from the immobilizer. “Do you need to use the restroom?”


      Now that Blake was no longer in the room, I could focus on other things. As I swung my feet to the floor, it was actually sort of an imperative. “Yes, please.”


      She pushed a wheelchair over to the bed. “At least you have manners, unlike your young man.”


      I pressed my lips together to stop the grin. “My grandmother wouldn’t have it any other way.”


      By the time I’d gotten up and taken care of business, and finally gotten back into my bed, it was a good while later. My drugs had long since worn off and the Ibuprofen was as effective as an aspirin for a hangover.


      “Do you want to try just a splint to sleep?”


      “If that means I can sleep on my side, then I’m all about it.”


      The nurse smiled. “I think we can make that happen.”


      By the time we got me situated, I was sore enough to beg for another of those lovely shots the doctor had given me.


      “I’ll see what I can do.” She gave me another pillow to prop me on my right side with my left elevated. Suddenly she stiffened. “Mr. Carson—”


      I touched her hand. “He’ll only start yelling, then there will be supervisors and doctors called. It’s not worth the hassle, is it?”


      I was facing away from the door, so I couldn’t see his face, but I could imagine he had his Arctic Bitch Face on.


      She sighed. “You need to let her rest.”


      “I’ll see that she rests.”


      The nurse shook her head. “I hope he’s worth it,” she muttered as she pushed her cart across the room.


      Blake dragged a reclining chair from the corner and situated it on the right side of my bed. He waited for the nurse to leave, then lined it up to run parallel to my bed. He sat down. “Sleep, Grace.”


      I was tired and sore enough that I didn’t care if it made me look weak. I pulled his arm down onto the bed and hugged it close to my body and closed my eyes.


      Sometime in the night I caught him reading something.


      Annabelle’s diary?


      I couldn’t keep my eyes open long enough to be sure.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Six

        

      

    

    
      When I woke, Blake was gone, and Jack was sitting on the couch along the wall. He was twirling a pen between his fingers, the newspaper on his knee.


      “Since when do you do the crossword puzzle?”


      Jack grinned at me. “Mornin’, Gracie.” He dropped both on the end table. Curious, I peered down and all the answers were filled in save for one. “They still make you turn off your phone at the hospital. Who knew?” He shrugged. “I got bored.”


      “Impressive.”


      “Hardly. Now if it was the Sunday New York Times, I’d be gloating. Vi can do that one. In pen.”


      “Kickass chick.”


      “Damn right.” Jack stood up, then grabbed a small duffel bag off the couch. “How ya doin’?”


      “I’ll survive.” I nodded to the bag. “If there’s a toothbrush in there, I’ll kiss you.”


      “After you brush?”


      I laughed. “Yes.”


      “Deal.” He set the bag next to me. “Blake packed it and brought it into the office. He had a teleconference he couldn’t reschedule.”


      “Dammit. Yeah, it was a pretty big investor.”


      Jack nodded. “He’s got Donovan locked in. He was on the fence until you added in the vanity aspect. Lindsay York was really impressed with your design.”


      I blushed. “It was simple. If I can convince Blake to try some other things, I think we might be able to extend the security glass into something even more marketable. Tinted glass has a limited application. This is the best of both worlds.”


      Jack dipped his hand into his pocket, jangling his keys. “You’re good for him.”


      “I don’t know about that.”


      “No, it’s true. I don’t know how many people have gone into that showroom, and inquired about his clock. Blake won’t budge on it. Thinks the cost-effective and practical is the way to go.”


      “We can do both. It doesn’t have to be the main branch of the business.”


      “I agree. When I first met him, Blake was much more creative. He’d spend as many hours in the workshop as he did with his spreadsheets.”


      “What changed?”


      Jack dropped into the visitor chair near my hospital bed. “Finding investors for the security side was easier. Pretty soon we had fifty employees and a distribution deal. It was harder to take chances when we had so many people counting on us.”


      As usual, I learned more about Blake from Jack or Violet. But I was glad my instincts were right in one regard. Blake loved the creation aspect of glass. He just buried it, like he did with so many other things.


      Jack laced his fingers over his flat belly. “The word is getting out now. The orders have doubled since last quarter.”


      “That’s amazing.”


      “Too bad Blake doesn’t know how to enjoy the success. It’s just another goalpost for him. He’s looking to the next three instead of enjoying the one in front of him.”


      “You don’t seem like the celebration sort, Jack.”


      “Oh, I do.” Jack waggled his eyebrows. “I just do it off the clock.”


      “Pig.”


      And because I expected it, and we’d had this conversation a million times, he grinned. “Oink.”


      “Good morning.” A chipper woman with a food tray came in. “Hope you’re hungry.”


      I was, actually.


      She slid the tray onto my rolling table and pulled off the lid. Jell-O cup, a box of orange juice, box of milk, and plain scrambled eggs stared back at me. “Have a good day.”


      Jack glanced down at the tray and reached for my Jell-O.


      “I slapped his hand.”


      “Aww, come on.”


      “Get your own orange Jell-O, slick.”


      “There’s an idea.” Jack stood and hightailed it out the door.


      When he came back with two cups, I rolled my eyes. “Con artist.”


      “I didn’t con her. Much.”


      We ripped off the tops and clicked plastic spoons.


      “Bon appetit,” I said. I was scraping the bottom of the cup and laughing at Jack when Blake rushed through the door.


      Jack twisted his head around. “Hey, how’d it go?”


      “A satisfactory conclusion to the meeting.”


      Jack rolled his eyes. “Do I break out the champagne? Or just beer?”


      Blake looked from me to Jack, his face curiously blank. “Beer.” Blake draped his coat over his arm. “Craft beer,” he corrected.


      “Hell yeah. We’ll take it.” Jack stood. “Good luck on a jailbreak, my Jell-O compadre.” He dropped a kiss on my forehead. He turned to Blake. “Any fires to put out?”


      “I emailed you a few things to look into. And was able to reschedule two appointments until tomorrow. I’d like to get Grace settled before I return.”


      “Take the day.”


      “I’ll be in later.”


      “I’m okay, Blake. I can take care of myself.”


      He barely glanced my way. “I’ll see you later,” he said to Jack.


