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CHAPTER 1


 


HANNA WALLACE STOPPED to watch the sun
go over the western horizon in a breathtaking wash of vivid color. Though she
had lived in Port George all of her life, she never failed to appreciate such
spectacular sunsets.


On the waterfront, Yancy’s Bar and
Grill faced the east, so it was backlit against the brilliant image.
Reluctantly, Hanna reached for the doorknob of the restaurant and entered its much
darker interior. She walked to a booth at the back of the room, far away from
the busy bar. The high wooden seats on either side of the scarred oak table
provided just the privacy she was seeking. A hurricane lantern with a fat
candle burning inside of it was the only illumination in the dark niche she had
chosen. Shadows from the candle played across the windowless, cedar-planked
wall next to her. She angled her back against it to wait.


It had been only three days since she
had buried her brother Dylan. They felt like the longest, most heart wrenching
of her life. She simply could not get her head around the tragic facts that her
older sibling was never coming home again. They’d been so close, despite their
three-year age difference.


Dylan had only been thirty-seven! Way
too young to die! 


The whole family was grief-stricken,
and if asked, frightened as well. The circumstances of Sheriff Deputy Dylan
Wallace’s death were vague and suspicious. He had been in a dangerous
profession, but Port George was a small relatively quiet town. There was very
little crime, other than highway accidents and small store thefts, some
domestic disputes. She couldn’t recall a murder or other such violent crime
occurring in years.


Unfortunately, no one, except Dylan’s
family and their next-door neighbors, the Kellys, believed he’d been murdered. Dylan’s
superior, the county sheriff, and the city’s chief of police believed what the
local coroner had recently concluded; that Dylan’s death had been an accident;
that he had been drinking, fallen off his patrol boat, and drowned. 


Their conclusions were nothing but
hogwash, as her grandmother would say. Hanna and her family continued to be
outraged. There was absolutely no way her brother would have been drinking on
the job. It was so completely out of character for him. Dylan rarely drank
anything stronger than an occasional beer. And he was dedicated to his job. He was
a consummate professional.


Hanna couldn’t believe the two heads
of law enforcement in the community actually believed that’s how one of their
highest ranking, most senior officers had died. The open, nearly empty bottle
of whiskey on the deck of his abandoned patrol boat didn’t mean he’d been
drinking from it. While fingerprints on the bottle matched Dylan’s, Hanna would
never believe that he had consumed the contents.


The local coroner, Mr. Brownfield, was
not a medical examiner, and the autopsy had been a sham. Disgusted with the situation,
Hanna had asked a friend from the Seattle Medical Examiner’s Office to come
over and examine her brother’s body at the morgue.


She’d gone to medical school with Dr.
Newell. Sadly, he had not been given full access to Dylan’s body. He’d only been
allowed to look at the official reports and briefly examine the body.


The limited access had infuriated
Hanna, and the fact that local law enforcement would not investigate Dylan’s
death as a possible crime had completely stymied her.


Why was the sheriff so willing to
believe one of his best deputies drank on the job? The coroner’s conclusions
could be attributed to stupidity, but how could her brother’s boss be so quick
to condemn one of his own, especially after the Seattle medical examiner had
given him plausible evidence of an vicious assault.


It had been an awful thing to listen
to her brother’s death being discussed so clinically, but being a doctor, she
understood the need for such analysis. After hearing Dr. Newell’s conclusions, Hanna
was firmly convinced that someone had attacked her brother on his boat, knocked
him out, and then thrown him overboard. The small amount of alcohol in his
blood stream was baffling, but she was going to find out what happened to her
brother, even if she had to investigate his death all on her own. One way or
the other, she’d get to the truth and clear his name and reputation.


To that end, she had made plans to
meet Dylan’s best friend at the bar and grill after work. She’d bicycled over
from the hospital after her shift. It was only a few blocks from the downtown
waterfront, and while she had little appetite, she was determined to come up
with a plan to find her brother’s murderer.


 


HANNA HAD HER EYES CLOSED and was
resting her head back against the high wooden back of the booth, when someone
tapped her shoulder. She looked up and found Lance Kelly standing beside her.


“Been waiting long?” he asked her.


Lance and her brother had been best
friends since she and Dylan had first come to Port George twenty-eight years
ago. Lance was just as torn up about her brother’s tragic death as she was. He
was also just as outraged with the local coroner’s conclusions. At the funeral,
he’d promised Hanna that he would help her discover what exactly had happened
to Dylan.


After reaching for her hand and giving
it a reassuring squeeze, he slid into the booth, across from her.


Lance worked farther down on the
waterfront. He owned Kellys’ Boat and Salvage Shop. He built boats, repaired
them, and did some deep sea salvage diving. His specialty was restoring wooden
boats, and he’d done one for Hanna that was her pride and joy.


“No, not long. It’s just been another
long day.”


His smile commiserated with her. “Me,
too. It’s always godawful busy at the beginning of summer.”


“Everyone wants to get out on the
water in this great weather.”


He nodded. “Did you order yet?” He
scanned the empty table and frowned. “Hasn’t someone been around to even offer you
a glass of water? No place settings yet?”


Hanna shook her head no. She glanced
around the restaurant. It wasn’t her favorite place, but it was convenient to
both Lance and her. As a result, they met here for lunch occasionally. It had
good seafood and wasn’t too expensive. But after nine, it wasn’t the safest
place on the waterfront. Once the dinner crowd left, the bar’s clientele got a
little rough. She was very familiar with the reputation the bar had for fights.
She’d patched up enough of the brawlers in ER over the years, including a
special friend three years ago. But that wasn’t a memory she wanted to revisit
at the moment. 


Hanna knew the menu well, so she
didn’t pull one from the holder by the hurricane lamp, at the end of the table.
“I think I’ll just have a bowl of clam chowder and a salad.”


“Umm...” Lance studied the menu he had
taken and laid out on the lacquered tabletop. “I worked too hard all day for
chick food.”


Hanna clicked her tongue in reproof.
While her companion studied his menu, she studied him. Lance Kelly was a
good-looking man. He had shaggy dark blonde hair that fell casually over his
forehead and was long enough in back to fall over the collar of his knit shirt.
He was tall, over six feet, broad-shouldered, lean-waisted, and long-legged. He
was the same age as Dylan, thirty-seven, and he wasn’t married any longer,
although he did have a ten-year-old son. Most of the single women in Port
George flirted with him, and a few of the married ones, as well. The Kelly
brothers had always attracted lots of female attention.


Hanna had been friends with Lance as
long as her brother had. Together with his older brother, Nick, the three of
them had been paling around since childhood. As kids, then as teenagers, the
four of them had done everything together. They lived next door to one another,
and had stayed close as adults, although Nick had been away from home since high
school.


Of the two Kelly brothers, Lance was the
less serious one. Like Dylan, he loved to tease and clown around. He was
out-going and talkative, whereas Nick had always been more quiet, more serious
and single-minded. Growing up, Dylan and Lance had been the instigators; the
ones to initiate all of their adventures and escapades.


While Nick had chosen to lead a life
far away from home, Lance had returned home after college to help his
stepfather operate his business. Sean Price had died a couple of years ago, and
Lance had inherited his boatyard, then renamed it Kellys’ Boat and Salvage,
in the hope that someday his older brother would become his partner. He was a
fantastic carpenter and marine mechanic, as well as a very skilled diver. The
latter was one thing he had in common with Nick.


After his wife had left him ten years
ago, Lance had moved back in with his mother so that his disabled son would
have a mother figure around. The three of them lived next door to Hanna and her
grandmother. With the addition of Dylan’s wife and baby daughter, all the families
lived within walking distance of one another.


“Okay, I’ve decided,” he finally
announced. “Now where’s the waiter?”


“I think it’s Yancy himself tonight,”
Hanna informed him as she saw the owner of the bar and grill approach their
booth.


Yancy Masters looked like an aging
biker. He was a big man, stocky and medium height, in his mid-fifties. His hair
was thick, nearly all white and combed back into a long ponytail. Sometimes,
Hanna had the impression he had smoked a little too much pot over the years.
His conversations could be a bit loopy. But he was generally a good-humored
guy, though he was definitely capable of breaking a few heads if the fights in
his bar got out of hand. And he welcomed everyone into his place— from the
prosperous and prominent to the seedy and suspect.


Yancy had owned the bar and grill for
five years. Rumor had it that he had bought it after winning some big money at
one of the Indian casinos. He owned a sleek speedboat, docked permanently in
the harbor marina, a big classic Harley motorcycle, a Cadillac, and a
turn-of-the-century house on a small unpopulated island just a few miles off
McHenry Point. His bar and grill did a brisk business, but many people in Port
George thought he must also have made a few other profitable investments hidden
somewhere. Though he didn’t look like it, the man was reputed to be quite well
off.


Most of the town’s businesses did well
during tourist season, about five months out of the year, but had a tough time
hanging on during the slow off-season. The seasonal nature of the town’s
attraction for tourists didn’t seem to adversely affect Yancy’s prosperity,
though.


“Hey, Lance... Dr. Wallace,” Yancy
greeted them with a broad grin. “How’s it going?” When neither of them returned
his greeting with much enthusiasm, he immediately sobered. “Oh, geez, I’m
sorry. I forgot you just had a death in the family.” Flustered, he straightened
the big white apron he was wearing over his extended belly. Beneath it he was
dressed in faded jeans and a dark t-shirt. “That was an awful thing that
happened to your brother, Dr. Wallace. He was so young, with a wife and new
baby and all. And he’d just finished building that new house out by the point.”


Hanna nodded. A lot of people in town
preferred to call her Dr. Wallace, out of respect, she supposed. Because she
was so reserved, not many knew her well. But she treated a lot of the locals,
had lived here most all her life, and knew, by sight, at least half the town.


“It’s hard to believe he drowned,”
Yancy continued. “You’d think a man who worked on the water all the time could
swim.”


“He was a good swimmer,” Hanna
corrected him.


“Well, guess accidents can happen to
anyone.”


“Dylan’s death was no accident,” she
insisted.


“It wasn’t?”


As far as everyone had read in the newspaper,
that’s what the deputy’s death was— an accidental drowning as a result of a
fall off his boat. Much to Hanna’s relief, the paper had said nothing about
Dylan being drunk at the time. Rumor had circulated that piece of dishonesty,
but nothing official had been let out. And maybe out of respect for her, no one
had asked her about the rumors.


“No, it wasn’t.”


“Could you take our order now, Yancy?”
Lance interrupted, giving Hanna a pointed look. “It’s getting late, and I’m
hungry.”


After Yancy left, Hanna gave Lance a
puzzled frown. “Why didn’t you want me to tell him that I didn’t think Dylan’s
death was an accident? I don’t want people thinking Dylan was drinking on the
job.”


“I don’t either, but we have to prove
our suspicions first. We don’t know who might have been involved in Dylan’s
death. Hell, we don’t know Yancy that well. I’ve heard some rumors about how he
makes his money.”


Hanna raised an interested eyebrow.
“What have you heard?”


“That he deals on the side.”


“Deals what?”


Lance shook his blonde head and
chuckled. “Drugs, my naive Doctor.”


“Do you think he does?”


“I don’t know. Dylan was a little
suspicious of him, and he certainly came in here often enough to break up
fights among Yancy’s biker friends, many of whom had criminal records.”


Hanna glanced over at Yancy as he went
through a set of swinging double doors to the kitchen. “He’s always seemed like
a pleasant enough man to me. A little odd at times. A little disconnected, like
he might have smoked one too many joints. And I don’t like the crowd that hangs
out after nine in here, but I figured Yancy as an ex-hippie, a free-spirit
type.” Hanna leaned forward, her expression intense and inquiring. “How are we
going to prove Dylan didn’t fall off his boat drunk? We have virtually nothing that
says otherwise.”


“We have your Seattle medical
examiner’s report,” Lance reminded her.” It raises suspicions.”


“Not for the police chief or the
sheriff it doesn’t.” Tears glimmered in her eyes. She couldn’t hold them back. The
whole thing seemed so hopeless, and she was feeling helpless as well as
miserable. She missed her brother so much!


Lance saw a tear slip down her cheek
and moved swiftly onto the seat next to her. Pulling her close to his side, he
put an arm around her. “Oh, Hanna, I know this is hard on you. I promise we
will find out what really happened to Dylan. I still have to talk to some of
Nat Simms’ neighbors, and I’m going out to have another look around the lower
end of Discovery Bay. Tomorrow I intend to go diving out by Discovery Junction
and see if the cops overlooked any clues.”


“What are you hoping to find after
more than a week?”


He handed her a napkin off the table
to wipe away her tears. “Probably nothing, but it won’t hurt to have another
look around. I might get lucky and find something.”


“I have to work tomorrow. Wait for me
to go with you on Saturday. You shouldn’t dive alone.”


Lance reluctantly moved back to his
seat across from her. “The water isn’t too deep. I’ll be fine.”


“I could try to get off.”


“I’ll be fine, Hanna.”


Yancy returned with their order. It startled
them. Neither of them saw him approach.


“So, how’s your brother, Lance?” Yancy
asked while he set their dishes on the table, along with water, coffee, and
silverware. “I hear he just got promoted to Colonel.”


Hanna shook her head in bemusement.
She’d lived in Port George nearly all her life, and it still amazed her how
fast news got around. She wasn’t sure why the town even needed a newspaper.


“Lieutenant Colonel,” Lance clarified.
“It’s not official yet, just a recommendation.”


Yancy picked up his empty tray and
eyed his placement of dishes. “Nick will get the promotion. He’s a real gung-ho
Marine. How long has he been in now? Twenty years?”


“Yeah.”


“Still in Afghanistan hunting
al-Qaeda?”


“Yeah.”


“Well, tell him we’re all proud of him
when you write him again.”


Lance nodded. He heard this all the
time, but he didn’t mind. He was proud of his older brother, too. They’d always
been real close, in spite of the years living apart. They wrote to each other
regularly, and Nick came home whenever he could get enough leave, which
unfortunately, wasn’t as often as either of them would have liked. About the
only thing that had ever come between them was this woman across from him. Only
Nick probably didn’t know how much Lance had always loved Hanna Wallace, and he
probably hadn’t noticed, either, that Hanna had always been in love with the
wrong brother.


For years, Lance had been trying to
convince her of that. They saw each other casually just to appease Lance’s
lonely heart. They met for lunch or sometimes for dinner after work as often as
she’d allow. They took his ten-year-old son to the movies, the park, and the
beach. They all went sailing on her sailboat or his, but they never did what he
wanted most— become intimate and romantically involved. He knew he needed to
give her up and start looking seriously at other women, but he hadn’t been able
to do that yet. He kept thinking that one of these days she’d realize Nick was
married to the Marine Corps, and that he was never going to come home long
enough for anything to develop between them.


Nick was crazy not to see how
beautiful, compassionate, and desirable Hanna Wallace was, but that was his
loss. Lance had never felt compelled to enlighten his older brother on the
matter. It made him laugh, though, to realize that the three of them were
dancing circles around one another. He loved Hanna. Hanna loved Nick. And Nick
was clueless.


“I suppose Nick will reenlist now that
they are going to promote him again,” Hanna said, breaking into his thoughts.


“Probably. I just can’t see Nick
retiring. The Corps is his life.”


They finished their dinner just as the
respectable crowd was starting to disappear.


“I think it’s time to go,” she urged
Lance. “Some of the newer arrivals look like they’re too ready to party
tonight. Think I’ll turn my pager off.”


“Yeah, right!” Lance chuckled.


Hanna laughed silently with him. When
was the last time she’d turned her pager off? She was as dedicated to caring
for the sick and injured as Nick was to his Corps. She put money on the table
and stood up.


Lance picked up her money and handed it
back to her.


“Why don’t you ever let me pay for
dinner, especially when I’m the one asking you?”


He grinned and shrugged. “I’m
old-fashioned.”


She chastised him with a shake of her
head and a teasing prod to his upper arm. “Male chauvinist!”


“Guilty... sometimes,” he laughed.


Outside, they walked to his brand new burnt
orange Jeep Rubicon. The soft top was off in back. After loading her bike in the
rear compartment, he opened the passenger door for her. “Why don’t you get a
new car, Hanna, instead of driving that relic that starts some days and stalls
others? You can afford it, can’t you?”


“Yes, I just haven’t had time to go to
Seattle and look.”


“You’ve been going over on the ferry
to teach classes at the University Medical Center two days a week all winter.
You could take a little time to look on one of your trips. Hell, I’ll go with
you and help you pick a car out, then dicker with the salesman. I hate to see
you driving a car that’s so unreliable. What if you get stuck out in the
boondocks at night after one of your late shifts?”


“Classes are out, and I’m not teaching
the summer session.” A tear slid down her cheek suddenly. “Dylan said nearly
the same thing to me the night before he died.”


“Oh, shit!” Lance cursed his stupidity.
“I’m sorry.”


His arms slid around her, and he
pressed her close against his chest. He kissed the top of her head, but she stepped
back before he could offer more.


He found a grin in spite of his
disappointment. “Want me to put the top up?”


“No, it’s a nice warm night. Might as
well enjoy it a little.”


Inside the Jeep, Lance reached for her
hand. “Hang in there, Hanna. I’ll try to get to the bottom of this for you.”
















 


CHAPTER 2


 


JESSIE PRICE FELT EVERY ONE OF HER
SIXTY YEARS as she walked next door to visit her neighbor and friend, Colleen
McHenry. Their houses were separated from one another’s by a few hundred yards.
Both were turn-of-the-century, two-story Craftsman-style homes, lovingly kept
up and cared for by their owners. Their only difference was that one was
painted a slate blue and the other a sunny yellow. Sided in clapboard, they had
a blocky design, gabled attic windows, hipped roofs, and huge porches that
framed the front of each house. On the second floor, both homes had a small
covered porch off the front bedroom. Their similarity was due to the fact that
the same builder had built both.


In addition to the similarity of their
houses, both families owned a dozen acres of land that fronted the western side
of Discovery Bay. Though Jessie was only a Price by marriage to her now
deceased second husband, she was well acquainted with the two families’ history
on the peninsula. A century ago, the Prices and the McHenrys had moved into the
region about the same time. Fishermen, boat builders, and farmers from the
start, they had a long intertwining history.


More recently, their lives had become
tragically intertwined.


First, Colleen’s grandson had drowned.
Then nearly two weeks later, Jessie’s youngest son, Lance, had disappeared.
This past week, Colleen’s granddaughter, Hanna, had narrowly escaped two
harrowing brushes with disaster on her way home from work. Jessie felt uneasy.
Something evil had entered their placid happy lives. She was afraid, and she
was beside herself with worry for her missing son. No one seemed to have the
slightest clue what had happened to him. He’d gone diving and never come home.
Not even his rubber dinghy had been found.