      “Suit yourself.” Jack saluted me. “Bye, beautiful.”


      “Thanks for keeping me company.”


      “Anytime.” Jack shined his sunny smile on the nurse rushing into the room. She blinked, then smiled just as wide right back at him.


      Ah, Jack. Ever the charmer.


      Blake’s brow lowered, and his mood seemed to disintegrate before my eyes. I grabbed his hand and dragged him down to me. His glower lessened briefly as he looked me over. When his gaze landed on my mouth, there was nothing but appreciation in his hazel eyes.


      “Morning, Ms. Copeland,” the nurse said. “Let’s get you freshened up. The doctor will be in to see you within the hour.”


      “Perfect,” Blake said. He brushed his lips over mine, then glanced at the tray. “Jell-O?”


      “I happen to like orange Jell-O.”


      He licked his lips. “Hmm.”


      The nurse pushed over the wheelchair that had been stashed in the corner. She was a far chipper version of my nurse from last night. I was pretty sure I’d rather have the efficient one back. This one babbled incessantly as she got me into the bathroom.


      A few minutes later, we were back in my room and Mari ‘with an i’ had me back in bed. My IV had been banished sometime in the night, thank goodness. Maybe that was a good sign.


      I was more than ready to get the hell out of there.


      “How was Mr. Neal?” I asked.


      Blake held up the sheet for me to slip back into bed. I hissed as my foot hit the mattress. His eyes went flat with no expression as he caught sight of my ankle.


      “Looks worse than it is.”


      “It looks like you were trying out for the part of the author in Misery.”


      “That’s pretty accurate.” I grinned up at him. “Just don’t tell me you’re my biggest fan, all right?”


      His knuckles were white from his grip on the blankets and sheet.


      I curled my fingers around his wrist. “I’m fine.”


      “What the hell were you doing in there?”


      I winced as I inched my way up to a more comfortable spot on the bed. “I’m pretty sure you know.”


      He frowned as he sat in the chair Jack had vacated. “I’m sure I don’t.”


      “So, you weren’t reading my grandmother’s journal last night? Was I dreaming?”


      “I read it.”


      At least he didn’t lie about that. “She talked about the cove a lot. That she went there to think.”


      “I think on my run, doesn’t mean there’s anything nefarious about it.”


      I turned onto my hip. “And on that run, you don’t have anything besides a course that maps out a five kilometer loop?”


      “How do you know that?”


      “I may not run, but I can guess by the almost identical time you spend on each run that there’s a particular goal in mind.”


      “Actually, it’s more accurate to infer I have to run until I don’t feel like strangling someone.”


      “Me?”


      “Sometimes.”


      I shrugged. “And on this circuit there’s nowhere you could hide something in plain sight?”


      He steepled his fingers. “I didn’t say that.”


      “Mmm-hmm.”


      He tapped his fingertips together. “Were you able to do a thorough search before your…accident?”


      I shook my head. “The sun was already starting to set when I got out there.”


      His jaw muscle flexed. “Just how long were you in there?”


      “When did you find me?”


      He swiped his hand over his face. “Christ, Grace.”


      “I honestly don’t know.”


      “The party had already started when Jack and I finally left to find you.”


      I propped myself up on my elbow. “What? Eight?”


      “It was 8:23 when you finally called me.”


      If it had been just a little more seasonable, I probably would have frozen to death. The water in the Atlantic was considered frigid in high summer. December? No, I’d definitely been lucky.


      “You have no idea how hard it was to get that damn phone, and then to find a freaking signal.”


      His fingers bunched into fists.


      I reached over to cover them. “I’m fine.”


      “Is that why you were half naked in that icy water?”


      I shrugged. “You might want to buy up some stock in the Lifeproof company. It was the only reason—”


      “Just stop.” He cupped my face, then covered my mouth with his. Visiting hours this morning didn’t include any softness, and definitely no sweetness. He devoured me. His grip escalated in direct proportion to the wildness in his kiss until I was half off the bed. His breath was labored against my throat, my scalp burning from his fingers twisted in my hair.


      I clutched the lapels of his charcoal wool suit. “I’m fine.”


      “Just twenty minutes more and the water would have been over your head.” His eyes were bleak. “Twenty,” he whispered.


      “You found me.” He buried his face in my hair as I wrapped my arms around his neck. “You found me,” I said again for him, maybe for me. I hadn’t relied on anyone except my grandmother in so very long.


      Footsteps in the hall broke us apart. I glanced over his shoulder. The doctor was outside speaking with one of the nurses.


      He eased me back into my bed. I fussed with the positioning arrows until I was semi-presentable and sitting up.


      Blake paced back and forth, his gaze straying to his watch.


      “Another meeting?”


      He shook his head. “No. I just want to get you home.”


      I opened his mouth to disabuse him of that term. I didn’t live with him and he was quick to remind me of that, but now didn’t seem to be the time. He really was wound up about it.


      Finally, the doctor came in with a cheery, “Good morning.”


      Blake pounced. “When will she be released?”


      Dr. Perrault ignored Blake and stopped at my bedside. “Mari tells me you’re moving around a bit better this morning.”


      I nodded. “I’m ready to blow this pop stand.”


      He dug into his pocket and pulled out three Life Saver lollipops. “I agree. Pick a color and you’re out of here.”


      I plucked the orange one out of his hand. “Just like old times.”


      Dr. Perrault grinned. “Mari is emailing you your ankle instructions. I want you to stay off of it as much as possible. You’ll be ready to walk on it before the weekend.”


      “Thank God.”


      The doctor used a stylus to put something in the chart at the end of my bed. “I’m ordering your discharge papers. You should be able to have lunch at home.”


      I ripped the wrapper off my lollipop and popped it in my mouth. “Perfect.”


      “Now, can we keep our meetings to checkups, Ms. Copeland?”


      “Definitely.”


      “Good. Keep out of trouble.”


      “No chance of that,” Blake muttered.


      I grinned around the stick in my mouth. “Thank you, Dr. Perrault.”


      When he left, Blake pulled his phone out.


      “You’re supposed to have that turned off.”


      Blake simply lifted an eyebrow at me. “I’m having my housekeeper ready our room.”


      I rolled the lollipop around my teeth. “You don’t have a housekeeper.”


      “She only comes in once a month to do a full clean. This is a special occasion.”


      That had to be a fairly recent development, because I knew Blake had…issues when it came to hiring help. “We’re going to the beach house,” I said.


      He paused from his furious thumb strokes. “Pardon?”


      “Did you know I designed the stained glass that arched over her back windows?”


      He slipped his phone back into his pocket. “It doesn’t surprise me. What does that have to do with anything?”


      “Beautiful work, Grace. You’re very talented, Grace.”


      “You know very well that your work is superb. You don’t need me to tell you.”


      Of course he’d say that. “It’s nice to hear, you know.”


      “Is there a point to this story? You know, so I can tell you no. Because we are not going back to that house. You’re going back to the townhouse to recuperate.”


      I ignored him. “Every inch of glass had been chosen by me.”


      He sighed. “All right, I’ll play along. What does that have to do with this particular conversation?”


      “When I was searching the house, I started looking at all the glass. It seemed to be the only common denominator.” I paused as he fisted his hands. “Did you really sic Jack on me?”


      “I was left out of the loop on that particular operation.”


      “Oh. Hmm.”


      “I’ve had a limited amount of sleep even by my standards, Grace.”


      I sighed. “A few panes of glass had been replaced in my design.”


      He frowned. “Covenant glass?”


      I nodded. The fact that it had been in my house, under my nose the entire time was also something I was trying to work out as well. My grandmother had hidden that journal for a reason, and she’d used Blake’s security glass to do it.


      Just how well had Blake known my grandmother?


      He’d told me they’d never been lovers, but that was it. Getting information out of him was like solving a jigsaw puzzle blindfolded.


      “I want to go back to the cove.”


      His face closed off into that mask I hated so much. “No.”


      “Blake…”


      “Absolutely not.”

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Seven

        

      

    

    
      I peered up at Blake from the passenger seat of his Range Rover. “This was not what I had in mind.”


      He held the door open. “Too bad.”


      I started to slide out of the SUV when he scooped me up. “Blake.” I yelped—actually, squeaked was probably a better word for it. I gripped his shoulder.


      “Hang onto me, dammit.”


      “I am.” He jostled me until I saw stars, but I didn’t make a freaking sound. One peep and he’d have me back in the Rover and ensconced in the townhouse like he’d planned. As it was I’d had to argue my way out of the house after we’d showered and changed into warmer clothes.


      “You’re supposed to be resting this ankle. No part of that includes you traipsing across a quarter mile of sand and rocks.”


      “You can’t carry me that far.”


      “I did the other night.”


      Okay, so I didn’t really have anything to say about that. I’d been unconscious for most of it, so I really couldn’t say anything. If I had to saw off my damn tongue with my teeth to keep my mouth shut, I would.


      I hated being helpless. Hated it more than a fifteen-hour cycle in the annealing room at a glass shop. And the fact that I had to rely on Blake just made it even more frustrating.


      But I also knew that the only way I’d get to the cove was if I let him help me. I was cranky and each of his long strides reminded me how limited my movements were.


      He set me down on one of the large boulders at the mouth of the cave. “I’ll go in and—”


      Fuck, the rock was cold. Sea spray was already dampening my jacket. “No. I need to be in there.”


      “What? So you can fall back into that rock fissure? I think not.”


      “You don’t know what you’re looking for.”


      He put his hands on his hips. “And you do?”


      It wasn’t like I wanted to go back in there. “I know my grandmother.”


      “I did too.” His chest heaved as he tipped his head back.


      I frowned. “Just how well did you know her, Blake?”


      His face blanked again. “Annabelle was one of the few people in Marblehead that was welcoming to me as a new resident.”


      “You don’t even really live in Marblehead.”


      “I do now.”


      I jammed my cold fingers into my ski jacket. “Just had to go there.”


      “Yes,” he growled. His hazel eyes were a little wild. “I’m fucking cold and I’m back at this godforsaken cave where I almost—”


      Where he’d almost lost me. I reached for him. “It wasn’t that close.”


      “You didn’t see it from my point of view.” He moved until we were toe-to-toe, him looming over me. “You were blue. Your skin was colder than marble—as cold as death. Don’t tell me how close it was, Grace.”


      “I’m sorry.” I levered myself up, then pushed him back a step so I could put my hands on his chest. “I was stupid.”


      “Yes, you were.”


      “Sugarcoat it, why don’t you?”


      “I am sugarcoating it.”


      I slid my hands up until my fingers curled over his shoulders under his jacket. He was deliciously warm, and his shoulders were my second favorite thing about him.


      “Good thing your blunt honesty makes my girl parts tingle.”


      “Jesus.” He tried to pull away, but I held him still.


      “We both can go in there.”


      “And how am I supposed to climb the wet rocks with you in my arms?”


      “Piggyback?”


      “This is not a summer picnic,” he roared.


      “We can try that kind this summer, too.”


      His nostrils flared before he closed his eyes.


      “What are you doing?”


      “Counting to ten.”


      “Probably going to need twenty.”


      His eyebrows shot up as he looked down at me.


      “Is it the idea that we’ll be together this summer, or that I want to ride your back instead of your front?”


      His chin dropped to his chest, but I saw his lips bending up into a smile. “Fuck.” He turned around. “Get on.”


      “Yes.” I held his arm as I maneuvered myself up on a rock, then hauled him over to where I wanted him.


      “Why do I put up with this?”


      I slid my arms around his shoulders and hopped on. “Because we have fantastic sex.”


      “Not a good enough reason.” He hiked me up until my cheek brushed his.


      I was tempted to say because he loved me, but I didn’t want to press my luck. “Onward, great steed.”


      “That’s it. I’m dumping you into the ocean.”


      I laughed and locked my good leg around his hips even tighter. “You’ll do no such thing.”


      It was slow going up the rocks that made up the wide mouth of the cove. There was a steep drop off down to a little swimming hole in the semi-circle of rocks, but what I was interested was a little higher and to the left of the pool of choppy water.


      “Up that way.”


      “This better be worth it,” he said with a grunt.