Walking around the wide front porch
with its white wicker chairs and colorful potted flowers, she went around the
side of the house, to the back door, passing through Colleen’s incredible
garden. The woman had an amazing green thumb. She grew everything that would
flourish in this corner of the Pacific Northwest, from gorgeous flowers, to
lacy ferns, to fragrant herbs, to a variety of vegetables. And beyond the
house, there was Colleen’s lusciously fragrant grove of fruit trees. Jessie
gardened, too, but her garden, even with Colleen’s tutelage, wasn’t this
magnificent. With its trellises and benches, it was such a peaceful magical
place. Jessie usually loved to linger in it. Today, though, she passed through
it without even glancing at the early summer blooms.


Sitting in her rocker on the smaller
back porch, Colleen greeted her neighbor as she came up the steps. “Go in and
pour yourself a cup of coffee, then join me.”


Colleen McHenry was twenty years older
than Jessie. Despite the age difference, though, they had been the best of
friends since Jessie had married Sean Price and moved to Port George with her
two young sons. At eighty, Colleen was still an attractive woman. Her snow-white
hair was worn in a thick long braid that hung to the middle of her back.
Diminutively built, she was in good health, except for her arthritis. Her
granddaughter had always lived with her, and Dylan’s wife and baby had just
moved in. Since his divorce, Lance and his son, Christopher, had lived with
Jessie. Their two homes were full of family, but a great sadness hung over both
now.


After getting herself a cup of coffee,
Jessie went back out to the porch and took a seat in the rocking chair next to
the older woman. Neither woman spoke for a few moments as they stared silently
out over the rear yard, rocking and sipping their coffee. A compact red barn
stood in front of a small orchard of fruit trees, and beyond that, there were
glimpses of the blue waters of the Pacific Ocean and the Strait of San Juan de
Fuca.


Jessie loved the Northwest,
particularly the coastal community of Port George. The weather was the best in
the region, and it was such a pleasant, peaceful community, or at least it had
been until three weeks ago, when Colleen’s grandson had died.


Jessie turned to her friend at last.
“I came over to tell you that Nick finally called me back. I just got off the
phone with him. He said his commanding officer told him to take whatever leave
he needed.”


“He’s coming home, then?”


“He’s taking the first transport plane
out of Kandahar.”


“How is Nicholas?”


“Whole and uninjured. He’s happy to be
leaving Afghanistan. It’s been a long time since he’s been home. I wish he was
coming home under better circumstances. He’s anxious to help us discover what
happened to Dylan, and he’s really worried about Lance. He’s worried about all
of us, in fact.”


“He’s a good son, Jessie, a good man.
Both boys are.” Colleen’s smile grew wistful. “I guess I love your boys as much
as I love my grandchildren. It seems we raised all of them together, like one
big family.”


Jessie had finally decided Nick needed
to come home; that this was certainly a family emergency. After Dylan’s death,
she’d called the base commander at his forward operating base and left a
message for Nick, since he was in a remote border region of Afghanistan, on an
extended covert assignment. She’d finally gotten an electronic response from
her eldest son a week ago. Then, just this week, she’d had to call his most
senior commanding officer at Camp Pendleton. General Tyler was an old friend of
her first husband’s. She had sadly informed him that Nick’s brother was
missing. General Tyler understood the severity of the family crisis and got in touch
with Nick so quickly, it took just a few hours for her son to return her call.


Like his father, Nick was a Force
Recon Marine; a career military man. Now part of the Marine Special Operations
Command, extensively trained in counter-terrorism and intelligence, he was in
command of multiple Marine Special Operations Teams. He and his units were sent
on some of the toughest, most dangerous missions in the world. Most of his
assignments were highly classified and covert. Jesse rarely knew what he was
doing, but she always knew where he was stationed. He’d risen through the
officer ranks fairly rapidly, his prestigious career helped along from the
start by many of the men who had remained in the Corps after serving in Vietnam
under her first husband. Twenty years ago, some of those same men, like General
Tyler, had helped Nick get nominated, then accepted into the Naval Academy at
Annapolis.


“What did Nicholas think about his
brother’s disappearance?” Colleen asked.


“He was upset and concerned, like all
of us.”


“Did you tell him what happened to
Hanna this week?”


“I did. He didn’t like it one bit. He
told me to tell Hanna to leave things alone until he got home—that it was too
dangerous to investigate on her own.”


“So he thinks her vehicle mishaps
could have been deliberate?”


“He thinks it’s a possibility.”


“Hanna isn’t going to leave Dylan’s
death and Lance’s disappearance alone.”


“I know. She feels terrible about
Lance. She thinks it’s her fault for encouraging him to look into Dylan’s
death, then letting him dive alone.”


“Lance would have done that on his own
anyway. Dylan was his best friend.”


“Oh, Colleen, this is all such a
nightmare!” Jessie exclaimed in a rush of tears. “What’s happening to our
families? What happened to Lance? He was less than a mile offshore. If he had
drowned, his body, dear God, would have washed up by now! Lance is as expert a
diver as Nick. I just can’t believe he died diving. He does it for a living,
and he’s been in much more dangerous waters. There still hasn’t been any sign
of his boat or his equipment. Thank God, Christopher doesn’t fully understand what
happened to his Dad. For once his limited understanding is a blessing. He’s
worried, but not frantic yet. God, I’m just heartsick about all this!”


Colleen reached over and gripped her
friend’s hand as it fisted on the wooden arm of her chair. “Nicholas will be
home soon. If anyone can get to the bottom of all this, he can. He’ll make sure
no more harm comes to our families.”


Colleen was the kind of woman who gave
comfort even in the face of her own grief. Jessie hurt for her friend because
poor Dylan was never coming home. At least she still had hope that Lance was
alive. If he was dead, she was certain she would feel it. She’d known the
moment her first husband had died. And she’d known when her oldest son had been
injured and near death, three years ago on one of his covert missions.


“When will Nicholas be here?” Colleen
asked as she pushed herself stiffly from her rocking chair.


Jessie rose to take her elbow.
“Probably midweek. He’s going to fly into San Diego, pick up his new motorcycle
from the dealer, and then ride it up here.”


The two women left the porch and
walked into the kitchen. “A motorcycle, huh? As if the man doesn’t endanger his
life enough,” Colleen chuckled, then turned soberly to her friend. “Have you
told Hanna he’s coming home?”


Jessie went to the sink to help
Colleen do her morning dishes. “No. Not yet. Will you tell her when she gets
home from work this evening?”


Colleen nodded yes, then smiled
wistfully. “Do you remember when they first met?”


“Oh, yes.” Jessie wiped the cups,
bowls, and saucers as the older woman washed them and stuck them in the dish
drainer. Staring out the big bay window, over Colleen’s sink, to the yard
beyond, she recalled the event wistfully. Lance and Nick had been eight and
nine years old at the time.


She and the boys had only been living
on the peninsula for a year when tragedy had struck their neighbors’ lives.
Colleen and Ben McHenrys’ only child, a doctor with the Red Cross, and her
husband, a doctor with the newly created Doctors Across Borders, had died in an
airplane crash in a remote quake-torn province of India. Their two small
children, Dylan and Hanna had remained in Calcutta with a nanny. They hadn’t
been with their parents when their plane had gone down, thank God, so Colleen
and Ben had flown to India to bring them home, along with the caskets of their
daughter and son-in-law.


Soon afterward, Colleen had brought
her two grandchildren over to meet Jessie’s boys. She’d been hoping to cheer
the children up, especially her five-year-old granddaughter, who was crying
herself to sleep every night because she missed her parents so much.


Lance and Nick had been out in the
yard, playing chase with Sean’s big old rangy dog. Jessie had been sitting on
the back porch, watching them, when Colleen had come over. Jessie would never
forget how Hanna had stolen her heart the instant she’d seen her. She’d been
wearing a ruffled sundress, and her honey-blonde hair had been pulled smoothly
back into a long, thick braid, secured by bows and heart-shaped barrettes. Even
then, the five-year-old had enormous, dark-lashed, emerald green eyes,
endearingly framed by even larger, black rimmed eyeglasses. Hanna Wallace was
just about the cutest little thing Jessie had ever seen. Having always wanted a
girl, she had fallen instantly in love with her.


But it was obvious at first sight that
the little girl was profoundly sad and extraordinarily shy. She had been
standing behind her grandmother, fiercely hugging her pant leg, nervously
peeking around it to look at Jessie’s two rambunctious boys. She’d also been
grasping a small basket with a tiny kitten nosing over the edge. Colleen had
bent down to tell her to keep it in the basket, when Hanna’s older brother,
Dylan, had charged by them to meet the two boys and play chase with the dog. He
had accidently tipped the basket, causing the kitten to jump out. The dog had
immediately run after it, barking furiously and chasing the kitten up the tree.
Poor little Hanna had started to cry.


Lance and Dylan, who had hit it off
immediately, started to laugh and encourage the dog. The commotion of the
barking dog and the hissing kitten, not to mention the adults’ admonishment and
Hanna’s frightened crying, made the scene chaotic. Nick took one look at the
little girl and how upset she was, and went up the tree after the kitten, which
had climbed almost to the top. Jessie remembered being scared to death as she
watched her oldest son climb out onto a limb after the barnyard pet. But Nick
had gotten the kitten down for Hanna, handed it to her with an apologetic smile
she shyly returned amid her tears, then severely admonished the boys for
teasing her. From that day on, Hanna Wallace had pretty much worshiped the
ground Nick Kelly walked on.


After that, the four children had
become inseparable friends, although it took some coaxing from Jessie and
Colleen to make the boys take little Hanna along initially on their exuberant
adventures. 


Lance and Dylan were the mischievous
ones. They could think of more trouble to get into than a whole army of
children. But Nick had always protected and looked out after them all, while
Hanna attended to their numerous minor injuries, quietly, but steadfastly,
supporting their exploits. The girl was a born caretaker, just like her parents
had been.


And she’d always been in love with
Jessie’s oldest son, not that it had ever done her much good. Nick had simply
never been home long enough for anything to develop between them, much to
Jesse’s regret.


 


THE DAY AFTER HER GRANDMOTHER TOLD HER
that Nick Kelly was coming home, Hanna went for a long early morning ride on
her bike. 


It was a beautiful day. In this tucked
away corner of the Pacific Northwest, the forest met the ocean, with sandy
beaches covered in long wind-swept grasses curling close to the water’s edge. From
the road, Hanna could see the rise of the mountains, lifting the land to
gorgeous heights just a few miles east and south, forming the interior of the
Olympic Peninsula.


The whole region was a great place to
enjoy the outdoors. It was a paradise for hikers, campers, and bikers, not to
mention boaters, fishermen, and divers. Hanna was an outdoor person. She loved
doing all those things. But she loved sailing the most. Today, though, she
needed to think, and sailing required too much attention to task.


The past month had been a living
nightmare. She felt like she was floundering in a turbulent sea of grief and
helpless frustration. Her work schedule had been terrible. Other than a quick
dive where Lance had disappeared, she’d had no time to investigate his
disappearance or her brother’s murder. There were virtually no clues anywhere.


The only thing similar about the two
incidents was that they had both occurred in Discovery Bay, and the sheriff and
the police chief were calling both water accidents. They still refused to
entertain any other possibility. A few of Dylan’s friends in the sheriff’s
department were quietly looking into the matter, but they hadn’t uncovered
anything yet.


Guilt hung over Hanna like a
persistent storm cloud. She blamed herself every day for letting Lance dive
alone. When he dove in deeper waters, he never dove alone. All of them knew
better than to do that. But less than a mile out, it really should have been
safe.


His poor mother was frantic with
worry. His son was agitated and anxious, even at school. And Hanna’s
grandmother and sister-in-law had an extra burden to carry. It had been a
horrendous time for both the families!


Then three nights ago, she’d nearly
been run off the road on her way home from work. Only quick thinking and quicker
maneuvering had kept her from crashing through the guardrail and plummeting off
the bluff into the ocean below. The very next night, on the way home from the
hospital, she’d had a flat tire. She’d just bought four new ones, too. It had
been late and dark, and she had been on the same road again, at almost the same
spot as the night before. The stranger who had stopped to help her on the
isolated stretch of road that wound around McHenry Point had been much more
frightening than the blowout. Luckily. a co-worker had come along not long
afterwards.


Since then, she could have sworn that she
had been followed home from work each night. Since he grandmother’s house sat
at the end of McHenry Point Road, it was pretty easy to spot unusual traffic.
Not many people used the road; only those who lived along it or those who were
sightseeing. However, who went sightseeing at midnight? She wasn’t a woman
given to a fearful imagination, but she’d been spooked the last few nights. She
couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was watching her.


She’d been checking over her shoulder
since she’d left the house this morning. It was too early for there to be much
traffic on the coastal highway. So far, she had not noticed anyone trailing
behind her today.


She’d pedaled about half way around
the ten-mile circular bike path when she found her thoughts turning to Nick
Kelly. On duty in Afghanistan, near the Pakistani border, he was in command of
several special-operation teams. What exactly he and his fireteams were up to
was classified, of course.


He had risen to the rank of Major in the
United States Marine Corps and was involved in some very secretive, dangerous missions.
He’d been a Force Recon Marine for most of his career. Several years ago, he’d
been incorporated into the newly created special operations component of the
Corps called MARSOC.


Ever since she had known him, Nick had
wanted to follow in his father’s footsteps. Nick Kelly Sr. had died in Vietnam
saving his Marine recon unit and a Navy SEAL team from a North Vietnamese Army
ambush. Posthumously, he had been awarded the Medal of Honor. Jessie and her
two young sons had gone to the ceremony in Washington D.C to receive Nick Sr.’s
medal from the President. Then they had buried him at Arlington Cemetery.


Nick had been old enough to remember
his father well, and to understand the extent of his heroic self-sacrifice. He
had told Hanna once how deeply his father’s death had affected him. After
Jessie had married Sean Price, who’d been a close friend and a member of Nick Sr.’s
squadron, the boys heard even more tales about their father’s bravery and
conduct as a Recon Marine.


Nick had done an admirable job
following his father’s example, and he now had put enough years in the Corps to
retire, but Hanna knew he wouldn’t. With his new promotion to Lieutenant
Colonel, he would no doubt remain a Marine for years to come. And why not? He
was only thirty-eight. With his connections and outstanding service record, it
seemed highly likely that he’d make general someday.


Hanna was as proud of him as his
brother and mother were. Everyone who knew him was proud of the service he had
given his country. But deep in her selfish heart, she had secretly hoped he
might retire and come home to help his brother run the family boat and salvage
business. There had been years and years of letters and brief visits home, but
nothing to satisfy her longing for more.


Once Hanna reached the southern tip of
her route, she stopped at a roadside picnic area. Setting her bike against a
tree, she chained it, then grabbed her knapsack and headed for a grassy hill.
On the downside, she sank onto the grass, took a long drink of water, and
pulled out an energy bar. The waves from the bay lapped against the rocks below
her with a soft clapping sound.


Tourists had started to arrive on the
peninsula, but it wasn’t over-crowded yet. There were just a few boats out on
the water; a couple of motor boats, a fishing boat, and half a dozen sailboats.
Driven by the gentle, salt-scented breeze, the sailboats glided over the azure
blue water like butterflies floating on air currents.


Hanna half wished she was out there
with them. She loved sailing. She loved the water. She often imagined she must
have been a fish in another life. The water had always beckoned her. It was
cold most of the year this far north, but in the summer, she put on her wet
suit to dive and swim from her boat.


As a child she’d learned to sail and
dive alongside her brother and the Kelly boys. Her grandfather had frequently
taken all of them out on his fishing boat. As teenagers, they had earned money
by helping him bring in the catch.


While they had learned to crew a
fishing troller from Ben McHenry, Sean Price had taught them to dive and sail.
In addition to the boat shop Jessie and Sean Price had operated, they’d
conducted underwater salvage operations. Dylan and Hanna had regularly joined
the Price family on their salvage dives in and around Puget Sound. Except for
Jessie, they were all avid divers. 


Life with her maternal grandparents
had been good. Colleen and Ben McHenry lived on the west side of Quimper
Peninsula, fifteen miles or so from the little coastal community of Port George,
Washington. The original hundred acres settled by the McHenry ancestors was
situated on a headland that was landmarked with their name.


Their neighbors, the Prices, lived on
land adjacent to the McHenrys. When Sean Price had come back from Vietnam, he sought
out his commanding officer’s young wife to personally tell her about his
friend’s heroism. A year later, he and Jessie Kelly married one another, and
when he got out of the Marine Corps, he took his new family home with him to
the Pacific Northwest.


Hanna had been five when she had first
met Lance and Nick Kelly. Despite their initial reluctance to let a girl tag
along, they had eventually let Hanna join them on all of their adventures. It
had been a happy carefree childhood, full of many wonderful memories.


Born with an extremely high IQ, Hanna
had moved rapidly through school. At fifteen, she had graduated from high
school with Nick, though she was nearly four years younger than him. 


High school had been difficult.
Besides the social impediment of being pathetically shy, she’d been too young,
too smart, and too geeky-looking in her thick-lensed, dark-rimmed glasses.
Trendy eyeglasses and clothes were beyond her grandparents’ financial capability.
She couldn’t compete with the popular girls in looks or social maturity. As a
result, she’d been the target of frequent, often malicious teasing.


She’d tried to avoid the kids who had bullied
her, but nothing had really worked―except Nick Kelly. He was a popular,
good-looking athlete who had excelled at several sports. Whenever he caught
someone teasing her, he put a stop to it. He’d always been her defender and her
champion. His support had made high school bearable.


Maybe if she’d gotten a few social
genes along with all her smart ones, she would have been less alone all through
school. By her senior year, she was more than ready to see high school come to
an end. She’d always known what she was going to do with her life. Her parents’
altruistic lifestyle and self-sacrifice had inspired Hanna to become a doctor.
Being inspired by the deeds of their parents was something she and Nick had in
common.


Her senior year, she applied for and
won an academic scholarship to the University of Washington, in Seattle. The
only thing she’d wanted more, at that point, was to attend her senior prom with
Nick Kelly.


It was kind of like wishing for the
moon. He was simply too popular with the girls. He’d always had lots of dates
and lots of girlfriends; one right after the other. Hanna had sadly watched the
endless parade of them. It wasn’t any surprise that he had a date for the prom
months in advance. In fact by that point, he had been exclusively dating one of
the cheerleaders. But two weeks before the end-of-school-year event, the stupid
girl broke up with him.


At barely fifteen, no one had asked
Hanna to go to her senior prom. She hadn’t expected anyone to. Who wanted to go
with an underage, brainy, tongue-tied, skinny geek? She had thought about
asking Lance, who was only a junior, but she really couldn’t generate any
interest in going and watching Nick spend all evening dancing with the most
popular girl in school.


But a week before the big event, he
had shown up on her doorstep and shocked her speechless when he’d asked her to
go to the prom with him! Dumbfounded, she’d wondered what had happened to his
date. He’d told her he and his cheerleading hottie had gotten into an argument.
The girl had cancelled their date to the prom. Secretly, Hanna thought the girl
must have had rocks for brains!


Angry over the whole arrangement for
some reason, Lance later told her that his mother had asked Nick to ask Hanna.
Luckily, the revelation had come after the big event, and while it hurt, it
didn’t diminish her memories of her big date with Nick.


To her delight, Jessie took her
shopping and bought her a beautiful full-length gown that was stylish enough to
compare favorably with all the other girls’ formal dresses. Jessie had also taken
her to get her hair trimmed and fashionably styled. Then she’d gotten her ears
pierced, something she had wanted to do forever!


By the time Nick had picked her up,
she hadn’t recognized herself in the mirror. Nick’s reaction had mirrored her
own. He’d been so stunned by her altered appearance, he’d been tongue-tied.


In the week prior, Hanna had watched
him get repeatedly teased for taking her to the prom. She’d been sure that he’d
renege, or at the very least, ditch her once he got to the dance. But he had done
neither. The entire evening, he had been completely attentive, never once
leaving her side.


He’d even refrained from complaining
when she’d stepped on his toes while dancing because she’d refused to wear her
eyeglasses. Except at very close range, she was virtually blind without the
thick lenses, but vanity had won out over common sense for that one special
night. Of course, Nick had had to lead her everywhere, but it had suited her
just fine to cling to his arm all night.


After the dance, she had expected him
to take her straight home. Instead, he’d taken her to the post prom parties
with him. Nick’s feather-brained ex-girlfriend had tried hard all night to get
his attention, but he’d never once bothered with her.


Then, miracle of miracles, at the end
of Hanna’s magical Cinderella night, he had given her her first kiss. She’d
fantasized about him being the first one to kiss her for so long that she was over
the moon when it actually happened. And oh, it had been everything she’d
dreamed of! Not a quick polite kiss, either. Even in her inexperience, she had
known immediately that it had been full of restrained passion. And she’d seen
how it had surprised him. After twenty years, that kiss was still imprinted on
her memory as if it had happened yesterday.


The summer after graduation had been a
special one. She and Nick had been particularly close for two and a half
months. It had been an unexpected moment out of time. Then they had gone their
separate ways. Nick had gone off to the Naval Academy in Annapolis, Maryland,
and she had moved into a dorm room at the University of Washington on a full
scholarship. Across the country from one another, they wrote often, and that
first year, she had helped him long distance with his academic assignments. As
a first string linebacker for Navy’s football team, he’d had trouble adjusting
to the rigorous schedule of a student athlete.


In the twenty years that followed,
they had continued to write to one another regularly. They also saw each other
whenever he came home. Except for a brief interlude three years ago, there had
never been enough time together, though. Much to Hanna’s regret, they remained
best friends, but nothing more. Not that she wanted to lose his friendship, but
she had always hoped that one day he would see her as more than a lifelong
friend.


Sometimes Hanna wondered if she’d
still be waiting for Nick Kelly when she was old and gray. No one had ever come
close to replacing him in her heart. She had always been helplessly and
hopelessly in love with him, and she probably would be until the day she died.


Now, he was coming home again, after
being gone three long years. Colleen had told her that his commander had given
him all the leave he needed to assist his family in finding his brother. Hanna
was elated and yet scared to death. No doubt, they’d be seeing a lot of each
other as they worked to discover what had happened to Dylan and Lance. Her life
was in an upheaval as it was, and Nick Kelly’s extended visit was undoubtedly
going to bring even more chaos.
















 


CHAPTER 3


 


“THAT WAS A NICE PIECE OF EMERGENCY
SURGERY, DR. WALLACE.”


Rick Penman was a resident physician
who frequently assisted Hanna in surgery. As they stood side by side at the
sink, removing their surgical gloves, then washing their hands, his compliment
made her smile self-consciously. A blush heated her face. Compliments always
made her feel awkward, but one of her teachers at medical school, a favorite,
had told her once just to be gracious and say thank you, so she did.


“I was afraid he’d lost too much blood
from that leg laceration. That was a bad car accident out on Highway 20. The
cops were saying the guy who caused it was high on something,” Dr. Penman told
her.


Hanna shook her head as she left the
operating room with the young doctor. “I heard he was hardly injured.”


“Just a few scratches. The triage
nurse patched him up before the arresting officer took him over to the police
station for booking.”


“The young man we operated on was
lucky. If he’d been older all that blood loss probably would have killed him.
He should be fine, eventually.”


She’d had to stop the rapid and heavy
blood loss from a deep wound to the man’s right leg. In addition, he’d suffered
broken bones in the both legs when he’d gotten trapped in his demolished car.
The firemen at the scene had used the Jaws of Life to extricate him from his
totaled vehicle.


One thing she saw a lot of in the
emergency room at George Vancouver County General Hospital was car accident
victims, especially during tourist season. Too many were caused by intoxicated
drivers, drunk, or lately, high on drugs. Port George was a community of around
9,000, so they hadn’t had much of a drug problem, until recently. And it wasn’t
just pot or amphetamines or barbiturates. They were seeing more and more cases
of cocaine overdoses in ER, even heroin occasionally.


“Are you done for the day?”


Hanna glanced at her watch. “Yes,
barring any more accident victims coming through those doors before I get out
of here.”


It was Friday night, and she was
anxious to get home; to take a long hot bath and curl up with a good book.
She’d worked twelve-hour days all week. But she had the weekend off. Then she
had only one more week until her two week vacation. Besides being the chief
trauma surgeon at the hospital, she was head of ER, though you’d never know it
by her arduous work routine. No perks for her.


But she loved her job, and she loved
the emergency room. People needed a good doctor when they came into the ER. She
felt like she was doing something important, not just making money. She hadn’t
gone into medicine to make money. She’d wanted to make a real difference; to
help people. And she loved the nonstop energy of the emergency room. It kept her
sharp and on her toes. You had to assess quickly and correctly in emergency
situations. George Vancouver County General wasn’t as fast paced or as
challenging as Harbor View Medical Center in Seattle had been, but she had more
responsibility as head of ER, so it made up for the slower pace.


Though she certainly needed the rest,
her vacation was going to be a working one. She was going to spend her two
weeks looking for Lance and trying to solve the mystery of her brother’s death,
with or without Nick Kelly’s help and in spite of the fact that he had told his
mother to tell her to leave it alone until he got home.


Well, he hadn’t come home yet, and she
wasn’t going to sit around waiting for him. She planned on interviewing the
folks who lived around Nat Simm’s place, and she was going to make a more
thorough exploration of Discovery Bay. She’d dive the entire bay, if she had to.
And while she was at it, she just might try to find Lance’s worthless ex-wife,
not that she thought it would do much good, but at this point, anything was
worth a try.


Hanna was just about to go into the
doctor’s lounge where her locker was located, when Rick Penman caught her arm
and stopped her. “Want to go have a drink or a cup of coffee?”


The man beside her was only two years younger
than Hanna, but she felt much older than him. She’d done her residency ten
years ago. She had a lot more experience than he did. Not only was she head of
ER, but she taught medical classes at the University of Washington during the
regular school year and lectured frequently at other medical facilities in the
Puget Sound. He was a very nice man. He was even moderately attractive, and he
was an excellent physician with a promising future. But she just wasn’t
attracted to him.


“Sorry, Rick, but I’m so tired
tonight, I just want to go home and soak in a tub of hot water. It’s been a
long week.” She hated disappointing him, so she smiled and left him a little
hope. “Maybe next week after one of our shifts together.”


Rick definitely didn’t look too happy.
“I’m not sure we have any shifts together next week, but I’ll hold you to some
future date.”


Hanna smiled again and nodded, wondering
if she had given him the wrong impression about an actual date. Well, as
always, the social graces were not her forte.


At the back of the lounge, she opened
her locker and pulled out the clothes she’d been wearing before surgery, then
headed toward the women’s dressing room.


After a quick shower, Hanna dumped her
scrubs in the laundry bin and slipped into her red linen dress. With a
button-up front, it had a shirt-style collar and a deep neckline, cap sleeves
and twin pockets over her breasts. The tailored darts in the front and back
created a form-fitting effect that flattered her tall, willowy figure. Her red
high-heeled sandals matched the dress. It was one of her favorite outfits,
feminine, but professional.


Unfortunately, her hair was not nearly
as neat and stylish. Once again, it was in a short French braid. Loose wisps of
honey blonde hair had escaped to curl around her face and neck, proof that it
had been another long hard day. She repaired it as best she could, then headed
back to her locker where she reached into the pocket of her white hospital
jacket and dug out her eye glasses. Because she was always misplacing them, she
kept extra pairs everywhere, in her coat pocket, her purse, the operating room,
at home, in her car. It was ridiculous. She ought to just get laser surgery.
She had contacts, but they were troublesome for her, so she didn’t wear them
often.


After grabbing her shoulder purse, she
headed for the exit. At the double doors that separated the emergency care
rooms from the waiting area, she came to a dead halt. Through one of the small
windows in the door, she saw Nick Kelly on the other side, talking to some of
the staff.


Her heart skipped several beats and a
wave of lightheadedness swept over her. She stepped back, away from the doors,
and grasped the corner of the wall, taking several long deep breaths.


Every time she saw Nick Kelly, it was
like this; her heartbeat quickened, her knees weakened, and her stomach
summersaulted. Her entire body stirred with sweet excitement. She’d seen so
little of him over the past twenty years, she was always overwhelmed by his
reappearance. Managing the excitement racing through her, she returned to the
doors and stared through the window at him, soaking up every single detail of
him covertly.


Six feet four inches and somewhere
around two hundred and forty pounds of superb physical fitness were all
packaged into the most handsome man she’d ever set eyes on. He was a big man,
and he carried all that height and muscle on a frame that had been trained to
be in the best shape a man could be in. He wasn’t ramrod postured, but he had
the bearing of a military man, of a Marine, so straight and tall, so forceful.


He was conversing with a few of the ER
staff he’d gone to high school with. A petite, dark-haired, operating nurse, by
the name of Ashley Davis, stood close to his side. She was an old flame of
Nick’s from high school. Twenty years ago, Ashley had been head cheerleader and
homecoming queen. Since then, she’d been married and divorced twice. At the
moment, she was single and still very pretty, even at thirty-eight. She
attracted men like a magnet.


Hanna noted how blatantly she was
flirting with Nick. She kept touching him as she talked to him, using the same
routine on him she used on all the good-looking doctors in the hospital. 


Hanna wondered how some women did all
that so easily. Were they born flirts? Or did they learn it? If they learned
it, they must spend hours in front of a mirror perfecting those pouty,
come-hither looks. Invariably, those women also knew how to walk. Hanna had
always wondered how you got your hips to sway with the rhythm of your walk. How
come she’d never been able to do that?


When she reflected further on it, she
figured she’d probably just look so stupid, she’d make herself and anyone
looking at her laugh. She watched Ashley give Nick a long inviting look, then
laugh at something he said like it was brilliantly funny. Maybe she should try
a few of those provocative moves, especially if they would catch the interest
of Nick Kelly.


On impulse, Hanna went in search of
the nearest mirror. She looked at herself critically and grimaced. After being
on duty twelve hours, the makeup that she’d applied this morning was now long
gone. She looked tired, and as usual, her braid was unraveling. She worked out
on her days off, so she still had a slim figure, and her red dress outlined
that nicely, but it was not voluptuous and sexy, like Ashley Davis’. 


Why had Nick shown up here, at the
hospital, so late in the day anyway? This wasn’t how she had envisioned looking
for him after three years. Well, damn! She was never going to be a femme
fatale. Women like that didn’t wear thick-rimmed glasses or their hair in a
braid at thirty-four because it was convenient. They weren’t socially inept or
shy and ordinary, either. And if they had been as hopelessly attracted to a man
as Hanna was to Nick Kelly, they would have known what to do about it.


Sighing in resignation, Hanna put her
glasses back on, squared her shoulders, and walked out to greet Nick. He was
her friend, after all, and she knew he’d come here to see her. She wasn’t going
to hide from him just because she didn’t look the way she wanted to for him.


To her immense relief, he flashed her
a smile the moment he saw her. It eased her anxiety and made her heart melt. The
moment she walked up to him, he reached for her and seized her in a bone-crushing
hug that completely enveloped her and thoroughly surprised her.


It wasn’t the light friendly hug she
had anticipated. It was an unexpected, precious moment stopped in time. She
lingered in his powerful arms, and to her great joy, he held her there, against
his big frame, for several long wonderful moments.


When he finally put a little space
between them, his smile was broad, displaying straight white teeth framed by a
wide sensuous mouth that was endearingly tilted at one corner. Three years had
put a few more wrinkles around his eyes. A few also bracketed the corners of
his mouth.


His jaw was square, and shadowed with
a day’s growth of beard that darkened his cheeks. His chiseled facial features
were just as striking as ever, but he looked a little older and a little more
world-weary than Hanna remembered. He lived a hard life, most of it spent in
harsh, austere, outdoor conditions, and it showed.


His dark brownish-black hair was
clipped to an inch in length on the sides and up the back. The line around his
ears and neck was a bit ragged, as if it hadn’t been cut in a while. On top, it
had been left longer, maybe a couple of inches, long enough to be tousled and
wind-blown, so that a few spiky tendrils just barely fell onto his forehead.
Hanna wanted to sweep her fingers through his dark hair and comb it back into
place. 


Realizing she hadn’t said a word to
him yet, that she was simply staring at him like an idiot, she settled for a
smile that told him how much she had missed him. “It’s good to see you again,
Nick. How was Afghanistan?”


“Cold and miserable,” he laughed. “And
damn, it’s so good to see you again, too, Hanna!” 


Now that his smile had faded to an
impossibly sexy lopsided grin, she could see his beautiful, long-lashed, pale
gray eyes better. She loved their color. Depending on his mood, they could be
dark and smoky or pale and silver. They also tended to pick up bits of color
from the shirts he wore, she had noticed long ago.


As her eyes slid over every detail of
his face, she noticed he had a scar through his left eyebrow. It interrupted
the straight heavy slashes of his brows, giving him a rakish look. Hanna didn’t
remember seeing it there the last time he’d been home. She couldn’t stop
herself from tracing its length with the tip of her finger.


“Were you injured?”


The look he gave her made her breath
catch. “Just a nick. Nothing really.”


She doubted that. It looked like a
knife wound, or maybe a close call with a bullet, but she didn’t pursue it. She
suddenly realized that there were still other people around them, including
Ashley Davis. In her preoccupation with Nick, she had completely forgotten
about them. When she glanced over at Ashley, she noted how the nurse was
watching both of them with a decidedly petulant expression. To Hanna’s stunned
surprise, she realized that the woman was jealous. It was a revelation that
delighted her. Moments ago, she never would have thought that she could make
someone like Ashley jealous.


The old acquaintances Nick had been
passing the time with drifted away after a while. Finally, Ashley did the same.
Hanna laughed to herself. She was their boss, and it was about time they all
got back to work, not that any of them were intimidated by her. She was simply
too courteous and quiet to intimidate anyone.


As if reading her thoughts, Nick said,
“So you’re the big boss around here now, huh, Doc? How long before you’re
running the whole hospital?”


Her smile widened. “I have no
aspirations for that much responsibility, and as you can see, I don’t frighten
anybody with my fierce leadership.”


He took her hands in his. “I’ve missed
you, Hanna! There’s just no one like you. No matter how smart and successful
you are, you’re still so unpretentious.”


She didn’t know quite what to make of
that comment, so she replied, “Just the same old ordinary girl you’ve always
known.”


“No, not ordinary.”


He wasn’t smiling. He was serious, and
that mystified her, but it also felt wonderful.


Finally releasing her hands, he
stepped back enough so that she could look at him― from head to toe. He
was wearing jeans, boots, a pale blue polo shirt that contoured his deeply
muscled chest, and a soft brown leather bomber jacket that emphasized his broad
linebacker shoulders. He took Hanna’s breath away, he was so incredibly good-looking.
She was five foot eight inches in bare feet, taller in heels, and she still had
to look up at him.


She noticed he was studying her, too.
Strangely, there was an unmistakable look of male appreciation in his eyes, as
if he liked what he saw. It bewildered her.


“Are you off duty?”


She glanced around her. “Yes, but I
better get out of here before we have any more emergencies. I just got through
sewing up a car accident victim, and on a Friday night, there’s usually more
than one.”


“You look like you’ve had a long day.”


She winced because she knew exactly
how she looked and wished it was otherwise. “It’s the end of a long week.”


They started for the ER doors that led
outside to the parking lot. “Mom said everyone’s getting together for dinner
tomorrow evening. You’re all going to get me caught up to speed on everything
that has happened. We’ll make some plans.” Hanna confirmed that with a nod as
Nick held the door open for her. On the other side, he stopped her with a
gentle hand on her forearm. “Hanna, I’m so damn sorry about Dylan. I wish I
could have been here for his funeral.” His somber expression was full of deep
regret and concern. “How are you holding up?”


She looked at him, unable to stop the
tears that suddenly filled her eyes. Mentioning her brother still produced
them. “I know you couldn’t get out of Afghanistan sooner. I’m just glad you’re
here now. Your poor mom is beside herself worrying about Lance. Your being here
will help her a lot.” 


“I’m going to find out what happened
to both Lance and Dylan.”


Hanna’s mouth quirked in a grimace of
frustration. “I’ve had zero luck. I’m taking two weeks’ vacation in a week.
Maybe with more time, I’ll be able to find out something.”


“We’ll look together.”


“I wanted to start my vacation sooner,
but we have too many staff out this week and next.”


She reached her car, and noticed the
big shiny black motorcycle parked next to it. It was a brand new Harley. She’d
never seen one close up before. It looked huge.


Nick laughed at her awed expression.
“It’s a beauty, isn’t it? A present to myself for making Lieutenant Colonel and
hitting my twenty-year mark.”


“You got the promotion?”


“Yeah.” He was obviously elated about
his new rank. “My commander confirmed it right before I left.”


“Congratulations!” In spite of what
she knew it meant, she was genuinely pleased for him. “ Do you have your next
orders yet?”


“No, not yet.”


Relief flooded her. “This bike is a
nice present to yourself, although, as a doctor, I wish you would have bought
something safer, like an SUV or maybe a mini tank.”


Nick laughed. “I’ve always had
motorcycles. They’re easier to store when I go overseas. This is a special
limited edition.” He stroked it lovingly, his long fingers gliding over the
custom paint job, the long gooseneck handlebars, and the fancy, thickly
cushioned leather seat. “They’ve only made a few thousand models. I was lucky
to get one. When I saw it online, I fell in love with it. It’s fuel-injected with
a big bore engine that hits 3500RPM’s, chrome slotted wheels, a custom black leather
low profile seat, and a security system that’s state of the art.”