      I wasn’t really sure I’d find anything, but I had the same feeling as I did the other night. There was something here, I knew it.


      I tried to hang onto his middle, but the splint on my ankle and his every movement seemed to make my ankle throb. I was going to need to down a bottle of Advil when this was over.


      Maybe with a vodka chaser.


      Finally, he stopped and lowered me against a rock that was in the crude shape of a chair. I held on to the side of it as my butt landed on the wet rock.


      He bent at the waist and dragged in a breath.


      “That huffing and puffing better not come with a dietary warning.”


      “Lugging a twenty-pound bag would be hard, let alone a buck twenty.”


      “Seventeen, thank you.”


      “Excuse me.” He collapsed against the cave wall. “Where do you think she would hide something?”


      “Check the little crevices for a small shelf or stone box.”


      He felt along the walls. He was methodical and thorough. A helluva lot more patient than I would be, to be honest. I scooted around on the various rocks and did the lower sections of the cave.


      “Are you sure it would be this side?”


      “This is where she took me all the time as a kid. We used to hide conch shells with little semi-precious gems in them.”


      He lifted an eyebrow at me.


      I shrugged. “For the mermaids.”


      “Of course.”


      “Can’t live on the beach as a kid—especially one named Lady’s Cove—without stories of mermaids and crashed ships.”


      “I suppose not.”


      We kept searching. My fingers were almost numb, but I kept moving down the rocks. Finally, a piece fell away. “Blake.”


      He backtracked to crouch beside me. “What’d you find?”


      “A shelf. I can feel something.”


      “Let me.”


      “Your hand’s too big.” The hole was very dark. “Please don’t be an animal or something,” I whispered and stuck my hand inside. There was something there. Smooth and jagged on the corners.


      I coaxed it out with my forefinger until it dropped into my palm. “Help me down?” Maybe? My chest tightened as I held up my find.


      Blake jumped to the sandy part of the cove. The tide was out, so the sand was packed down tight. I scooted to the edge and let him lift me into his arms.


      “Wash it off?”


      He nodded and took the lump and crouched near the water’s edge. He came back with clean hands and a small conch shell.


      Disappointment flooded my eyes with tears. “Mermaid,” I said as I brushed away a cracked piece of shell to find a jade lookalike stone. I dimly remembered tucking the sand around the leather cord and pretty drop pendant. The cord had long since disintegrated leaving a sea-ravaged jump-ring through the stone.


      Instinctively, I tucked it into my jacket pocket, but it definitely wasn’t what I was searching for.


      Blake slid an arm around my waist and gathered me in. “Let’s get you back.”


      I nodded into the warmth of his jacket. “In a minute.” I let a few stupid tears drip down my face as I laid my cheek against his chest.


      He pressed a kiss to the top of my head. “The tide is starting to come in. We can try again another day.”


      “Yeah.” I sighed and burrowed deeper into his coat. He smelled of spice and brine. The scratchy material of his sweater made my fingertips tingle.


      I’d really wanted to find something. I was so very tired of all the mysteries revolving around my grandmother. I’d known her all my life, and yet now I was beginning to wonder if the real Annabelle was just a bundle of lies wrapped in diary pages.


      Blake trailed little circles along my lower spine. He didn’t say anything, didn’t rush me along, didn’t do anything but hold me. Just when I’d slotted him in one space, he spread out to another.


      I raised my face to the triangle of skin at the top of his V-neck sweater. He wore a button-down shirt underneath it—typical Blake. Even when he wasn’t wearing a suit, he ended up wearing something a little stuffy beneath his casual clothes.


      I pressed a kiss to his neck.


      He groaned. “Ah, Grace. Let me take you home.”


      “In a minute,” I said as I flicked my tongue over the swirl of hair around his Adam’s apple. His beard was about as unkempt as I’d ever seen him.


      I wanted a little of that wild.


      It was always there under the surface, but he locked it down so effortlessly most of the time.


      I closed my lips around the stiffness, my body humming as it bobbed with a harsh groan. I loved when he made noise. It was fairly rare. A growl, a moan, and the occasional breathless gasp of my name.


      That’s what I wanted now.


      To feel alive.


      To push away the memories of the high water ripping at me. I wanted it to be Blake holding me down. I wanted it to be Blake filling me with his heat. The flood of his release baptizing a new memory in the cove that had only held good memories up until that one night.


      I sneaked my hand under his sweater. He hissed as my cold fingers met with hot, hard muscle, then lower along the arrow of hair.


      He groaned as my knuckle traced the silky dome of his cock. I moved him over on the rocks until there was a small boulder that I could rest my knee on.


      “Grace.”


      I twisted my fingers around his shaft as I tugged his zipper down with my other hand. I looked up at him. “I want you here.”


      “Not here,” he said with eyes a little strung out.


      “Light me up. Warm me from the inside out.” I nipped at his neck, satisfied when I saw a red mark bloom under his skin.


      He pushed himself harder into my hands. I knew he wanted me to use a firmer grasp. And I would.


      When he said yes.


      “It feels like forever since you’ve been inside me.”


      He groaned. “Fucking days.”


      I dragged my teeth over my lower lip. “Days.” Each hour felt like they’d multiplied exponentially. Every kiss at the hospital had been a breathless moment away from the breaking point.


      It should be here.


      I wanted to hear the ocean at our backs as he drove himself inside me. I wanted to be the rocks to his waves. I could take anything he gave me.


      I twisted one hand into the collar of his sweater and dragged him down to my mouth. My other hand pumped his cock. His kiss wasn’t gentle. It was open-mouthed, salty, and cold.


      But only for a moment.


      Then it was nothing but heat. His hands raced under my layers of cotton and flannel. I hissed as his cold fingers found my breast. He cupped me and plucked at my puckered tip—one, then the other until I was straining to keep my own rhythm on his cock.


      “Had to be when we were wearing a hundred layers,” he muttered against my mouth.


      I pulled my hand out of his jeans and licked my palm before I returned to my stroking. “Just move the essentials. You’re a clever boy.”


      “There’s no boy here.”


      I smiled as he jerked my layer of lycra free of my jeans. He pushed up all four layers and latched his lips to my nipple. He jerked at the buttons of my corduroy pants. Cold fingers slid unerringly into my panties, then between my lips.