“Oh,” was all Hanna could say. “It
sounds impressive,” She didn’t understand any of the mechanical stuff he’d told
her, but she could see that he loved his new Harley. The shiny chrome pipes on
the sides looked like intestines in the overhead light.


Watching him, she was envious of the
way his long tanned fingers kept stroking his machine. She still remembered
what those hands looked like against her pale skin, only with him now standing
right next to her, the memory was more vivid than it had been in three years.
“Why did you come by the hospital? You’ve been home to see your mom, haven’t
you?”


“I got in this afternoon. The dealer I
bought my bike from online didn’t have it ready until two days ago. It held me
up, or I would have been home sooner.” 


He was standing very close to her,
close enough for her to catch the scent of his cologne. It was as exotic and
disarming as the man.


“I came over to follow you home,” he
told her. “As of now, you don’t go home by yourself anymore. I heard what
happened last week to you. Have you had any more incidents?”


“I’m not sure,” she evaded, avoiding
his intense stare.


“Dammit, Hanna!”


“Don’t worry about it,” she tried to
reassure him. “I can take care of myself. I’m a big girl now.”


“While I’m here, and until we get to
the bottom of all this, you’re going to and from work with me every day.” He
looked very determined, very tough, and very unmovable.


“Nick ….” she started to protest.


“Forget arguing, Hanna. I’m going to
protect you and the rest of our families. No one else is going to get hurt now
that I’m home. And I’m not leaving until all this is resolved and you are all
safe. My commander released me from duty for as long as I need.”


For the second time that evening, he
pulled her into his arms. His embrace was fierce. The top of her head was
tucked firmly under his chin, held there by his big, long-fingered hand.


Hanna didn’t know what to make of his
unexpected behavior. Was he just profoundly concerned for them all, her
included? Whatever the reason, she savored every second of being held so
tightly in his arms. His embrace made her feel safe and secure, in a way she
hadn’t felt in weeks. It chased away some of the grief and loneliness she’d
been living with. But it also filled her with hope she probably shouldn’t
indulge in.


When he released her, he stepped back
to give her an intensely serious look. “I’ll be right behind you all the way
home.” Once she unlocked it, he opened her car door for her and took her elbow
to help her slide inside. “Don’t lose me.”


Don’t lose him? She’d keep him forever if she could.
“I’ll keep your headlights in my rearview mirror all the way,” she promised through
her open window, internally dazed and completely nonplussed by his unexpected ardent
attention.
















 


CHAPTER 4


 


POSED IN FRONT OF THE FULL-LENGTH
MIRROR in her room later that evening, Hanna assessed her good and bad points.
She tried to see herself as Nick might. She was thirty-four. She wasn’t getting
any younger, but she didn’t have any wrinkles yet, and her skin was unblemished
and smooth.


The shape of her face was a softly
contoured oval, no sharp angles. She had good cheekbones. Her mouth was bow
shaped with a full bottom lip. The corners tilted upwards, and when she smiled,
there was a hint of the dimples she’d had as a child.


Her eyes were probably her best
feature. They were large, deeply green, and framed by thick curly black lashes,
below a slightly arched set of dark blonde eyebrows. She had a nondescript
nose, which turned up just enough to make her look cute. Overall, she had no
features that were unattractive, but she was no great beauty, either. As a
small child, she’d been cute. As a teen, she’d been awkward and gangly and
definitely geeky. As an adult, she was just ordinary, average, unexceptional.
But for Nick she wanted to be beautiful, sexy, gorgeous.


He’d said she wasn’t ordinary, but she
was sure he’d been talking about her mind. Everyone knew her mind wasn’t
ordinary. But it wasn’t her IQ that she wanted to impress Nick with. No matter
how much men protested it, looks were what really caught their attention, not
brains. Looks like Ashley Davis possessed.


She’d taken a shower and washed her
hair rather than soak in a bathtub when she’d gotten home. Her hair was loose
and dry now. It fell to her shoulders. The lighter blonde color of her youth
had changed to a dark, honey blonde. She thought the color was drab and
lifeless. The braid was convenient, but it probably didn’t do much to enhance
her facial features.


“Hey, Hanna, I didn’t hear you come
home? Have you eaten? Colleen made some great chicken fettuccini tonight.
There’s some left.”


Hanna turned to her sister-in-law,
Dylan’s widow. Christine had just turned thirty a month ago. She was
dark-haired, small, and beautiful. Hanna liked her immensely. Normally, she was
outgoing, full of fun and laughter. And she was a great mother to Hanna’s
niece, Katie, who was five months old.


The day after Dylan’s death Christine
and Katie had moved in with Hanna and Colleen. Dylan and Christine, with
Lance’s help, had just finished building a brand new house not too far away.
Dylan had been so proud of it, but Christine had been too devastated by her
husband’s sudden death to stay in their new home.


Sometimes life was so unfair, it broke
your heart. Christine and Dylan had been so perfect for one another; so much in
love. Her brother had waited a long time for the right woman. He’d been
thirty-five when he had finally chosen Christine to marry. They’d only had two
years together— just enough time to begin to build a future together and to
create a beautiful daughter. 


“I ate already, thank you, Christine,”
she replied. “I was just standing here in front of the mirror wondering what to
do with my hair. I think I’m getting too old to wear it in a braid. And the
color.... It seems so mousy.”


Christine came up to stand beside her.
She looked at her sister-in-law’s reflection thoughtfully for a few moments. “I
don’t think you’re too old to wear it in a braid. I guess it could use some
highlights, though.” She paused for further reflection. “On second thought, how
about a haircut?” She pulled Hanna’s hair up until it fell to her jaw line.
“Oh, that’s nice! It frames and flatters the shape of your face. I’ll be right
back.” She hurried out of the bedroom. When she came back she was carrying a
magazine. She flipped through the pages until she found a photograph of a young
model. “Look at this hairstyle and color.” She held the magazine open for
Hanna. “I think it would look great on you. What do you think?”


Hanna studied the picture and tried to
imagine herself with the particular style of cut and hair color. “Yeah, I guess
so. I do like the color. It looks sun-streaked.”


“Let’s have it done, then,” Christine
suggested enthusiastically. “I could use a day at the salon, too; that and
maybe a little shopping. It might lift our spirits a little.”


“When? I have to work all next week.”


“Tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow? We’ll never get in that
soon anywhere, and tomorrow evening Nick, Jessie, and Christopher are coming
over for dinner.”


“Dotty will do us tomorrow if I call
her tonight. It’s not too late, and she’s off on Saturday, so she could do us
at her house. She’s a good enough friend that I can ask her for a favor. We’ll
go shopping after. We’ll be home by dinner. You can test out your new look on
Jessie and Nick.”


“Then let’s hope it’s a good look, not
a flop.”


 


HANNA WAS IN HER GRANDMOTHER’S KITCHEN
the next evening when she heard Jessie, Nick, and Christopher, Lance’s
ten-year-old son, enter the living room. Behind the closed door that led to the
next room, she could hear Nick’s deep husky voice and rich baritone laughter.
Butterflies swirled in her stomach. She touched her hair self-consciously.
Christine and Colleen loved the new length and light blonde highlights. But
what would Nick think?


Dotty had cut it to her jaw line and
the nape of her neck in back, then layered it and woven it with pale blonde
streaks. Afterwards, she had loosely curled it to give it more fullness and
height. Instead of being pulled back off her face, it now framed it in a lightly
curled style.


After the hair salon, she and her
sister-in-law had gone shopping. Each of them had bought a new outfit. Hanna
was wearing hers. It was a black silk sarong skirt, with tiny blue and green
flowers. It fell to her knees and tied at the side of her waist. Her blouse was
a sheer, sleeveless, green silk blouse, with a deep ruffled neckline that made
a perfect frame for the jade pendant Nick had sent her for her birthday last
year. She was also wearing the matching earrings that had come with it. She
treasured the set and wore them often. 


Her grandmother came into the kitchen
and took the tray Hanna had in her hands away from her. “Get out of here young
lady,” she admonished. “You look much too fine to be in the kitchen.”


Colleen McHenry was dressed in a pair
of slacks and a pretty shirt, nothing special. “I overdressed, didn’t I?” Hanna
looked down at herself self-consciously.


“No,” the older woman replied
adamantly. “You look lovely, just as you should. Now, go greet our guests. And
take off that apron. It spoils the look. Go get that Marine’s attention.”


“Grandma!”


“I know you’re dying to see what
Nicholas thinks!” Gently, she pushed her toward the closed door. “Jessie can
come in if I need any help. In fact, send her in here. Is Christine still
upstairs feeding Katie?”


“Yes.” Hanna lingered uncertainly.


“Good.”


“What about Christopher? Where would
you like him, Grandma?” Hanna teased.


“Oh, I don’t think he’ll let us pry
him away from his Uncle Nick.” Colleen gave her granddaughter an appraising
look, smiled her approval, and made a shooing motion. “Now scoot.” 


Nick was sitting on Colleen’s
overstuffed flower-print sofa. Christopher, who’d been his ever present shadow
since he’d come home, was sitting beside him, listening to a story he was
reading to him.


When Hanna walked into the living
room, both of them looked up at her. Christopher grinned, then went back to the
pictures in the book. Nick lost his place. The woman in front of him captured
his attention completely.


She’d changed her hair, and she looked
incredibly sexy in the skirt and blouse she was wearing. His eyes swept up her
long shapely legs, to her slender waist, to the deep vee of her blouse. He
noticed the jewelry he’d sent her for her last birthday. The set looked as
lovely on her as he had imagined it would.


She robbed him of speech, and he knew
she was waiting for him to greet her. 


“Hanna...You look…good.” Good? What
an idiot he was! Hell, she looked more than good, but words weren’t
forming in his brain.


“You, too.” 


He was wearing dress slacks and a long-sleeved
shirt that was folded up onto his muscular forearms. He loved what her smile
did to his insides.


“Sit, Auntie Hanna,” Christopher
called to her. “Uncle Nick reading a story.”


Hanna resisted the urge to correct
Christopher’s grammar. He’d talked so late, and then so unclearly, that
whatever he said now was a miracle and a delight. She joined him and Nick on
the sofa to sit on the little boy’s other side.


Her split skirt fell away from her
thigh. She hurried to cover it, caught Nick watching the display of skin, and
blushed. “What are you reading?” she asked.


“‘Bout tanks and hel’copters,”
Christopher announced.


“Oh, military stuff.” She smiled and
looked at the pictures the child was pointing to.


“Christopher has a lot of military
books,” Nick observed.


“I know,” she said. “They’re his
favorites. They remind him of his Uncle Nick, whom he’s very proud of.” She
smiled at the man over the boy’s head. “Read to us, Uncle Nick.”


Nick’s voice was deep and soothing.
Hanna was as enthralled as Christopher was. He was finishing up the description
of military vehicles when Christine came into the living room with the baby.
Little Katie lay contentedly in her mother’s arms, fed and happy. Hanna rose to
take the little girl from her.


“Christine, I don’t think you’ve met
Nick.” She turned to him, with the baby now over her shoulder. “Nick, this is
Dylan’s wife, Christine, and their baby girl, Katie.”


Nick rose and extended his hand to
Dylan’s wife. “Dylan sent me photographs of you and the baby. It’s a pleasure to
finally meet you. It would have been sooner if I had been able to come home for
your wedding.”


Christine smiled and shook his hand.
“Dylan talked a lot about you.” Her smile belied her sad wounded blue eyes as
she sat down in an armchair across from the sofa. “I wish you were home under
better circumstances. I hear congratulations are in order, Colonel.”


“Thank you.” Nick turned to Hanna.
“Can I hold her?”


Surprised that he’d want to, she put
the cooing baby into his arms. “She’s five months old this week.”


He rested one big hand on the baby’s
back and touched her cheek with a single curled finger. “Beautiful, like her
mother,” he said, lifting his eyes to smile at Christine.


Hanna felt terrible about the little
twinge of jealousy that stabbed at her. Beautiful was a much better word
than good.


Since Christopher was beginning to
look a little put out that his idol was giving all his attention to a baby,
Hanna asked him to help her set the table for dinner. He went reluctantly,
looking at Nick over his thin shoulders.


Colleen and Jessie had prepared a huge
meal; a roast and all the side dishes, including three salads and two big peach
pies, Nick’s favorite. When it was ready, the two families sat down at the big
oval oak table. Nick took a seat next to Hanna, leaving the ends of the table
to Colleen and his mother.


As he watched the four women pass the
food around and help Christopher take what he wanted, he was touched by their
resiliency in the face of such tragedy and mishap. Two children were
fatherless, and Christine widowed. Hanna had lost a brother, and Colleen a
grandson. Then there was his mother, who was beside herself worrying about his
younger brother.


Nick knew they all needed his help.
That’s what he was home for, to help them find out what had happened to the men
in their lives. And what the hell had happened? He didn’t have a clue at this
point. His gut told him Lance wasn’t dead. But Dylan was, and he didn’t believe
his childhood friend had fallen off his patrol boat drunk, any more than his family
did.


He couldn’t bring Dylan back, but he
could help Hanna clear her brother’s name and find out what really happened to
him. He was sure the police chief, whom he’d gone to high school with, and the
sheriff, whom he didn’t know at all, were dead wrong about Dylan. It wasn’t
right to label a man a drunk on the job, and leave that taint on his wife and
baby.


He was certain the two law enforcement
men in the community were giving the families the run around about Lance’s
disappearance. His brother was too good a diver to have drowned. If Lance had
drowned, his equipment would have been discovered at the bottom of the bay and
at some point, his body probably would have surfaced.


Apparently, a diver from the sheriff’s
department had gone into the lower end of Discovery Bay to look for Lance’s
body near the place Dylan had disappeared, but nothing had been found. Nick
intended to do a more thorough search as soon as he could get the proper
equipment together. Lance’s body could have been caught on an underwater snag,
though that seemed unlikely according to what his mother had reported. And why
no sign of Lance’s rubber dinghy? That really bothered him. That alone made
Nick suspect foul play. He really needed more information, and he hoped someone
had something enlightening to tell him.


“So, who wants to go first?” he
prompted.


Misunderstanding what his Uncle was
asking for, Christopher exuberantly responded. “Me, me! My PlayStation at
Grandma’s. We can play Tank Fighter. I get the black tank.”


Nick laughed. “We’ll play that later,
sport, but right now I need to talk to the ladies.” He turned to Colleen at the
far end of the table. “Can Christopher watch a little television in the other
room? Looks like he’s finished with his dinner.”


Colleen smiled and got up. “He sure
can.” She helped the boy carry his dishes to the kitchen, then took him into
the den to help him find a program that was suitable.


Nick smiled, seeing the plate of
cookies and glass of chocolate milk Colleen carried for his nephew. He
remembered her doing the same thing for Lance and himself when they’d come to
visit Dylan and Hanna as children.


While they waited for Colleen to
return, Christine took the baby upstairs for a nap, and Nick helped Hanna clear
the table of dishes. Once that was completed and Christine came back down, Jessie
brought out a warm peach pie that she cut into large slices, then topped with
vanilla ice cream. It was Nick’s favorite dessert. Along with the pie, Jessie
poured everyone fresh cups of coffee. 


Nick attacked his pie in big bites.
“Geez, Mom, I haven’t had anything like this in three years! You haven’t lost
your touch.”


“Thank you, son. I love to spoil you.”


“I’m too old to be spoiled,” he chided
her.


“You’re never too old to be spoiled.”


Nick grinned lovingly at his mother,
swallowed the last of his pie, then turned to Christine. “Do you want to go
first, while Katie’s asleep?”


They all knew that they were supposed
to fill Nick in on what each one knew, so the young widow nodded and smiled ruefully.
“I’ll piece together what we learned from everyone in the first few hours after
Dylan’s death. The sheriff’s dispatcher sent Dylan out to Nat Simm’s place around
six thirty in the evening. Nat had called in another complaint that someone in
a cabin cruiser was messing with his crab pots again. Nat lives at the south
end of Discovery Bay, near Discovery Junction. He keeps his traps in the bay,
south of the spit. He’d been making complaints about poachers messing with his
equipment. His neighbors had been complaining about it as well in recent
months. Nat says Dylan stopped by, took the report, saw the cabin cruiser that
was anchored near the pots, then headed out in his patrol boat to talk to the
boater. Dylan radioed the dispatcher that he was going to check the guy’s boat
registration and fishing license. Nat says it was getting dark, and Dylan was
concerned the cabin cruiser didn’t have his running lights on. From the shore,
he saw Dylan reach the cabin cruiser and board it. About ten minutes later,
Dylan drove off in his patrol boat, then the cabin cruiser left.”


Nick listened without interruption, and
then asked, “Did Nat give a description of the boat? Make or model? Any
description of the guy onboard? Did Dylan radio anything back in after boarding
the cabin cruiser?”


“Not that I’ve heard,” Christine
replied. “The dispatcher said that Dylan didn’t get back to her. Nat said it
was getting too dark to get a good description of the boat and the driver. The
only thing he could tell the deputies was that the boat was a cabin cruiser,
about thirty feet long, not too old, probably a Bayliner.”


“After Dylan drove off, did the other
boat follow him?”


“Nat said they both headed north, out
of bay.” Christine frowned. “It’s not much, is it?”


“At least we have a witness who saw
something,” Nick said, trying to sound encouraging. 


“We need to talk to Nat Simms again,”
Hanna interjected. “Lance was going out to talk to him the day he disappeared.”


“I definitely need to talk to him
again. I think I remember him. He’s been in that old trailer on the shoreline
forever, hasn’t he?” Nick asked, looking around the table for an answer.


“Yes, he has,” his mother told him.


“I want to go with you when you talk
to him,” Hanna said. “Nat’s a bit of a cantankerous old character, but he likes
me.


“Isn’t he an ex-Marine?” Nick asked
again. When Hanna nodded, he added, “We’ll go see him together.”


“You know, I’ve been staying over here
with the baby since... well, you know....” Christine spoke up again, avoiding
stating the painful reason why. “But not too long afterward, I went home to get
some things, and the back door was open. I know I didn’t leave it open. In
fact, I locked everything up when I moved over here. When I went back, nothing
seemed missing or damaged, not even the door lock, but I sensed someone had
been inside. I could just feel it, you know. Why would someone come in and not
steal something?”


“I don’t know, but you and I will go
back Monday and do another search. Could be someone was looking for something
they didn’t find, so they decided not to raise any suspicions, although leaving
the door open wasn’t smart.”


“I’ve been afraid to go back,”
Christine admitted.


“I don’t blame you, but this time I’ll
be with you.”


“What would someone be looking for?”
Christine wanted to know.


Nick shook his head, perplexed. “Maybe
something Dylan was working on?”


“I don’t know.” The young mother was
at a loss.


“We’ll brainstorm when we go over
there. Your memory might get jogged once you’re inside looking with me.”


Jessie got up again to clear the
dessert dishes from the table and pour more coffee. When she returned, Colleen
turned to Hanna.


“You better tell Nicholas what
happened to you last week.”


Hanna had to smile at her
grandmother’s use of Nick’s full first name. No one but Colleen called him
Nicholas. “I think Nick has heard about it from his mother.” She took a sip of
her coffee, reluctant to make too big a deal out of her late night incidents.
“Nick has enough to worry about.”


His gaze sharpened on her, his gray
eyes narrowing. “Why don’t you let me be the judge of that? Worrying about each
one of you is my job right now.”


The intensity of his gaze made her
shift a little on her chair. “I think I should tell you what I know about Dylan
and Lance first.”


“Fine, but that won’t get you off the
hook from telling me what happened to you.”


Hanna knew he wouldn’t let her forget,
but she began by telling him what she knew about her brother’s death. 


“Dylan was supposed to pick me up from
work the night he died.” She glanced at Christine’s pale taut expression, and reached
out to squeeze her hand compassionately. “I waited at the hospital a long time,
then called Christine. She hadn’t heard from him, either. Then I called the
sheriff’s office. The dispatcher told me that she’d sent him out to Nat Simms.
She hadn’t heard from since. They tried to contact him and got no response. The
next morning, they finally sent a patrol boat and helicopter out. They found
his boat in the middle of Discovery Bay, drifting into shore on the current.
There was an empty bottle of whiskey on board, but no Dylan. The next day,
divers went out to search. Deputies from the sheriff’s office and the police
department interviewed everyone who lived along the shore, near Nat’s place. A
couple of older people had seen the cabin cruiser out by their crab pots, but
hadn’t been able to give any better description of it than Simms had. No one
had seen what might have happened to Dylan. Like Nat, they just saw his patrol
boat go by on its way back into Port George. Four days after he disappeared,
Dylan’s body was found floating in the bay by a passing boater.”


Christine caught back a sob and shot
up from the table, tears spilling down her cheeks. Colleen immediately went
after her. When Hanna looked across the table at Nick, tears were pouring down
her cheeks, too.


“I’m sorry to make you dredge all this
up again,” Nick said, his voice low and husky with compassion.


“It has to be done.” Hanna took the
tissue Jessie handed her. “It’s infuriating how the police chief and the
sheriff have handled the case. That idiot Port George has for a coroner
examined Dylan’s body and did a quick test for drugs and alcohol. He determined
after only the most minimal of exams that Dylan fell off his patrol boat,
drunk, and subsequently drowned. Death by accidental drowning due to alcohol
intoxication was his official report. We were all outraged. Dylan would not
drink on the job. The coroner also determined that Dylan’s head wound was
caused by his fall off his boat.


“That head injury really bothered me,
so I had a Seattle medical examiner, who’s a friend of mine, come over to take
a look. They wouldn’t let him do another autopsy. He only got to look at the
body and exam the final report. But even with that little bit of information,
he concluded that the alcohol in Dylan’s blood was too small to have caused him
to pass out and fall off his boat. In fact it was so minimal, he considered it
negligible. After examining the head wound, he said it appeared to have been
caused by a hard object, swung with enough force, probably from behind, to
either knock Dylan unconscious or kill him. The damage and location suggested
something the size and shape of a baseball bat. Without further examination, Dr.
Newell, the medical examiner from Seattle, couldn’t provide conclusive proof,
and the presence of alcohol in the blood remains a mystery. But he thinks it is
highly likely that Dylan died from blunt force trauma and was thrown overboard
afterwards.”


Hanna couldn’t go on. Being clinical
didn’t ease the anguish of knowing her brother had suffered such a traumatic
injury. More than likely, he’d never had a chance to defend himself because he
was struck from behind. Tears brimmed in her eyes again and trickled down her
face. She tried to wipe them away, but they kept coming.


Nick got up from the table, pulled her
chair out, and took her by her elbow into the living room. He gave his mother a
glance over his shoulder. “Do you think Colleen has some brandy you could put
in Hanna’s coffee?”


“I believe so.” Jessie got up to get
the brandy and more coffee. “I think we could all use some,” she said quietly
on the way into the kitchen.


In the living room, Nick sat next to
Hanna on the sofa and slid an arm around her, then pulled her completely into
his arms when she began to cry harder. Several moments passed before she could
compose herself enough to accept the tissue he handed her.


“It’s going to hurt for a long time.
It’s so damned unfair!”


“You don’t need to tell me anything
else right now, Hanna.”


Nick had her head tucked under his
chin and was gently stroking her back when Jessie returned with a tray of
brandy-laced coffees. He took two from her and gave Hanna one. He didn’t see
his mother closely watching him.


Hanna took a couple of sips of her
drink, then straightened. “You need to know this stuff if you’re going to help me
investigate Dylan’s death.” Another long drink helped. “The medical examiner
from Seattle told me that he’d seen a similar case two years ago. It turned out
to be a homicide made to look like an accidental drowning. Lord, Nick, who
would have done that to Dylan?!”


He shook his head. “Did you tell Lance
all this?”


“He read both the coroner’s report and
the Dr. Newell’s report. He was with me when the sheriff and police chief told
us they didn’t have any evidence of homicide. As far as they were concerned,
Dylan died the way the local coroner said he did. Lance and I were furious with
them both, especially with the sheriff. He was Dylan’s boss. Dylan had been
with the department for years. He had an exemplary record. And why didn’t the
coroner let Dr. Newell do another full autopsy?”


“Probably because he had something to
hide.” Nick shook his head, as disgusted as Hanna. “I don’t know the sheriff.
He was just elected last year, according to Mom, but we went to high school
with Phillip Douglas, the police chief. I played football with him. Do you
remember him? He was one of the guys who liked to tease you all the time.”


“I never liked him.”


“He was an obnoxious jerk most of the
time.”


“Well, he still is. He’s just a more
diplomatic, obnoxious jerk now.” Hanna drank more of her brandy-laced coffee.
“He doesn’t tease me anymore, though. Guess he’s afraid I might have to patch
him up someday in ER.” 


Jessie was seated in a chair, across
from Nick and Hanna. “Lance was helping Hanna investigate Dylan’s death,” she
told Nick. “He was getting frustrated with the lack of cooperation from the
sheriff and the police chief. He was thinking about hiring a private
investigator. But first, he wanted to dive around Discovery Junction to see if the
sheriff’s divers had overlooked anything. He may have dived farther out to see
if he could find anything. The sheriff didn’t drag the whole bay.”


“Lance was interested in checking out
those crab pots.” Hanna sighed in frustration. “I don’t know, Nick. We really
need more information, more clues. I’ve gone over and over all the things we
know so far, and I just have no idea who might have killed Dylan. All I know is
that he did not fall off his patrol boat in a drunken stupor and drown. No one
will ever make me believe that of my brother.”


Nick still had one arm wrapped around
her shoulders. His hand curled over her upper arm and squeezed gently. “Rest
assured I won’t ever believe that of Dylan either. I may not have been home a
lot in the last twenty years, but Dylan and I wrote to each other regularly.
There was never anything to indicate he had a drinking problem.”


She turned to him, her face full of
anxiety. “I feel so guilty because I asked Lance to help me find out what
happened to my brother.”


“He would have investigated Dylan’s
death, regardless, Hanna,” Nick reassured her. “He was Dylan’s best friend.”


Hanna knew that, but it didn’t ease
the guilt she felt. “I still shouldn’t have let him dive alone that day. But he
couldn’t have drowned. His body would have been found by now. And what happened
to his dinghy? It disappeared as mysteriously as he did. None of it makes any
sense! What can we do? Where do we start?”


Nick caught her hand and stroked it,
trying to ease her distress. He gave his mother an assessing look. She looked
as distraught as Hanna. Both women definitely needed his help. He could see
they felt they had hit a dead end, with nowhere to go next.


“I’ll start by going over all the same
ground you’ve already gone over, with all the same people,” he informed them.
“I have a friend in the FBI office in Seattle who might be of some assistance.
I’ll also see how much pressure I can put on Phillip Douglas and the sheriff to
reopen this investigation. I’m anxious to hear, first-hand, what they have to
say about Lance’s disappearance and Dylan’s death.”


Jessie rolled her eyes. “It will be
the same old baloney they’ve been giving us.”


“I’m sure it will be, but they’re not
going to get away with standing on that. They aren’t going to ignore me the way
they’ve been ignoring all of you.”


“They’re probably blowing us off
because we’re women.”


Nick nodded in obvious disgust, then
gave both his mother and Hanna a reassuring smile. “I will find out what
happened to Lance and to Dylan. I’ve got lots of training in this kind of
thing, lots of tools at my disposal, and some good contacts that can help me
get the information we need.”


Nick’s confident assurances relieved
some of the frustration and guilt Hanna had been carrying around for too long.
“Well, please don’t go diving without me. I don’t want to lose you, too.” 


Nick smiled indulgently at her. “I’ll
take you with me.” Again, he missed the interest in his mother’s eyes as she
watched his tender exchange with Hanna. “Now tell me what happened to you on
the way home from work last week.”


“I was driving home about midnight.
We’d had an entailed emergency that night, so I had to work late. I was on McHenry
Point Road when a car came up fast behind me. He didn’t have his headlights on,
or I would have seen him sooner. As he came up alongside me, he swerved toward
me and forced me onto the shoulder of the road. My car hit the guard rail. He
sped off. I didn’t get a license number, although it looked like a Washington
plate.”


Nick pictured the scene, and it scared
the hell out of him. She could have easily ended up in the bay below the cliff
road. 


“You keep saying he. Was it a man
driving?”


“I think so. He had short hair. But it
was so dark….”


“What did the car look like?”


“It was a sedan, an older model. I
don’t know the make. It was a dark color, maybe blue or black.” Hanna shook her
head. “I wish I could tell you more, but it happened so fast.”


“You weren’t hurt, were you?” Again
Jessie saw the unmistakable concern on her son’s face.


Hanna shook her head no. “It just
shook me up a bit.”


“Was that the only incident?”


Colleen came back into the room and
sat down in a rocking chair near Jessie. Hanna asked her if Christine was okay,
and she told them that she was lying down. “The next night I was near the same
spot on the same road, and I had a flat tire. I’d just had the tires replaced,
so I was a little surprised. A man on a big bike like yours, a Harley, stopped
to offer me help. He looked like he belonged to a biker gang. He was scruffy… scary.
He had long hair and was dressed in a black leather jacket and chains. He might
have been in his thirties. His face was rough, pock-mocked. He didn’t threaten
me. But he made me uneasy. He came up really quietly behind me while I was
getting my tire iron and tools out of my trunk. He startled me, but I was ready
to clobber him with the tire iron if I needed to.”


Nick frowned, clearly troubled.


“Luckily, a male nurse from the hospital
happened along at that point and stopped, recognizing my car. The biker left then.”


“And the latest incident?” he prompted
her.


Hanna shot Jessie and Colleen a
censuring glance. They obviously had told Nick about her latest fears. Since
they were just that, she hadn’t intended to tell Nick about them. He had enough
to worry about. “It wasn’t really an incident.”


“You thought someone was following
you,” he reminded her. “Under the circumstances, that’s important. And I
understand your car isn’t running too well.”


“Grandma! Jessie!” Hanna sent both
women a look of rebuke. 


“We’re just worried about you, honey,”
Jessie told her.


“I think we’ve lost enough of the
family the last few weeks,” her grandmother gently scolded. “We certainly don’t
want anything to happen to you, too.”


Hanna felt immediately contrite. “I
know. I’m sorry. Yes,” she said, looking at Nick. “I’ve had the feeling that
someone has been watching me, following me. But I’m not sure. Only suspicious.”


“Nick’s home now. He’ll take care of this,”
Colleen inserted, giving him a brief smile.


“Suspicious is good,” Nick encouraged
them. “It will be a lot easier to take care of all of you, if you don’t keep
anything from me, no matter how trivial it seems,” he added just as Christine
came back into the room and sat down. “Until we know what’s going on and who’s
targeting our families, you need to be extremely alert. Look around you all the
time. Be suspicious, even of people you know. Paranoia doesn’t hurt under
circumstances like these. It might save your lives. I carry a regular cell
phone on me all the time, plus my SAT phone. I have an extra one that I’ll
leave with Mom. You can reach me anywhere with it, no matter where you are.
I’ll send all of you my numbers. Call me if you need me, no matter how silly
you think it might be. No one is going to chastise you for it, especially not
me. Christine, don’t go to your house alone. Always wait for me to go with you.
And Hanna, no more using your car. It’s not reliable enough. If you break down
on the way home after work, on a dark stretch of the highway, you could be in
big trouble. You’ve been lucky so far. In fact, I’ll take you to work and bring
you home this week.”


“Can’t you just fix my car?”


“I’ll take a look at it, but it’s not
a priority right now.”


“If I go to work on the back of your
bike, I’ll be a mess by the time I get there.” 


Nick smiled. “I won’t take you to work
on the Harley. I’ll use Mom’s car.”


“Lance’s new Jeep is at the house,”
Jessie suggested. “And his truck is at the boat yard. We probably need to do
something about the business, too. Paul is keeping things operational, but you
might want to see if he needs anything.”


Nick nodded. “I’d planned to check in
with him this week. But the business is not as important as finding Lance and
keeping you safe.” He meant everyone, but he was looking at Hanna. “You’re not
going to give me any trouble about taking you to and from work, are you?”


“No,” she answered him, then made a
face at him. “You know you sound like you did when we were kids, always in
charge. No wonder they made you a Colonel.”
















 


CHAPTER 5


 


IT WAS A TRADITION ON SUNDAY, after
church, to take Christopher to the park to play football or baseball, sometimes
basketball, actually any game that entailed using a ball. Whoever didn’t have
to work went. Lance had always taken his son. Hanna went most Sundays. Dylan
and Christine often joined them. Afterward, they usually had a picnic.


This Sunday, after everyone had gone
home and changed out of their dress clothes, they decided to go Fort Worden
State Park. The fort itself was a nineteenth century military installation with
a parade ground, officers’ quarters, plantation style barracks, and 434 acres
of beautiful green manicured grounds and huge leafy trees. The big guns that
had once guarded Admiralty Strait had been quiet since World War II. The
meticulously preserved site now housed campgrounds, a picnic area, museums,
conference facilities, and a non-profit center for arts and education. There
was even a hostel on the grounds, and an underwater park off-shore.


Since Lance’s disappearance, Hanna and
Christine had taken Christopher out as much as possible. With his Uncle Nick
home, there was no doubt who the boy would rather play football with. Sometimes
Jessie and Colleen went, but this Sunday they opted to skip the outing and stay
home. Christine brought the baby, and since there were four of them, one
needing an infant car seat, Nick took his mother’s four door sedan, rather than
Lance’s Jeep. 


At the park, they chose a big grassy
clearing, laid down a blanket, and anchored it against the light ocean breeze
with an ice chest and a picnic basket. They were all wearing shorts, and
Christine had her baby girl strapped to her chest in a sling type harness. She
wasn’t about to leave her precious cargo in her baby carrier on the blanket,
while she played touch football. Leaving a baby unattended, even a few feet
away these days, was way too risky. 


Nick produced the football, and to
warm up, they threw it to one another for a while. Then the game was on; Nick
and Christopher against Hanna and Christine. The baby went along for the bouncy
ride.


A coin was tossed and Christine got
the ball first.


“Aw, no fair!” ten-year old
Christopher complained.


“The ladies won the toss,” his uncle
reminded him. “Be a good sport.”


Hanna ran down field for a pass, and
Christine threw the football to her. She caught it and laughingly dodged the
tackle Nick tried to make on her. Christopher chased her, caught up to her, and
tagged her a quarter of the way to their imaginary goal line.


When they all lined up in position
again, facing one another, Hanna pushed her sunglasses up and shook her finger
at Nick. “This is touch football, Colonel. No tackling. Your nephew knows the
rules, and so should you.”


He threw up his hands. “What fun is it,
playing football with girls, if you can’t tackle?”


Hanna rolled her eyes. He sounded just
like he had as a teenager. “Play by the rules, Kelly. Be a good sport,” she
echoed, making Christopher giggle.


And he did, for most of the game.
Hanna and Christine made the first touchdown, then Christopher and Nick made
the second. Hanna was fast. Neither of the boys had an easy time trying to tag
her, while she caught them and tagged them frequently. Nick and Christopher
thought they were going to beat the girls easily, but an hour later, they were
down by one touchdown. Everyone was getting tired and hungry, so they agreed to
play only another fifteen minutes. Christine and Hanna were on defense. Nick
threw the ball to Christopher, who caught it and started to run down the field.
Christine couldn’t catch him with the baby. Hanna was close behind her
sister-in-law, and charged after her nephew.


Angling in from her blind side, Nick
dove for her just as she was about to tag Christopher. He caught her around the
waist and tackled her to the ground. He broke her fall, but she landed with a whoof
beneath him. Momentarily winded, she stared up into his laughing gray eyes.


“No fair!” she protested. “There’s no
tackling!”


“I had to— just once,” he argued, his
eyes twinkling with mischief.


Before Hanna could scramble out from
under him, he lifted his hand to caress her cheek. Her eyes widened as his
mouth began a slow descent to hers. “You look so cute with that new haircut, I
couldn’t resist doing this.”


This was a kiss— a totally unexpected,
breathtakingly wonderful kiss. At first, it was just the gentle sampling
pressure of his lips against hers, tasting and savoring. But as her lips
softened and warmed beneath his, the pressure increased.


As the kiss deepened, his mouth
slanted more vigorously across hers. Pleasure sliced through her, swift and
hot. His tongue probed the seam of her now wet lips. They parted, opened to let
him in. He plunged inside, his tongue tangling fiercely with hers―
demanding, hungry, wanting more. The heat between them ignited into a blaze.
Nick plowed his fingers through her sweat-dampened hair and groaned.


His body was so big and hard in all
the places it pressed against hers. Hanna lost all sense of time and place. His
masculine arousal was clearly evident where his hips pushed against hers. The
pleasure became so acute, a breathy little moan escaped her throat. Then
Christopher jumped on Nick’s back, and broke the magical spell.


“Uncle Nick, I made it! A touchdown!
100 points. Stop kissing Antie Hanna, Uncle Nick.”


Nick did a push-up off of her, and then
offered her a hand up with a rueful smile. “Great job, champ!” he congratulated
his nephew as he ruffled his hair. “I think you’re just about ready for the
NFL.”


Hanna pretended to dust some grass off
her bottom, unable to look up at Nick or over at Christine, who she just knew
was watching very intently and very curiously.


“Antie Hanna, why kissing Uncle Nick?”
Christopher’s curiosity was bluntly honest, and Hanna was too flustered to
answer.