      I cried out as he filled me with two, then three fingers and a busy thumb. “Come,” he said against my nipple.


      I didn’t think I was quite that ready, but his thumb circled my clit with an accuracy that could have made him millions. But he was mine. Mine.


      “Yours,” he muttered against my breast.


      I must have said it aloud.


      Right now, I didn’t care. All I could focus on was breathing as the waves behind us crashed and echoed in my head. The fuzz of gasps, the twinge of pain as I moved my ankle wrong, the instant recovery because my body only understood pleasure right now.


      He sucked my nipple so hard, then let it pop free from his mouth as I strained and arched for him. His fingers were relentless. Thrusting, twisting, circling until I soaked his hand.


      I arched back over the jagged stones at my back. Lifting my bad leg, he hooked my knee over his hip. He ground against my thigh with his cock as his fingers drove me crazy. Then his hand clamped lightly around my throat.


      I squeezed him with my thigh because I had to slip my hand free from his cock to hold on to the rock above my head. There was nothing but heat now. The cold was drowned out by Blake.


      As it should be.


      The waves and greedy gulls above masked my screams. The gunmetal gray sky blurred and sparkled as I came for him. Always for him. A fever I never wanted to burn out. Before I could get my bearings, he hauled me off the incline and spun me around.


      There was a moment of absolute cold as he stripped my pants down, and then it was the slap of his skin against my ass. His cock split me in two. He dragged my arms up to the rock wall above, jerked my jacket closed in front so I wouldn’t be scraped to hell, and then he let loose.


      The blunt head of his cock scraped over every tissue, and his shaft filled me until there was nothing but the elements and Blake—who was a force of nature in his own right.


      He was as gentle as he could be with my bad leg, but both of us were lost to the rending strokes. Our absolute fucking ended in a loving so fierce and life-affirming that I sobbed out his name because there was nothing else I could do.


      Overwhelmed, I collapsed against the rock wall. A long stone became my handle as Blake pinned me, his breathing harsh in my ear as he flexed against me. The heat of his release was like a brand, even through the latex.


      “Grace,” he said against my neck. Again and again, until there was nothing but the foaming lace of the tide curling around our ankles.


      I tried to push myself up with the rock and it broke away. I stumbled, but he caught me around the waist.


      “Are you okay?”


      “Yeah.” I sagged against the wall, propping myself up by my shoulder instead. “Stupid rock crumbled.”


      “One too many slaps from the ocean.”


      I grinned. “Or a very energetic man named Blake.”


      He removed the condom and wrapped it in a handkerchief he produced from his pocket. Then he tucked himself away and zipped his jeans. “Very funny.”


      It took a little more wiggling for me to get my corduroys up over my cold skin.


      He brushed away the sand and shale with a frown. “I think there’s something in here.”


      I pulled down my shirts. “No.”


      Blake nodded. He reached in and came out with a zipped plastic baggie.


      I snatched it out of his hands, then shook off the sand and salt. “Is that…”


      “A memory stick,” Blake finished for me. “Did any water get into the bag?”


      “I can’t tell.”


      He unzipped the upper pocket of my parka and tucked it inside, before re-zipping it. He pushed his wet hair back, then scooped me up. “Why don’t we go check?”


      I hung on as his long strides ate up the beach.


      Talk about zero to one-twenty.


      “If you fall and break our necks now, I’m going to haunt your ass forever.”


      He just kissed my forehead and kept on going.

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Eight

        

      

    

    
      BC: It’s not going to dry out any faster if you shake it.


      


      I stuck my tongue out at the vicinity of Blake’s office, then returned the little plastic dish to my desk. To be on the safe side, we’d put the memory stick in rice to make sure no moisture would destroy what was on it.


      


      
        GC: Did you finish that account yet? You’re too slow today.


        BC: It’s already in your folder. You like when I go slow.

      


      


      My cheeks flamed. No way was I answering that message. When I looked up, Jack was staring at me.


      “Are you dirty messaging the boss?”


      “No.” I minimized the window.


      “Uh-huh.” Jack leaned his hip on my desk. “Since we have that late meeting tonight, we figured on ordering dinner. Do you want Thai or a sandwich from Mancini’s?”


      “That’s just mean. How am I supposed to choose?”


      The message window at the bottom of my screen blinked.


      


      
        BC: What does he want?


        GC: Dinner.


        BC: Oh. Thai.

      


      


      I shook my head at the screen. Always with the orders. “Blake wants Thai.”


      “Vi, too. You’re the swing vote.”


      I shrugged. “My usual for Thai, I guess.”


      “Bah.” Jack made a face. “I want a turkey club.”


      “We’ll get Mancini’s tomorrow.”


      He shrugged. “What if I don’t want it tomorrow?”


      “Does this face look like I care?”


      He sneered at me. “Hanging out with Blake is making you mean.”


      I laughed. “Maybe he is.”


      He tapped the rice container. “Did you drop your phone in the toilet?”


      “Shut up.”


      “What? It’s a valid question.”


      “No, Jack. Rice has other uses than saving a cell phone.”


      He lifted it the dish and I grabbed it out of his hands. “No touch.”


      His eyebrow shot up. “All right. Geeze.”


      “Sorry. Just something that could be important.”


      “Is that a memory stick? How the hell old is it? It looks like something I used ten years ago.”


      I placed my hand over the top. “That’s why I’m being careful with it.”


      “All right, all right.” He frowned. “If you need any help, let me know.”


      “I will.”


      “Okay, meet you down in the conference room at four.” Jack waved at Blake because we both knew he was watching.


      


      
        BC: Awful long time for an order.


        GC: Don’t you have work to do?


        BC: I’m caught up.


        GC: Well, I have work to do. I work for a slave driver.


        BC: I heard he’s a nice guy.


        GC: You heard wrong.


        BC: I’ll remember that during raise time.


        GC: I’m worth more than your glass warehouses combined, buddy. Don’t you forget it.


        BC: Truth.

      


      


      I grinned at the screen. Every once in a while, he surprised me.