Nick’s response flustered her even
more. “I think your Antie Hanna likes the way I taste, sport.” He laughed, then
winked at her.


“Yuck! No kissing!” Christopher
expressed his opinion of that clearly, producing a deep rich laugh from Nick.


He clapped his nephew once on the
shoulder. “You’ll like it when you get older, champ. Now let’s go eat. Who’s
hungry?”


“Me, me!” cried the ten-year old as
his uncle hoisted him onto his broad shoulders and carried him over to the
picnic blanket.


“Wow, Hanna! What was that all about?”
Christine whispered to her sister-in-law, hanging back so she wouldn’t be heard
by Nick.


“I’m not sure.”


“We need a little conversation later,
lady. That was one smokin’ hot kiss!”


Hanna blushed so hotly she felt like
she was on fire. It had been one smokin’ hot kiss, and she didn’t know
what exactly to make of it. She was still just trying to catch her breath.


After lunch, they all rested and
played with Christopher and the baby on the blanket. Hanna watched Nick tickle
and coo at the baby after he wrestled with his nephew. It amazed her that he
was so fascinated by the tiny girl. He fit the description of a tough,
battle-hardened Marine. Yet he clearly enjoyed holding and cuddling the baby.
The two of them were such a contrast— one so weathered, tanned, and large. Once
so soft, pink, and tiny.


She wondered if he missed having a
family, a child of his own, a wife. He’d never married. As far as she knew,
he’d never had any long term relationships. And while she was glad, she’d often
wondered why.


She saw Christine studying him while
he played with her baby girl. “I notice you’re wearing the Navy SEALs trident
insignia on your shorts,” she mentioned. He had on the navy blue shorts Hanna
had seen SEAL instructors wear on a Discovery channel program she’d watched
once. His shirt was the drab olive green printed with the USMC lettering and
the Marine Corps insignia.


“When I’m stationed at Coronado, I do
a lot of combat diving and amphibious instruction for the Navy SEALs.”


“So what exactly is a Force Recon
Marine? Are you special forces?” Christine asked as he tickled Katie’s tummy.


“We’re similar to the Navy
SEALs, Army Rangers, Airborne, and such, but we complement, rather than replace
other special operational forces. Primarily we’re deep reconnaissance, but we
engage in direct action missions, too, working independently out in the field.
Traditionally, we provided a theater commander with a range of options that
focus on intelligence for forward operations. I’m part of MARSOC now; Marine
Special Operations Command. As a major, I ran several deep recon platoons.
Sometimes I work with other agencies.”


Hanna knew the latter
meant he and his teams did work occasionally for covert intelligence agencies and
the DEA.


“What does it take to be a
Force Recon Marine?” Christine asked.


“Time in the field.
Recommendations from XO’s, and a pipeline of schools. Traditionally, a Marine
goes through a lot of additional advanced training like combat diver, jump
master, SERE, which is survival, evasion, resistance and escape training, and other
special warfare schools; sometimes a language school. I’ve been through all of them, plus the
Navy’s BUD/S program— just to see if it was any tougher than the BRC, the basic
recon course the Corps put Force Recon recruits through. It wasn’t,” he
laughed. “Depending on the training or the mission, when I’m home, I’m usually
stationed at Camp Pendleton or the U.S. Naval Amphibious Base on Coronado
Island in San Diego.”


“Nick doesn’t like to brag,” Hanna
added. “But he’s one of the best diving instructors in the country. He tests a
lot of the Navy’s new underwater diving equipment and submersibles. He also
gives training classes in underwater demolition.”


Nick grinned at her. “And where did
you hear all that?”


“From your mother and brother, and
sometimes you even let out a little bit of information about yourself in your
letters.”


Nick smiled at her as he played a
silent game of peek-a-boo with the baby, who was giggling up a storm. After
lifting Katie for a kiss on the cheek, he wrinkled his nose and then handed her
back to her mother. “Think she’s smelling a little fragrant, Mom.”


Christine took the baby to the car to
change, and Nick began a game of Uno with Christopher. They let Hanna play as
well. When Christine returned, she rocked the baby to sleep in her infant
carrier. The brief interruption had not stilled her curiosity.


“Dylan told me your dad was a war
hero.” Christine didn’t know Nick very well. She’d been married to Dylan for
two years, but she had never met Nick until yesterday. She’d heard a lot about
him, though. She knew her husband had written regularly to him, and that Dylan
had always admired him. The admiration and pride of his family and close
friends had always intrigued her. “He was in the Vietnam War, right?”


Nick nodded yes. “He was given the
Congressional Medal of Honor posthumously for saving the lives of two special
operations teams.”


“Tell us ‘bout grandpa,” Christopher
urged. Hanna knew Lance had told his son about Nick Kelly Sr. and his bravery.
She also knew Christopher loved to hear the story as much as Lance and Nick had
loved to hear it as boys.


Nick smiled at her, guessing what she
was thinking. “In 1971 most of the troops were slowly pulling out of Vietnam.
The SEALs and Force Recon units were leaving, too. It was a dangerous retreat
because the North Vietnamese had gained control of much of the country.
Grandpa’s Recon unit was working with a SEAL unit providing information about
enemy troop movement, so American troops could withdraw more securely and
safely. The two teams were being extracted from a hot zone when they got caught
in a fierce firefight, a big gun battle,” he clarified for Christopher. “The
choppers couldn’t land, so everyone had to climb ropes to reach them. In order
to get everyone out, someone had to stay on the ground and keep the enemy from
shooting all the men being extracted. Grandpa was in charge, so he decided it
was his responsibility. Everyone got onboard the helicopters alive, although
some of the soldiers were wounded. One helicopter flew away. The other one, the
one with Grandpa’s Marines in it, waited for him and were shooting at the enemy
from the air. While Grandpa Kelly was climbing up to the helicopter, he got
shot. He hung on, and your Grandpa Sean pulled him inside. Grandpa Kelly was
shot real bad, though. He died before they got him to base.


“I was a little younger than you,
squirt, when they buried my father, your grandpa, in the big military cemetery
in Washington D.C. It is a real honor to be buried there. The government gave
your grandma a special flag and a special medal for bravery that grandpa had
earned by saving all those lives. Your dad and I got some special things, too.
Your grandma was real sad, though. So were your daddy and I. We missed our
father, but we were real proud of what he’d done. He was a true hero.”


Hanna knew how proud Nick had been of
his dad. He’d been eight when his father had died, old enough to remember. The
tales Sean had told his stepsons afterward had made a lasting impression on the
two young brothers, particularly Nick, who thereafter, had wanted to follow in
his father’s footsteps. His father’s heroism, bravery, and self-sacrifice had
guided Nick’s life. The impact of it had directed his decision to become an
officer in the Marine Corps, like his father had been.


“Are you a hero, Uncle Nick?”
Christopher asked with all the innocence of an adoring child.


“Naw, just a good Marine.”


“He is a hero, Christopher,” Hanna
amended. “Your Uncle Nick has been awarded lots of medals for bravery, himself,
including the Navy Cross which is one of the highest honors a man can receive.
Maybe he will show that to you sometime. He’s saved the lives of many men he
has served with and commanded.”


Christopher was staring up at his
uncle with awe. “Tell a story ‘bout you, Uncle Nick,” he asked excitedly.


Obviously uncomfortable with the
adulation, Nick was quiet for a long moment. With Hanna’s encouragement, he
recalled an incident with one of his teams in Iraq, but while the story awed
the ladies, it didn’t seem to impress his nephew too much because of all the
political ramifications beyond his comprehension. Capturing well-known
terrorists didn’t mean much to a ten-year-old who had no idea how important
they had been.


He decided to tell him a few of the
interesting things he got to do as a Recon Marine instead. “Well, I get to jump
out of airplanes thousands of feet up in the air. We put on special masks and
suits. Sometimes I fly like a bird for a long way before I use my parachute.
It’s called HALO jumping. When we jump out of an airplane so far above the
ground our enemies don’t know we are coming because they can’t see us on their
radar.” Nick smiled as Christopher’s eyes rounded with wonder. “Sometimes I
have to slide real fast out of helicopters on a long rope that drops us into
the ocean or onto the ground. It’s called fast roping, and it’s very dangerous.
But what I like best, is putting on all my very special diving gear and
swimming underwater. The Navy also has little submarines that I get to use.”


“Cool!” Christopher liked that one
best.


“Yeah, I get to play with lots of cool
toys. That’s the fun part of my job.”


Christopher was thinking hard about
something. “What are emees and terriers, Uncle Nick?”


It took Nick a second to figure that
one out, then he chuckled. “They are bad guys.”


“You shoot emees and terriers with
your gun?”


“Its terrorists, not terriers, big guy,”
Nick corrected gently, slowly enunciating each phoneme. “Terriers are dogs, and
terrorists are really bad guys that kill a lot of innocent people. Sometimes I
have to shoot them,” he explained solemnly and honestly. “But it’s an awful
thing to shoot someone, Christopher.”


Because his uncle said it, the boy
believed it. “Daddy says Antie Hanna is a hero. She saves hurt people.”


Nick looked at Hanna and saw her flush
with embarrassment. “She is, Christopher. It’s very important to save people
who are sick or hurt. It’s more important than what I do.” He saw how his
praise surprised her and smiled softly at her. “Her mommy and daddy were
heroes, too. They were doctors who helped people in parts of the world where
there are terrible things like earthquakes and floods that kill lots of
families. Like my father, they died trying to save people. You know they were
Uncle Dylan’s parents, too. That’s why Dylan and Hanna went to live with Grandma
Colleen and Grandpa Ben when they were little— because their mommy and daddy
had died.”


“Is my daddy dead, Uncle Nick?”


That question hit them all in the gut.
No one was sure what Christopher thought about his father’s disappearance,
especially since he was delayed cognitively.


Nick pulled his nephew onto his lap
and gave him a reassuring hug. “I don’t think so, Christopher. Your daddy and I
have always been real close, and I’m pretty sure I’d know it if he was dead.
I’m going to find your daddy and bring him home as soon as I can. I promise.”


The look of complete confidence the
ten-year old gave his uncle was stunning. “Okay, Uncle Nick, but hurry up. I
miss daddy.”


Nick kissed the top of his nephew’s
head, closed his eyes for a second, and then opened them to find Hanna staring
at him with silent tears swimming in her own. His own felt misty.


He regrouped, stroked her hand in
comfort, then ruffled the little boy’s hair. “Let’s go find the playground
equipment. I want to swing. How about you, squirt?”


Christopher jumped to his feet with
childish exuberance.“Yeah, let’s go!” He turned to the two women. “Come on
guys! Come on baby!”


Nick raced his nephew to the
playground equipment in the distance, while Hanna, Christine, and Baby Katie
followed at a more sedate pace.


“Boy, Hanna, Nick Kelly is one heck of
a man!” Christine exclaimed with obvious admiration. “We’ve all turned to him
to solve Dylan’s death and Lance’s disappearance, and he hasn’t even flinched.
Most men would have said I’ll see what I can do. He just says I’ll do it. I’m
really beginning to think he will, too. I mean, any man who can do what he does
for a living has to be extraordinary. How has he remained single for so long?”


If Hanna didn’t know how much
Christine had loved Dylan, she would have been jealous of the awe in her
sister-in-law’s voice. “He’s married to the Marine Corps, and he’s never in one
place long enough to meet a potential candidate for a wife.”


“How about you?”


“We’re just friends.”


“That was no just friends kiss
I saw him give you.”


Hanna still didn’t know what to make
of that intimacy, or the way he always seemed to be watching her lately. “I
have no idea what that meant, Christine.”


“Well, Doctor, I have a feeling you’re
going to find out over the next couple of weeks. My advice is, whatever it is,
go with it. A man like Nick Kelly is a rare breed. God doesn’t make too many
like him.” Then she smiled, a rarity itself lately. “Of course, there’s Dylan
and Lance. Maybe God decided they needed to come in three’s once in the while.
Lucky us.”


Hanna turned to her friend because she
heard the sad regret in Christine’s voice. When she saw the unshed tears in the
other woman’s eyes, she put her arms around her and hugged her tightly. “I’m so
awfully sorry, Christine. God, I wish I could reverse time for both of us!”


Christine patted her back, comforting
her in return. “I had three years of knowing and loving Dylan. He gave me a
beautiful baby. It wasn’t enough, and yet I thank God I had that much. For
Katie’s sake, I’m going to get through this.”


“You’re such a courageous lady,
Christine.”


“It runs in this family, don’t you
know.”


By the time, the women joined Nick, he
was pushing Christopher high into the air on the swing. Hanna sat on the swing
beside the little boy, and pushed off the ground. On the backward motion of the
swing, Nick reached out to push her, too. His big long-fingered hands moved
from her waist to her bottom as she got higher and higher. A shiver of delight
swept through her every time he touched her bottom. With each push, his hands
seemed to linger just a fraction of a second longer until she was sure he was doing
it deliberately.


Laughing, she arched backwards in the
swing and looked at Nick upside down. Somehow, he managed to plant a kiss on
her forehead, and she wondered in delight if this time things were going to be
different between them.


On the way to the car, at the end of
their afternoon, they ran into the police chief, Phillip Douglas, and his
family. Hanna didn’t often see Phillip with his wife and two children. She
hadn’t realized that he was married to another one of Nick’s old girlfriends
from high school, until she saw the old flame greet him with exaggerated
enthusiasm.


Mandy Phillips was also an
ex-cheerleader and prom queen. Funny how all those cute little cheerleaders in
high school had names ending in “y”― Ashley, Mandy.


Apparently, Mandy hadn’t seen Nick the
other times he’d been home. She acted obnoxiously pleased with how well he
looked. She kept commenting on it, eyeing his big muscular frame like she
wanted to touch. It irritated Hanna to no end. She saw that it also seemed to
elicit a similar reaction from Phillip.


“Any word from your brother?” Phillip
finally asked as if he didn’t know the family considered his disappearance foul
play.


“You tell me. How’s the investigation
going, Phillip? What have you learned about his disappearance?”


“We’re not looking at it as a missing
person incident. Lance is old enough to take off on his own.”


Nick glanced at Christopher, and Hanna
could tell he didn’t think this was the time or place to discuss the matter
with the police chief. “I’ll be in to see you on Tuesday. around nine, after I
take Hanna to work. I’ll want to talk to the sheriff and the coroner then, too.
Let them know. Have your reports ready. I’ll want copies.”


Hanna saw Phillip Douglas’ eyes widen before
he leveled a fierce scowl on Nick. “I’ll have to check to see who’s available.”


“Make them available.”


“Damn it, Kelly!” Phillip cussed in
exasperation. “No wonder they made you a Colonel.”


“See you Tuesday at nine, Phillip,”
Nick concluded. “Mandy, nice to see you again. Take care.”


“Nice seeing you, too, Nick. Maybe
we’ll run into each other again.” The woman was practically drooling, and Hanna
wanted to tell her to grow up so badly she nearly said it aloud.


After watching the police chief and
his family depart, she walked side by side to the car with Nick. Christopher,
Christine, and the baby were several feet ahead of them.


Hanna turned to look up at him. “You
know you have an amazing way of directing people to do what you want.”


“Douglas hasn’t done what I want yet.”
At the car, he opened the passenger door for her and gave her one of his sexy,
crooked grins. Christopher, the baby, and Christine were already seated in the
back seat.


Hanna slid inside the car and smiled
up at him as he closed the door. “I have every confidence you’ll get more out
of the three of them than we did.”
















 


CHAPTER 6


 


ON WEDNESDAY, HANNA was in her office
at the hospital, working on her backlogged paperwork, when the receptionist
from downstairs called to tell her she had a visitor, a Colonel Nicholas Kelly.
She wanted to know if it was okay to send him up to her third floor office. Hanna
smiled. It certainly was, she told the woman.


She’d been buried in paperwork all
morning. She didn’t often get several hours in a row to work on it, but it had
been quiet enough for her to get out of the Emergency Room, and she’d taken the
opportunity. She wanted to be caught up before her vacation started. But she’d
been thinking about taking a lunch break, and seeing Nick was always something
she welcomed.


True to his promise, he’d brought her
to work the last three mornings, and picked her up once she was off. And he’d
driven Lance’s Jeep, so she didn’t have to make accommodations for coming to
work on the back of a motorcycle, which being a doctor, she didn’t approve of
anyway.


She was just shutting down her
computer when Nick came through her open door. The sight of him filled her with
delight. Little happy bubbles, as she secretly called them, churned in her
stomach. Today he was wearing baby blue Levis that snugly fit his long muscular
legs and another knit polo shirt, this time a pale gray. The color made his
eyes look lighter, more silvery. His hair was tousled and wind-blown, and she
just bet he’d come into town on his motorcycle. The smile he returned hers with
was devastating.


“I’m going over to Seattle on the
ferry this afternoon to see a friend of mine,” he announced as he came to stand
in front of her cluttered desk. “I thought I’d drop by to see if you’d like to
have lunch with me first.” He looked at all the paperwork still on her desk and
his smile turned rueful. “Can I drag you away from all this?”


Hanna pushed her dark rimmed glasses
back up onto her nose. “Absolutely. I was just thinking about going down to the
cafeteria to get something to eat. Is it okay if we just go there?”


“Sure, if that’s what you’d like.”


She made a grimace of distaste. “It’s
probably all I have time for, unfortunately. I’m trying to get caught up on my
paperwork before I go on vacation.”


She reached into the drawer of her
desk to retrieve her wallet. Nick motioned for her to put her money back. “I’m
buying.”


“You sound just like Lance. He never
thought I should pay, either.”


Since it was noon, the cafeteria
downstairs was crowded with staff and hospital visitors, but after going
through the food line, Nick and Hanna found a table in a corner that was quiet
enough for them to hear one another speak. It was also next to one of the big
glass windows that allowed a view of the bay in the distance, below the bluff
the hospital was perched on.


“It looks like it’s turned into a
beautiful day. I’m glad all the fog has blown out,” Hanna commented. “You
should have a nice ride on the ferry.” She took a bite of the sandwich on her
plate, then washed it down with a spoonful of soup, much hungrier than she’d
first thought. “Who are you going to see in Seattle?” Hopefully, it wasn’t some
female friend.


“A friend of mine in the FBI. Kurt
Palmer. He’s an ex-Marine. We went to Annapolis together, then into Recon
together. He got out after ten, and became an FBI agent. We’ve worked together
on and off since then. He’s with the agency’s Seattle office right now, so I
thought I’d get a little assistance from him.”


Hanna’s curiosity was spiked. “What
kind of assistance?”


“Well, you know I told you when
Christine and I went over to her house, we looked around pretty thoroughly. The
only thing that seemed amiss to Christine was Dylan’s laptop. It wasn’t where
he usually leaves it. So I turned it on and studied all of his hard drive
files. His old and new cases were on his computer. Under current
investigations, he had one labeled Illegal Drug Cases.”