      The next few hours were a series of volleys between myself and Blake. We worked well as a team, and since the cove, we’d had a tenuous break in the tension between us.


      The information gleaned in the diary was sketchy at best. It mostly seemed filled with gossip and code. My grandmother had odd little names for people, and she had ebbed and flowed on the frequency of her updates.


      Sometimes it was nearly daily, and other times there were months between entries.


      I recognized a few of the code names from living with Annabelle, but some were downright maddening. I knew they were people from Marblehead, but I couldn’t decipher her more cutting remarks.


      And to be honest, learning about this side of my grandmother made my stomach hurt. The problem with diaries is that they’re truly never meant to be read. Private thoughts are definitely not politically correct.


      Especially hers.


      Frank dissertations about sex, politics, and the spending habits of the moneyed elite of Marblehead were especially eye-opening.


      The fact that I knew far more about my grandmother’s sex life as well was a bit harder to read. She’d been enamored with two different younger men.


      They didn’t even get real names. A simple B and B2 were listed. B was well over fifteen years ago.


      She also spoke of a boy who was fascinated with me. Summers had been spent at my hometown’s school until I’d been old enough to get into advanced art programs.


      I was racking my brain to remember any boy who had taken a special interest in me, but my memory was just blank. When I got involved with glass, I became pretty well blind to all other things. Especially in the timespan that my grandmother documented.


      On the cusp of my teen years. God.


      There’d been nothing more important than my stained glass at the time. I vaguely remembered teaching a class, but so many kids came and went in the summer.


      Some were just there on a week’s vacation with families, some were summer townies, and others were bussed in from surrounding towns as part of a program.


      I’d stopped studying the faces and concentrated on my own work.


      “Grace?”


      “Hmm?” I looked up.


      Blake stood in front of my desk. “I’ve been messaging you for twenty minutes.”


      “What?” I looked down, and sure enough, there were half a dozen lines about the lunch meeting with Jack. “Sorry.”


      “Are you ready?”


      I pushed back my chair and opened my drawer. I took out my laptop and iPad, then transferred them to the Vera Bradley case I’d brought from home.


      I had visions of me drop-kicking the tablet down the stairs every time I rushed behind Blake and Jack. Long-legged freaks always left me in the dust.


      Case in point, right now.


      Blake crossed the room and held open the door. Jack was already in the hall with him.


      “Come on, short stuff,” Jack said through the open door.


      I rolled my eyes and passed by Blake. He followed me, crowding me into the stairwell. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was trying to cop a cheap feel. Unfortunately, it was just that my boss was always in a rush.


      The fact that his wool slacks brushed against my butt was incidental.


      Mostly.


      I swallowed a smile as we filed into the seventh floor. Vi was already in the conference room. As head of security, she was often called in to help out on the technical end. Between her and Jack, we were usually covered.


      Blake was numbers and ideas, Jack made sure we could do them.


      And me…I was the one who kept Blake in line and deflected his matter-of-fact speech into a less formal, more friendly lingo. Thankfully, they didn’t need me to do much more than take notes and organize orders on this particular call.


      Once business was done, we relaxed. Bags of food had been delivered at the end of the meeting and left on the table outside. I wasn’t overly hungry.


      Jack and Blake were trading barbs that were on the edge of hostile. Violet enjoyed a good dig herself, and she was more than happy to help Blake decimate Jack in a round of sports smack-talk.


      I picked at my food and eventually wandered out to the showroom. The gallery was set up for virtual and face-to-face tours, but this call hadn’t required that much hand-holding.


      As usual, I was drawn to the huge clock. It was a cross between Back to the Future and Big Ben, but it was the individual copper lines of the face that interested me. Each slice of glass had been cut to create a design that used both the security portion—which was the opaque glass—and the flip side that could be seen through.


      Striking and beautiful.


      The hollow click of shoes made me turn. I didn’t really need to turn around. I knew Blake’s walk as well as my favorite song.


      I lightly traced the secondhand marks along the roman numeral three. “When am I getting that box of broken glass from the warehouse?”


      He crowded into my back. When I stiffened, he slipped his fingers under the back of my suit jacket. “They’re gone.”


      “We still have cameras all over this damn building.”


      “True. But the clock has always been a blind spot. The glass reflects too much light during the day. Created lens flares that drive Violet to drink. So she’s turned the camera to face the center of the room instead.”


      “So, this is safe?”


      He slipped around the front of my skirt and found the buttons of my blouse. “Depends on your version of safe,” he said and slipped two disks free.


      I blew out a slow breath. “What kind of blind spot are we talking?”


      He opened two more. My blouse gaped open, leaving me in only a camisole. My blouse was too sheer to wear a bra, so I’d gone with layers instead.


      He cupped my breast with a groan. “You’ve been sitting across from me all day without a fucking bra on?”


      “Maybe.”


      He plucked at my nipple. “See how some of these pieces are pointing the wrong way?”


      “Yes,” I said breathlessly.


      “The bay can see you. If someone really wanted to look close, there would be a hint of lace here.” He slipped his hand up along my breastbone and followed the scalloped edge of my camisole. “They could see me press you into the window.” His fingers coasted higher to wrap around my throat. “Can you stay still, Ms. Copeland?”


      I swallowed against the light pressure. My panties were soaked.


      He knew every kink I never knew I’d had.


      “I can’t hear you, Ms. Copeland.” He jerked his belt with his other hand.


      “Yes, Mr. Carson.”


      He nipped my earlobe, tugging until there was a tiny spark of pain.


      I groaned.


      “Shh.”


      My lips parted. The bay was dark, save for the lights from all the boats in their docks. Some were moving, but most were still. It was late, and winter kept the shipping tours to a minimum.


      A cool breeze slid between my thighs as he inched my skirt up. “I watched you dress this morning.” His voice was a low purr. “I didn’t get to enjoy your silky layers for these perfect breasts.” He dropped his fingers to pluck at my nipples before sliding his hand back to my throat. “But I saw these.”


      I groaned as he traced the fingers of his other hand over my thigh-high tights. “I was a little disgusted by my reaction to what was essentially oversized knee socks.” He brushed his cock across my ass. “I thought I was beyond prurient schoolgirl fantasies, but as usual when it comes to you, there are no boundaries.”


      If he touched me I was going to come. Simple as that.


      I wasn’t sure what it was about his voice, but add in the orders, and I was so done for.


      “How’s the ankle today, Ms. Copeland?”


      “Good,” I whispered. I was already stronger after just a few days. I was definitely strong enough for this.


      “Excellent. Open your legs, Ms. Copeland.”


      I widened my stance as he tore into a foil packet. He lowered himself until we were aligned, then he slid my panties aside and drove into me.


      “No sounds. Don’t move.”


      My eyelashes drifted down until the world was darkness and twinkles of light.


      And Blake’s cock driving into me again and again.


      His breath was a panting groan in my ear as he took me ruthlessly. Slamming thrusts that pushed me up onto my toes. I slapped the glass and held on even as he held me still.


      Each scrape of his shaft worked over my swollen flesh. I couldn’t move, so all I could do was feel. Fullness, lust, devotion. It all coalesced into a brain-scrubbing release.


      My legs shook first, then my breath, and finally, my whole body. His fingers tightened on my throat as he hit his end. He jerked against me and my name was a breath.


      “Grace.”


      He slid his hand away from my neck and wrapped it around my waist as he kissed my shoulder, then turned me into his arms.


      My skirt slid down to hold in his heat and the remnants of our releases. I wanted to hold this close for just a moment before reality, and cameras, and security intruded again.


      I tipped my chin up and he kissed me lightly before he withdrew and hid the condom away in a handkerchief. Casually, he stepped back and straightened the lines of his suit.


      “Ready to go home, Ms. Copeland?”


      I nodded and wore a secret smile through the gallery, and into the bathrooms where I put myself back together.


      He waited for me, and we returned upstairs to our floor.


      “Do you want to look at the files while no one else is around?”


      Blake shook his head. “I think we should use our personal computers at home.”


      “Even though this is a closed system?” I asked.


      “Especially since it is. Our eyes only.”


      I nodded. “All right.”


      We gathered our belongings, as well as the rice container, and headed down to the lower level.


      “Who are you?”


      I grinned at Vi. “Leaving before seven. It’s a miracle.”


      “Is the sky falling? Meteor shower tonight?”


      Blake gave her a bland look.


      She gave him a cheeky grin. “Have a good night, boss.”


      “Good night, Violet.”


      The trip crosstown and into Blake’s townhouse development was a quiet affair. Not an uncomfortable one, just quiet for once.


      When he opened my door for me, I realized I’d dozed off sometime between Boston and Lynn. “Sorry.”


      “Nothing to be sorry about. You’re still in recovery, even if you won’t own up to it.”


      We headed up the walkway, hand in hand when Blake suddenly stopped and shoved me behind him.


      “Blake?”


      “Get in the car, Grace.”


      “What? What’s wrong?” My heart rate galloped.


      “The door’s open.” He turned to me. “Go, get in the car.”


      “No, we’re going to both go to the car and call 911.”


      He reached into his briefcase and came out with a handgun.


      My eyes widened. “When did you start carrying?”


      “We’re a security company, Grace. I know how to use a gun.”


      I gaped. Of course he knew how to use one. There had been the shooting at my grandmother’s house, and it sure as hell hadn’t been me who had pulled the trigger. But spur-of-the-moment self-defense and toting around a concealed weapon seemed very different. “Glass security is not the same thing.”


      “Please, do as I say.”


      I fumbled for my phone.


      “No cops,” he commanded. “Not unless you hear something.”

    

  


  
    
      
        


        
          Chapter Nine

        

      

    

    
      “Are you freaking kidding me?” I whispered…sort of.


      The fact that the gun looked so comfortable in his hand was enough to send me to the Range Rover.


      When he disappeared into the house, I held my breath the entire time.


      He finally came down the walkway a few moments—or a million years—later. I couldn’t seem to pull time into any semblance of order.


      He waved me out of the car, the gun no longer in his possession.


      I got out and slammed the door. “What the hell, Blake?”


      “Come inside. I called Jack.”


      “Now you call the Army Ranger?”


      “Now they’re not just breaking into your grandmother’s house.”


      I gripped my purse to my chest. “Shouldn’t we call the police?”


      “I don’t think they’d be convinced there was a break-in.”


      I followed him inside. “But you are?” When he gazed back at me, I held up a hand. “Never mind. Of course you can tell.”


      “It was a methodical search, and they were smart enough to get past my security. They also seemed to know where my cameras were.” He brought in his laptop and set it on the kitchen island. He tapped a few keys and the video feeds came up.


      I wasn’t sure I even knew how many cameras were in the house.


      We’d had sex all over the damn place.


      “Do you keep a running tape at all times?”


      He nodded. “I usually review it weekly and dump it.”


      “Usually?”


      “We’ve been a little busy.”


      I popped each of my knuckles with my thumb. “Are we…um. Hmm.”


      Blake raised an eyebrow. “We’ll revisit that conversation, all right?”


      “You’re damn right we will.”


      An insistent banging on the front door halted our conversation. Blake went to answer it, checking the peephole before he swung open the door.


      “What the fuck, son?”


      Blake’s face was murderous. He paced the length of the kitchen, then back again.


      I put my hands on my hips. “For God’s sake, just tell him.”


      When he gave me a mutinous look, I went over to Jack and hugged him. “I’m sorry. He’s being an asshole.”


      “Great,” Blake muttered.


      “Well, you are. He’s your best friend, Blake.”


      Jack dumped a case onto the table. “I brought my equipment. Now are you going to bring me in on this little secret society crap you two have got going?”


      I opened the rice container and fished out the memory stick.


      Blake snatched it out of my hand. “Remember the night someone broke into the old Stuart place?”


      Jack nodded. “Sure, the beach house. I thought it was kids.”


      “No. Someone’s been looking through the house for this. Or so we think anyway.” He dropped the diary onto the kitchen island.


      Jack picked it up. “Gracie dropped this last week. On the steps.”


      Blake nodded, then took it back from Jack. “It was a diary from her grandmother.”


      Jack crossed his arms. “Something juicy in there, I take it?”


      “It’s in some sort of code.”


      “Like I need a decoder ring deal type of code?”