“Really.”


“It had nothing in it.” Nick proceeded
to finish his sandwich as he waited for Hanna to fill him in on what she knew.


“That’s odd. Port George is no
Seattle, but we do have drug problems here. I see the end result too frequently
lately in ER. Besides, I know Dylan made several illegal drug arrests within
the last six months. Mostly, it was marijuana and amphetamines, sometimes crack
or cocaine. But he also had a case or two that have involved heroin. I’ve seen
a couple in ER, too. It’s not a drug we were seeing any of until recently.
Dylan certainly should have had something in his files under current cases.”


“That’s pretty much what Christine said,
so I checked the “Recent Places” on his computer. It showed that he had added
to a file titled Drug Cases the day before he died. Of course, his computer
hadn’t been used since then, except for one instance― two days after he
died. The file was accessed and erased.”


Hanna paled. “What do you think that
means?” She was afraid to speculate.


“For now, I’m going to assume that
whoever broke into Christine and Dylan’s new house was looking for information
Dylan had on any illegal drug cases he’d been investigating. I’m taking Dylan’s
laptop to Kurt to see if he’ll dust it for fingerprints. Maybe he can even find
some way to retrieve the erased file. Christine gave me all of Dylan’s backup
drives. There might be something on one of them, too. Luckily, they were in a
closet, not next to his computer, so the intruder didn’t know about them. I
don’t want to comprise any evidence on the computer, so I’m going to let Kirk
and his team go over it. Christine was okay with that, and I trust Kirk to be
discreet.”


“That definitely sounds promising!”
She smiled at him gratefully. “I’ve felt so frustrated for weeks. I haven’t
been able to get anywhere. Now, with your help, I finally have some real hope
we can find out the truth about Dylan’s death.”


Nick smiled at her, his silver gray
eyes full of tenderness. Then he reached over and caught her hand between his.
Neither of them said a thing. Hanna didn’t know what to say, the intimacy in
his gaze was so intense. It left her addled, unsettled. It had been like this
between them since he had come home. The way he looked at her, always watching
her, the way he sought every excuse to touch her, and then the way he had
kissed her at the park.


What was going on? He had always been
sweet, considerate, and thoughtful, but this time something was different.
Maybe it was just her silly imagination. She’d always been so crazy about him,
so hopelessly in love with him. It seemed she’d fantasized a thousand times
about him looking at her this way. Was she reading too much into things?


Her ego was much too fragile to trust
what she thought she saw. She might have the IQ of a genius, but she was no
genius when it came to men and her feelings for Nick. She was smart enough to
know, though, that men like him didn’t fall in love with women like her—
brainy, ordinary looking women, who wore thick-rimmed glasses and were too
quiet, too shy to be sexy and enticing. 


She shook herself mentally and brought
herself back to the real world. “What did Chief Douglas and Sheriff Thomas have
to say yesterday about Lance? Are they looking for him? Have they at least
posted him as a missing person?”


Nick rubbed his forehead and shook his
head in disgust. “Dealing with those two was....”


“Challenging?” Hanna supplied,
commiserating with him.


“Definitely. They haven’t done either
of those things, unfortunately. They seem to think Lance either took off with
some woman, or he got a call from Elaine and left to meet her somewhere.”


Hanna let out a breath of disgust.
Lance would never have anything to do with his ex-wife! He’d married her his
senior year in college and brought her home to Port George. No one had known
she was a cocaine user when she’d gotten pregnant with Christopher. The infant
had been born with significant seizures and subsequent developmental delays.
And his loving mother, not wanting to bother with such a demanding baby, had
walked out on her husband and son within six months of giving birth. She had
never returned or even written. No one knew where she was. Or if she was even still
living. Hanna didn’t know of any other women in Lance’s life, and he’d never
take off on his son anyway. He was much too devoted a father; much too
responsible for that kind of behavior.


“Why would Douglas and Thomas think
that? Lance wasn’t seeing anyone, and he hasn’t talked to Elaine since she left
him.”


“One of the temporary workers Lance
hires occasionally from Job Service told Phillip that Elaine called Lance at
work a couple of times recently. The guy said Lance was really upset afterward
and talked about finding her.”


“Oh bullshit!” Hanna hardly ever
swore, but she was thoroughly disgusted by what Nick told her. He smiled at her
rare use of profanity. “Lance would have told me if Elaine had contacted him.
We didn’t keep those kinds of secrets from one another. Who was this temporary
hire anyway?”


Nick told her the name of the man, but
it didn’t ring any bells for Hanna. Nick stared at her thoughtfully, his eyes
narrowed, forehead wrinkled. “You were that close to Lance that you’d know for
sure if Elaine had tried to call him?”


“Yes! Absolutely.”


Her answer was so emphatic, it
deepened Nick’s frown. “I don’t think Chief Douglas and Sheriff Thomas want to
concern themselves with Lance’s disappearance.”


“Why?” Hanna couldn’t understand that
response now any more than she could when she’d first suspected it.


“I don’t know, but something about
those two bothers me. Their willingness to settle for the easiest explanation
possible in both cases is disturbing enough, but my gut tells me that it’s more
than just incompetence and indifference that motivates them. I’m going to have
Kurt run background checks on them.”


“But you know Phillip. You went to
high school with him. You played football with him. And wasn’t his wife an old
girlfriend?”


His mouth slid into a partial grin.
“Hanna, your memory is too good. But men change in twenty years.”


“Well, Phillip Douglas didn’t change
for the better. I still can’t stand him. He was an arrogant, obnoxious bully in
high school, and he still is.”


“I remember how he used to pick on
you,” Nick stated, frowning again. “I always enjoyed hitting him a little
harder on the practice field for it. He’s not still bothering you, is he?”


“No. He just treats me like I’m not
worth his time.”


“He’s not worth yours. He can deal
with me from now on.”


She’d always loved the way Nick had
championed her. If it hadn’t been for him, she would have been so much more
miserable in high school. His unwavering support had been one of the reasons
she’d fallen in love with him.


She glanced at her watch and grimaced.
“I hate to, but I better get going. What ferry are you taking?”


“The one o’clock. I’ll be back in time
to pick you up from work. Would you hate it if I picked you up on my bike? I
might not have time to go home and get the Jeep.”


She looked down at her skirt. “Well, I
guess it’s a good thing I wore a full skirt. Can I ride home in this modestly?”


He looked down and scanned her legs.
“Unfortunately, yes.”


She laughed and hit him playfully on
the arm. Just as they were leaving, Ashley Davis came through the cafeteria
door with Dr. Rick Penman.


“Nick! How nice to run into you
again,” Ashley exclaimed with such enthusiasm Hanna wanted to groan. “I keep
missing you when you pick up Dr. Wallace.” Oh, how fortuitous, Hanna thought
snidely once again. “Doctor, isn’t your car working?” 


“It’s limping along,” Hanna replied.
“I better run. See you later, Nick. Have a good trip into Seattle.”


“Hanna! Wait up!”


Nick watched Doctor Penman leave
Ashley’s side and hurry after Hanna, chasing her into the elevator.


Ashley was watching Nick just as
closely. “Doctor Penman works in ER with Doctor Wallace. He’s a resident
doctor. Rumor has it he’s got it bad for her.” 


Nick turned to look down at the petite
woman he’d dated once or twice in high school. “Got it bad?”


Ashley smiled up sweetly at him. “He
has a crush on Hanna.”


“Isn’t he a little old for a crush?” 


The ER nurse shrugged. “Well, Doctor
Wallace is still single after all these years.” Nick turned to walk away with a
snort of disgust. Ashley touched his forearm. “Where are you off to? I was just
about to take my lunch break. Want to join me?”


He shook his head and smiled absently.
“I just had lunch with Hanna. I’ve got to catch the one o’clock ferry to
Seattle.”


“What’s in Seattle?”


“A friend.”


“Male or female?”


“The former,” he responded
impatiently.


“I hear you’re home for a while. Why
don’t we go out for a drink some evening after I get off work.” Nick began to
shake his head negatively, so she quickly added, “Doctor Wallace can join us.
We usually work the same shift.”


“We’ll see, Ashley.” Nick checked his
watch. “I really need to get going if I’m going to catch that ferry. Have a
nice lunch.”


The nurse lingered in the doorway to
the cafeteria until he was no longer in sight. One of the other nurses she had
gone to high school with walked up to her.


“Too bad you let that one get away,
Ashley. He’s still as good looking as he was in high school. No, better, I
think. Bet you wouldn’t have wanted to divorce him.”


“Bet I wouldn’t have, either,” she
replied regretfully.
















 


CHAPTER 7


 


“WE’RE GOING TO NEED A ZODIAC for
diving. It’s more convenient than using your sailboat or one of Lance’s. I need
some scuba gear and specialized equipment, too.”


Hanna was sitting next to Nick in
Lance’s Jeep. He was taking her to work again, as he had every day this week.
The soft top was up, much to her relief. Arriving at work windblown was
inconvenient. So far, though, Nick had been very considerate about it.


She glanced over at him as she sipped
the espresso they had just stopped to buy. “Where are you going to get a rubber
boat? Lance’s was never found.”


“I’m going over to Whidbey Island. I
can requisition the gear I need at the Naval Air Station there. I think I’ll
take Lance’s speedboat over and tow the Zodiac back. They;re pretty good sized.”
He turned to look at her. “I wish you had the day off so you could go with me.”


“That would be nice,” she said
wistfully.


“You work too many hours.”


“Look who’s talking. What kind of
hours do you keep, Colonel?”


“Not eight hour ones, for sure.” He
shot her a glance. “It gets old, doesn’t it?”


“If you mean all work and no play, it
sure does.” 


She was angled in the seat so she
could look at him as he drove. It was an indulgence she allowed herself every
time he took her to and from work. She loved observing him. She’d had so little
opportunity over the past twenty years. And he was so very easy on the eyes!


Today, he was wearing jeans and a navy
blue pullover sweater, with another golf shirt beneath it. She could see by the
collar, it was maroon. It was obvious he liked the style. She wondered what
colors he didn’t have. Maybe she could get him a couple for a Christmas. She
knew his size. She’d sent him a few sweaters as gifts over the years. In fact,
the one he had on looked particularly familiar. She knew so much about him, and
yet there was so much more she wanted to know. Much of his life was a mystery
because of the covert nature of his missions. Writing letters to one another
over the years had helped her to know about the man and his matured
personality, but it wasn’t the same as actually being with one another. Watching
his facial expressions and listening to the rich inflections of his deep voice
were little treasures she thoroughly loved collecting and storing away in her
heart each time he was home.


Nick caught her expression. “What
produced that secret little smile?”


“None of your business.”


“You’ve never tell me what those
particular little smiles of yours mean.”


“They’re my secret.” 


“One of these days I’ll pry it out of
you.”


“Nope.”


“Oh yeah. I’ve always been intrigued
by them. You’ve done that since you were little, you know.”


“Really?” He’d noticed. How
wonderfully surprising! “So, what did you find out in Seattle yesterday?”


“Nothing yet. It’ll take a week or so
to go over Dylan’s laptop and check his backup drives. They also agreed to do
the background checks on the police chief and the sheriff. Kurt put Lance on
the Missing Person List, too. Having his name and picture out there might help
bring in some leads. Maybe someone has seen him.”


“Oh, I hope so.” She pushed her
glasses up further onto her nose impatiently. It seemed they were always
slipping down. “Did you go by the boat shop yet?”


“Yeah.” He took a sip from his Styrofoam
coffee cup.


“How are they faring without Lance?”
She watched his Adam’s apple move along the tanned column of his throat as he
swallowed his coffee. To her, even that part of him was sexy. So very
masculine!


“Not bad. The boat repairs are getting
done, but no one wants to do any salvage work without Lance. They wanted me to
complete a job he started.”


“Are you going to?”


“If I have time. Finding Lance comes
first, though.”


“Well, I can help you if you decide to
do it. I’ve gone down on a few salvage dives with Lance. I’ve always loved
diving, and salvage work can be a lot of fun.”


“It sounds like you do quite a bit
with my little brother.” Nick gave her a measured sideways look.


Hanna was oblivious to his frown. She
shrugged. “I guess so.” Lance was her friend. They tended to spend a lot of
time together. Nick knew that. If she’d been looking at his expression at that
moment, though, she might have wondered about it.


“Mom’s keeping the books and doing all
the billing,” he added after a moment.


Angled toward him as far as her
seatbelt would allow, Hanna lifted her eyes from her coffee cup to look at him
again. “Have you ever thought about coming home and helping Lance run the shop?
He did rename it, adding an “s” in the hope you might run it with him
someday.” It was a question worth testing the waters on.


“It’s crossed my mind. I could never
build and repair boats like Lance, but I’d probably like the salvage diving
well enough.”


His response wasn’t exactly brimming
with enthusiasm. Growing up, Nick had enjoyed helping his stepfather, but he’d
never had a strong inclination to go into the family business.


“Not quite as much as the Marine
Corps, though, huh?”


He shot her a quick inquiring look,
then one of his crooked half-grins. “Probably not, but you never know.” 


But Hanna did know. She knew Nick well
enough to know he’d probably die a Marine. That grim thought left her quiet and
withdrawn the rest of the way to the hospital.


When they pulled into the parking lot
and drove into a spot near the ER doors, she started to open her door to get
out. Nick stopped her with a hand on her forearm.


“Hanna, wait…. ”


She didn’t turn to look at him so he
caught her jaw gently and turned her head toward him. “Are you upset with me
for something? You stopped talking to me three miles back.”


Unnerved by his touch, she shook her
head and lied. “No. I was just thinking.”


“About what?” One long finger moved
upwards, along the edge of her jaw. It stopped just under her earlobe, then
began to trace slow tiny circles over the side of her neck, just under her
hairline, sending little shivers along her spine. His gray eyes were focused
intently on her.


“Work,” she lied, unraveling inside.
“What I’ve got to do today.”


“You work such long hours, we haven’t
gotten to spend much time together,” he said, moving his thumb over the
indentation below her lower lip so that the span between fingertip and thumb
rested along her jaw. “I was hoping we could spend more time together.”


His gaze was a sexy mixture of heat
and boyish disgruntlement. The soft caress of his fingertip and thumb was
driving her crazy, making her pulse race. “I’ll be off next week,” she replied
in a softly disturbed voice.


Involuntarily, her eyes fell to his
mouth. He had a great mouth. His lower lip was full and oh so inviting. More
than anything, she wanted to feel those lips on hers again. She hadn’t been
able to get her mind off the kiss he had given her so unexpectedly in the park.
Each night she had gone to bed this past week, she had lain awake recalling
every detail of how exquisite his big hard body had felt pressed to hers.


“Hanna....” Nick moved his thumb to
her lips, rubbing them, then parting them. His voice was low and guttural,
rough with desire.


Hanna watched him as he slid his hand
to the back of her neck. He slipped his other hand around her waist, then used
both to pull her into his embrace. His mouth descended to claim hers, and
suddenly he became the center of her universe, every bit of her awareness
focused on him.


At first, his kiss was slow and
sensual, just a gentle taste, a tender bite and nibble. Dazzled, Hanna closed
her eyes and gave herself up to the drugging pleasure of it. He edged closer to
her and tightened his hold on her.


Her world narrowed wonderfully and
completely on him. His masculine heat and scent enveloped her. His arms tightened
more. Unsure where to put her own hands and arms in the cramped confines of the
Jeep, she curved them around his waist, bracing her hip on the edge of the
console between the seats, her legs bent toward the driver’s seat.


The kiss grew fierce. His mouth moved
hungrily over hers, while his tongue stroked and tangled with her own, then
thrust deep. Liquid heat pooled in her loins. He was kissing her like he was
famished for her, like he couldn’t get enough of her! Little whimpers of
pleasure escaped her throat. They sounded so needy, she was mortified.


She tried to pull away, but Nick
wouldn’t let her go far. He pressed his forehead to hers. He was breathing
hard. His words came out husky with desire. “Aw, sweet Hanna, we’ve definitely
got to do something about this!” 


What was this? What did he want? It didn’t sound like he was going to
retire and come home. For heaven’s sake, he’d just been promoted, and, damn
him, he had probably already extended his term of enlistment! He’d be leaving
her again. Her heart was too fragile for a brief affair with him, only to see
him walk out of her life once again. The last time he’d done that, she’d ached
so badly, she’d almost wished she had never let him make love to her.


Panicked and confused, she shoved away
from him. “I have to go, Nick. I’ll be late.”


There was nothing else she could say,
so she grabbed her purse, opened the door and jumped out. The instant her feet
hit the ground, her legs felt boneless, but she made them move across the
parking lot. When she got to the ER entrance, she hurried inside, without once
looking back at the man in the Jeep behind her.


 


HANNA DIDN’T SEE NICK for the next day
and a half. His mother replaced him as chauffeur. Jessie didn’t ask why. She
didn’t pry, but she figured something was amiss.


She knew how Hanna felt about her
oldest son, and she had always kept her confidences regarding Nick. When her
young friend was ready to talk to her about it, she would listen and maybe
advise. Until then, she’d just keep an eye on the two.


But Jessie played bridge on Friday
evenings with Colleen and a few friends, so Nick had to pick Hanna up from work
that evening. Only when he arrived, she was far from ready to leave. He came
through the ER doors minutes after ambulance attendants and two sheriff’s
deputies brought in a couple of high school kids who’d just crashed out on the
highway.


The teenage boy was bloody and badly
injured, but he was conscious enough to tell Hanna that his girlfriend had
overdosed. He had been rushing her to the hospital when he’d lost control of
his speeding vehicle and crashed. It took a bit of gentle prying on Hanna’s
part to get him to tell her that his girlfriend had injected heroin into her
veins. Despite the boy’s highly visible injuries, his companion was in worse shape.


Hanna saw Nick enter the emergency
room doors, but all she could do was give him a brief wave. The girl strapped
to the gurney was in big trouble. Her vital signs were so weak, they could
barely get a read on them. Hanna rattled off instructions to her small crew,
and in the midst of that, the young girl’s heart stopped.


“Get the crash cart over here!” she
shouted. 


She administered CPR until the cart
arrived a moment later. The male assistant at her side handed her the paddles.
He set the voltage, and Hanna told everyone to stand clear. Then she applied
the paddles and the electric current. Nothing. She announced clear and tried
again. All the attendants waited in eerie silence. She tried two more times,
but after the fourth attempt, she had to give up. The teenager had no pulse.


Nick watched Hanna hit the side of the
gurney with her open hand and swear softly. Even from across the room, he saw
the anguish on her face. Losing a patient was not something she took lightly.
In spite of that, though, she quickly proceeded to the teenage boy. He was
still alive and breathing, but now unconscious.