      I stepped forward. “More like codenames for people. I’ve figured out a few, but for the most part it seems to be some sort of shorthand to protect the not-so-innocent.”


      Jack leaned his hip against the counter. “Are we in an episode of Revenge?”


      I laughed. “Good analogy. I don’t think there’s that much murder involved, but we’re starting to wonder.”


      Blake covered the diary with his palm. “It seems that people really want this diary.”


      Unless there was something else even worse hidden in the house. But I didn’t want to think about that possibility. Imagining these men—or women or whoever the hell they were—digging around for my grandmother’s old secrets was awful enough.


      The word why had become a continuous chant in my head.


      Jack glanced down at me. “Where’d you find it, Nancy Drew?”


      “I designed the stained glass over the back door. Sometime in the last five years, my grandmother replaced one of the panes with two pieces of Blake’s glass. She hid the diary in between the two panes.”


      “Wow. Really?” Jack picked up the diary. “I guess it’s small enough.”


      “They’ve been breaking into the beach house and systematically breaking all the decorative glass, so I went through the house for the last few weeks, double-checking every single corner.” I shrugged. “I found a book-sized pane that slid up. She must have been using it for years.”


      “Well, damn. What’d the old biddy have on people? Blackmail? Sex, drugs, and rock and roll?”


      “Be serious for half a second in your life, would you?”


      Jack’s face sobered. “Look, son. I may make jokes, but I’m fucking serious about my friends. I’m just trying for a little levity in this crazy-ass story.” He shook his head. “You should have come to me weeks ago about this.”


      Blake blew out a breath. “I thought you might be involved.”


      Jack’s brows snapped down. “What? How could you—”


      I stepped between them. “Look, Jack. You didn’t tell him you were watching me, for one thing.” I smacked his arm. “Eww, by the way.”


      Jack bunched up his shoulders. “I wasn’t spying on you in your underwear, Gracie. Just making sure all you were doing was using the house as a studio.”


      “Yeah, well, both of you were keeping secrets.” I waved a hand in the direction of my lover. “When he found one of your cufflinks at the house after the break-in, he went all Blake.”


      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Blake asked.


      I could tell he wasn’t pleased I was sharing what he’d told me about Jack in a weakened moment of total honesty. He would probably start glowering again anytime now.


      Jack shook his head. “You have a very suspicious mind, Mr. Carson.”


      “I get paid to have a suspicious mind,” he said with a frown.


      “Now that we’re all on the same page, can you please help us figure out the memory stick?”


      Jack flipped open his bag and pulled out a laptop. “It’s a secure set-up so no one should be able to see what’s on this except us. Does that satisfy your crazy side?”


      Blake nodded. “Yes.”


      I shook my head. He didn’t even deny it anymore.


      Jack plugged in the memory stick. His fingers flew over the keys, then his brow furrowed. “Damn, grandma.”


      I moved beside him and peeked at the screen. “What?”


      “It’s password encrypted. Like hacker-protected.” He pushed the laptop back. “I’m good, but this is way above my paygrade.”


      “Your paygrade is damn good,” Blake muttered.


      “I know.” Jack cracked his knuckles. “Let me try one last thing.”


      I watched the code go by on the screen and got dizzy with all the lines of letters and numbers.


      “Seriously? Who the hell put this together?” He slammed on the keys and put together a very inventive string of insults.


      Jack pressed his palms to the counter. “I need to call a friend.”


      “Hell no.” Blake shook his head. “It’s bad enough I had to involve you in this.”


      “They’re trustworthy.”


      “If I don’t know them, they’re not trustworthy.”


      “I’d trust Aidan Roth with my life. Hell, I have.”


      I gripped Blake’s arm. “We’ve got to trust someone, Blake.”


      He glared down at me. “You’re asking me to trust them with your life.”


      “So far all they want is the diary.”


      He clenched his jaw so tight muscles on either side flexed. “Do it.”


      “Good.” Jack pulled out his cell and dialed. “Hey, buddy,” he said as someone on the other end picked up. Jack paced away and gave his friend a breakdown of what we’d been discussing.


      Blake went from pacing to a stillness that worried me. When he got this silent and motionless, he actually scared me a little. Okay, maybe more than a little.


      Jack came back into the room. “Okay, say hi to Lucy everyone.”


      “Who the fuck is Lucy?” Blake said in a thunderous voice.


      The woman on the FaceTime screen waved. “Me.” Her hair was so black it had a blue sheen to it. Her eyelashes were tipped in cobalt blue and her huge blue eyes were perfectly lined with an intricate black eyeliner. “So, here’s what we’re going to do. Jack is going to plug me into his laptop from the phone so I can get in there and do my thing.”


      Blake clasped his hands at the back of his head. “Fuck.”


      “Don’t worry, Intense Dude. I’m just going to crack the code and let you guys look at what’s inside. I’ve got clearance higher than your entire company combined. I don’t give two shits what’s on granny’s diary.”


      “Annabelle would be flipping out at all the shots about grandmothers,” Blake said.


      “Yeah well, this granny kinda rocks,” Lucy said from the FaceTime screen. Her fingers flew over her double keyboard. “But I’m better.” Ten minutes later, and another lesson in insults later, she slapped a cup down on the table on her side.


      I jumped.


      “Got it.”


      Jack clapped. “You are my goddess, Lu.”


      “And don’t you forget it.” She tipped her head and I noticed the ends of her hair were the same blue as her lashes. “Peace out, bitches.” And the screen went black.


      Folders unfurled on the screen. Folders inside folders, and spreadsheets. So many spreadsheets. It was going to take us weeks to decipher it all.


      “Holy shit,” Jack said.


      I swiped my hand over my face. “What the hell were you into, grandmother?” I frowned. “What’s that file? It’s not a spreadsheet.”


      Blake pushed Jack out of the way and popped open the Word document.


      “It looks like more diary pages.” He tabbed through them. “And a video file.” He doubleclicked the file and my Grandmother’s face filled the screen.


      Eyes so much like my own stared back at me.


      “If you’re seeing this video, then I’m dead. Whomever is watching this must protect my granddaughter, Grace Cordelia Copeland. She’s in danger.”
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