“Let’s get him into the operating
room,” she called. “Meet you there in five.” She quickly walked over to Nick.
“This may take a while. He’s hurt pretty badly. Want me to get a ride home with
someone here, so you don’t have to wait?”


“No, I’ll stay. Got a coffee machine
somewhere?”


“There’s one in a smaller waiting room
near the OR. It’s quieter than waiting out here.” She pointed down a long
hallway.


He nodded. “I’ll be waiting there for
you. If you see the cops who came in with the victims, would you tell them I’d
like to talk to them?” Nick gave her an encouraging smile. “I’m sorry about the
girl, but you’ll save the boy.”


She smiled tiredly back at him. “I
hope so. They were so young. Damn drugs! She died of a heroin overdose. Can you
believe that? At her age?”


“It’s bad shit.”


She sadly agreed, then turned away to
hurry down the hall, where she disappeared behind the OR doors.


Nick watched her go with silent
admiration. She was something else, he thought. Beautiful, intelligent, and
compassionate. Amidst all of that trauma, she’d kept her head and directed the
people around her better than some officers he’d worked with. And she’d done it
with a soft touch. He’d never seen her in action, at the hospital, like that
before. He was impressed. 


Every time he had come home to see his
family over the years, he’d noticed how much lovelier she got. It hadn’t eluded
him that she had long ago outgrown her thin, boyish, teenage body and matured
into a very attractive woman, with a figure that was definitely curvy in all
the right places. And while she was still quiet and shy, she’d become more
confident of herself. 


Nothing had changed about her
arrestingly beautiful eyes, though. They were still as big and green, as clear
and guileless as they’d always been. She didn’t hide her emotions. It was one
of the reasons the bullies at school had picked on her. They had seen how much
their teasing had bothered her. Even now he remembered her humiliations with a
surge of pure anger. She’d never deserved any of that, and he’d always tried to
protect her from it. For her sake, he was glad she’d gotten a bit tougher and
more confident of handling people.


The Marine Corps had been a satisfying
life for him, but he had always missed Hanna. They wrote to each other
regularly and faithfully, and he never failed to get a surge of pleasure when
he got one of her letters, but it wasn’t the same as talking to her in person.
Because of that, there was a lot he didn’t really know about her daily life. In
many ways, it was as if their relationship had frozen in place twenty years
ago. As friends, they were as close now as they had been growing up, but it had
always seemed as if there should have been more. Nick thought it was probably
one of the reasons their relationship had taken such an unexpected, intimate
turn three years ago. While it had surprised him when it had happened, it
hadn’t when he’d taken the time to examine it further.


“Colonel Kelly.”


Nick’s thoughts were interrupted by
two sheriff deputies who walked up to him. 


“We heard you’d like to talk to us.” 


The older of the two deputies introduced
himself, then his younger partner. Nick shook each of their hands. “Mind if we
walk down the hall and talk in the OR waiting room? There’s coffee in there.”


“Not at all,” the older deputy said.
“We’ll be closer to the boy that way, too.”


“Are you a friend of Dr. Wallace?” the
younger deputy asked.


Nick nodded. “A long-time friend of
her and her family. I’m waiting for her.”


Once they all got themselves cups of
coffee from the vending machine and took a seat in the smaller waiting room,
the older deputy told Nick how badly the whole department felt about the loss
of Dylan Wallace. 


“It doesn’t appear that your boss,
Sheriff Thomas, shares your sentiment,” Nick commented bluntly, unable to keep
all of the resentment out of his voice. “When I talked to him the other day, he
didn’t seem too upset by the death of one of his deputies.”


“That’s because he’s an asshole!” the
younger deputy volunteered.


The older man sent the younger one a
look of censure. “None of us like him too well,” he clarified. “Most of us were
hoping Dylan would run for Sheriff in the next election. Thomas has been in
office a little over a year. Unfortunately, he has two to go yet.”


“What’s the problem with him?” 


“He’s cocky, unconnected to his
deputies, and almost completely unconcerned about the real crime issues in the county.”


“Like illegal drugs?” Nick checked.


“Yeah, we’ve had a rise in illegal
drug sales and use from here to Port Angeles, but Thomas acts like it’s
nothing,” the older officer continued. “He keeps saying it’s minuscule compared
to the big cities like Seattle. But hell, when high school kids are shooting up
and overdosing, that’s not minuscule.”


“Little communities like ours don’t
usually have heroin problems,” the younger deputy added. “Marijuana, crack,
pills, some other small stuff, but not the biggies like heroin and pure
cocaine. No one can afford it with what folks make here.”


“So what’s going on?” 


“I don’t know,” the older one said
disgustedly. “None of our cases get cross-referenced. There’s no sharing of
data. Just a lot of isolated incidents with no correlations being made. You
can’t solve cases or run good investigations with procedures like that.”


“Do either of you know who sold the
heroin to the girl who died tonight?”


They shook their heads no. “When the
boyfriend gets out of surgery and recovers enough for us to talk to him, we’re
hoping he’ll know.”


“And tell us,” the second officer
added.


“Would you mind sharing that
information with me when you find out?”


“Don’t see a problem with that,
Colonel, especially since you’re looking into Dylan’s death and trying to find
your brother.”


“A friend of mine in the FBI, at the
Seattle office, might be able to give us some information, too. I’ll share
whatever I find out, if you’ll do the same with me. It might be wise to keep
whatever we discover between ourselves, though. I don’t feel real comfortable
trusting your boss until I find out more about him. Is that okay with you
guys?”


“Sure is.” The younger officer made
the comment, but both men nodded in agreement.


“Thomas has never smelled right,” the
older deputy added. Both men pulled cards out of their shirt pockets with their
names and contact numbers on them. The older deputy turned his over and hand
wrote another phone number on the back of his card. “This is my personal
number. Use it to contact me if you find any new information about what
happened to Dylan or your brother. There are a few guys in the department
besides myself and Anders, here, who would be glad to assist you in any way
that will help.”


“I appreciate that, deputies,” Nick
replied, pulling out his own business card with his SAT phone number on it.
“We’ll keep in touch then.” 


After they left, Nick put his head
back against the top of the sofa cushion and gave some thought to what the two
deputies had told him. They were correct. Something didn’t smell right about
Sheriff Jeff Thomas. He’d been arrogant and flippant when Nick had talked to
him the other day about Dylan and Lance. Neither case seemed to concern him a
great deal. He told Nick they were both what they appeared to be— a death by
drowning, due to intoxication, and a man taking off, probably to track down his
ex-wife.


The Chief of Police for Port George,
Phillip Douglas, had been in the room with Sheriff Thomas, along with the
coroner. Phillip had seemed intimated by Thomas; definitely dominated by him.
He had deferred to the older law enforcement officer on everything. And the
coroner had been even worse. He’d had nothing factual to add to the
conversation, only his overly simplistic explanation of Dylan’s death. The
whole thing sounded manufactured as hell, as if they had rehearsed all their
stories in advance so that they would not contradict one another.


He and Hanna had their work cut out
for them investigating these situations. At this point, there was so little to
go on. Nothing really, but suspicions and hunches.


His thoughts of Hanna brought him back
to his earlier reflections, particularly to the kiss they had exchanged
yesterday morning in the Jeep. Nick still recalled it in vivid detail. 


Hot and passionate were two words that
described it well for him. Christ, she’d turned him on! Just thinking about it
was making him hard. Initially, he could have sworn she’d wanted that kiss as
much as he had, too. But afterward, she’d hadn’t been able to get away from his
fast enough.


Her reaction bewildered him still. He
had enough experience with women to know when one was turned on, and damn it,
she’d been turned on. So why had she shot out of the Jeep the way she had
afterward? And why hadn’t she wanted him taking her home last night or to work
this morning? His mother certainly hadn’t been willing to enlighten him.


He’d come home to find his brother,
but he’d also hoped to find out how things stood between him and Hanna since
his last visit. The memory of their first and only sexual encounter three years
ago was a powerful one for him. He’d thought about it a lot since. Because she
hadn’t wanted to talk about it in her letters, he’d left it alone. But that
didn’t mean that he intended to leave it that way for good.


Making love to her had caused a major
shift in his life, and he didn’t want to act like it had never happened. But he
also didn’t know how to revisit it with her after three long years. In spite of
their regular correspondence, he didn’t even know if there was another man in
her life. She had never mentioned having a boyfriend. She’d never mentioned dating
anyone. But he now knew the ER resident doctor had the hots for her, and he
still wondered about his brother’s relationship with her. Of course, she and her
brother had always been close to Lance and him. And he knew she really loved
Lance’s handicapped son.


And Nick had discovered long ago that
Lance was attracted to Hanna. From the time they had been teenagers, his
brother had demonstrated an interest in her that was more than friendship. It
had caused some serious friction between the two of them on more than one
occasion.


Hanna had skipped so many grades in
school because of her intelligence, she’d always been in Nick’s classes, even
though he and his brother were four and three years older than her. In high
school, when Nick had asked Hanna to their senior prom, in a rather convoluted
dating mess, Lance had not been happy about it. He’d only been a junior, but
he’d wanted to ask her to the big dance himself. The fact that Nick had beaten
him to it had instigated a couple of good fights between them. 


Then there was the big rift they’d had
over Hanna three years ago. 


After being badly injured in a
disastrous mission in Pakistan, Nick had come home to recuperate. Hanna had
medically overseen his convalescence. His body had begun to heal, but not his psyche.



He’d had a difficult time coping with
the loss of most of his team in a mission gone wrong. He’d been in command, and
they’d been hit hard and fast while trying to capture and extract a high value
al-Qaida field officer. All but two of his men had died in a bloody firefight.
Nick blamed himself. For the first and last time, he’d failed to do his own
intel; leaving it to someone else. Stupid, tragically stupid! The nightmares
and the guilt had plagued him relentlessly afterwards. 


In a futile attempt to ease some of
his torment, he’d gone to Yancy’s waterfront bar, where he’d gotten drunk and
into a brawl with a loud- mouthed biker who had made some insulting comment
about him being a Marine. They’d busted up the place pretty good, and the
police had been called.


But it had been Hanna who had come to
his rescue and gotten him out of there before the cops arrived. She’d driven
him home and poured a pot of coffee down him while she encouraged him to talk
about his feelings. She’d listened to his anguished guilt over losing so many
men, held him, and offered comfort. Her compassion and tenderness had begun an
emotional healing for him, but it had also led to him making love to her that
night. 


Even after three years, Nick could
still recall every detail of their intimacy. They’d been alone in his room,
sitting on his bed. His mother, Lance, and Christopher had gone to see friends
in Seattle and were not due home until the next morning. The moment Hanna had
put her arms around him, he’d discovered he’d wanted her whole body wrapped
around him. The need to bury himself in her sweet healing heat had been way too
strong to resist.


The recognition of his desire for her
had hit him so fast and hard, he hadn’t even considered she might still be a
virgin, especially not at thirty-one. The eventual discovery had blown him
away. No woman had ever given him her virginity. He’d offered to stop, but she
hadn’t wanted him to stop. And secretly, he’d been thrilled to be Hanna’s first
lover. Somehow it had felt so absolutely right, like it had been meant to be.
The whole night had been a tremendous revelation for him. For the first time,
their relationship hadn’t felt half full.


But Lance had been madder than hell
when he’d found out the next day. The resultant scene wasn’t a pleasant memory.
He rarely fought with his brother, at least not since they’d become adults.
They were close, closer than most brothers. But they had nearly come to blows
that day over Hanna Wallace.


The morning after making love to her
half the night, he’d gotten a call from his XO directing him back to duty ASAP.
Being involved in Special Ops was like that. You had to be ready to report to
duty within hours of a call-up. He’d never minded it before. Probably because
he’d never had to leave someone as important as Hanna had become to him that
night.


She’d gotten up early and left to
catch the ferry to Seattle to teach one of her classes at the University.
Discovering the note she’d left him, he’d waited for his family to return home,
then caught a ride from Lance to the naval airfield on Whidbey Island, where he
was scheduled to fly out. 


After parking Lance’s truck onboard
the ferry that sailed across the bay, they’d climbed the stairs to the top deck
for the half hour ride. They stood at the rail talking for the first fifteen
minutes. When Lance mentioned Hanna, Nick remembered wincing inwardly. With his
head a bit clearer that morning, he’d realized that he hadn’t used any
protection with Hanna. He didn’t want to tell Lance that he’d slept with her,
but he needed his brother to keep an eye on her, in case she ended up pregnant.
He didn’t think Hanna would tell him if she thought it would worry him while he
was on one of his missions.


He’d felt like a damn fool for not
using a condom. He’d always been careful about unprotected sex, but things had
gotten out of control so fast last night, and he had still been a little fuzzy
from all the beers he’d consumed at Yancy’s. 


At first he’d tried to ask Lance to
keep an eye on her, without telling him why. But that had been a futile effort.
Naturally, his brother had wanted to know why. 


“Keep an eye on her? What does that
mean?”


The inability to get his request
across without explanation had angered the hell out of Nick. “Yeah, keep an eye
on her. Let me know if she’s okay— you know, physically; if there are any
changes in her health.”


“Changes in her health?” 


Lance had looked so absolutely
clueless that it had irritated the hell out of Nick. His brother kept repeating
everything he said. Because of his concern for Hanna and his guilt over not
having used a condom, his patience was practically nonexistent at that point.
“Shit! Are you going to repeat everything I say?” he’d snapped.


Lance, of course, had responded in
kind. “Well, yeah, if you aren’t going to make yourself clear, bro!”


“What’s so damn unclear about keep an
eye on her?”


“Hanna’s perfectly healthy, as far as
I know. Do you know something I don’t know? Is something wrong with her?”


Now Lance had become anxious, and Nick
knew he’d made a mess of things.


“No, she’s fine, I assume.”


“Then what are you beating around the
bush about?”


“I want you to let me know if Hanna
gets pregnant, damn it!” he’d been forced to reveal.


“Pregnant?!”


Nick remembered how the passengers
standing near the rail with them had looked over at them at that point. “Yeah,
pregnant,” he’d hissed through clenched teeth. “Now lower your voice, for
christsakes!”


“Why the hell would Hanna get
pregnant? As far as I know she doesn’t have a boyfriend. And she’s ....well,
I’m pretty sure she’s never done it with anyone.” 


“And how the hell do you know that?” 


“She told me.”


“Why?”


“None of your damned business!”
Squared off, facing each other, they had stared at one another for several long
tense moments. “What happened between you two and when?” Lance had finally
demanded.


“I don’t think that’s any of your
damned business!” 


But some of the anger had gone out of
Nick by then. He’d begun to feel guilty about taking what Hanna might have
wanted to keep for a man who would have stayed in her life, instead of popping
in and out.


“The hell if it isn’t!” Lance had
hissed back. “I care about Hanna, and I know how she feels about you. If you
took advantage of her....”


“It wasn’t like that,” was all Nick
had been willing to tell his brother. “I just didn’t use any protection... and
now I’m worried about her.”


Lance had taken a step closer, until
he’d been in his older brother’s face. All of Nick’s hand-to-hand fighting
skills hadn’t fazed his brother, he’d been so furious. “I ought to beat the
living crap out of you!” he’d growled. “Is Hanna okay?”


“Yes.” But Nick had been thinking
about the blood on himself that morning, and on the sheets he’d thrown out so
as not to embarrass her. 


“Did you tell her you were leaving?”


“I tried to get her on her cell phone.
But she must have turned it off while she was teaching. She left early this
morning before I got the call from my commander. She’s in Seattle, at the
University Medical Center.”


“This just happened last night? The
last I heard you wanted to stay home and go to bed early.”


“I couldn’t unwind, so I went into
town— to Yancy’s. I had one too many beers, and got into a fight with some guy
who took exception to me being Marine. The cops were called. Someone got hold
of Hanna at the hospital. She came over and got me out of there before I got
thrown in jail.”


“And you took advantage of her,
drunk?!” This time Lance was so furious, he grabbed his brother by his shirt,
but Nick caught his hands and pried them loose.


“Leave off, little brother, before I
get mad and knock you on your ass!”


“Go for it!” Lance swung at his
brother, but Nick caught his fist with lightning speed and twisted it down
between them. No one around them was aware of the rising violence between the
two brothers.


“Damn it, settle down, Lance!” Nick
had growled.


Lance had backed off, but his eyes had
been full of fire. “What are you gonna do if you knocked Hanna up?”


“Handle it!”


“Handle it? Bullshit! You haven’t been
home for more than a few days at a time in twenty goddamn years! There’s no
room in your military life for a wife and baby.”


“There could be.”


“Yeah, sure,” Lance had replied sarcastically.
“Besides, Hanna wouldn’t want you to marry her just because she was pregnant.”


“That’s what I’m afraid of. But you
write and tell me if she gets pregnant, damn it, because knowing Hanna and her
pride, she won’t.”


By the time they had arrived at the
Naval Air Station on Whidbey Island, they had barely been speaking to one
another. Lance did manage to wish Nick well, but there was no affectionate,
brotherly hug between them like there had always been. For two months
afterward, Lance hadn’t answered any of Nick’s letters, either.


Hanna hadn’t gotten pregnant, and
eventually Lance had gotten over being angry with him, for which Nick had been
extremely grateful. He loved his younger brother. He’d never wanted there to be
animosity or anger between them.


Nick’s first letter to Hanna after
making love to her hadn’t been easy, either. Being so far away and having to
communicate all his feelings to her, via a letter, instead of in person, had
been impossible, in the end. He’d settled for telling her how special their
intimacy had been for him. But she’d never replied to what he’d written, so
he’d let the matter drop. Eventually, their relationship had returned to its
normal routine of friendly letters, occasional long distance calls, and gifts
exchanged on special occasions.


But Nick hadn’t forgotten their one
night together. He had always been attracted to Hanna. He’d just never been
home long enough to act on it before. The last time he and Hanna had any
extended time together, she’d been barely fifteen years old! Getting involved
with her that way then hadn’t even been a consideration. 


But making love to her three years ago
had been a singular experience for him— definitely more than just sex. Being a
soldier, he’d had a lot of one-nighters. Until Hanna, he’d never had the inclination
for more than that.


His life was so thoroughly committed
to the Corps and its elite unit, Force Recon, that he hadn’t really ever
thought of altering it, not until three years ago, anyway. He was good at what
he did, and for the most part, he enjoyed it. He took pride in being a good
Marine. He did what was asked of him, and he focused on his missions, which
were always challenging and full of risk. He worked hard and trained hard. He
stayed alive, and, except for once, kept the men under him alive while they did
their job.


He didn’t get involved with women
beyond a night or two. He didn’t really have time for any long-term
relationships. For twenty years, he had lived too dangerous a life, in too many
remote locations, too far away from home, to even think about marriage or a
family.


A lot of the men he teamed with were
married and had families, but Nick had promised himself long ago that he’d
never do that to a woman. He’d seen firsthand what had happened to his mother.
With what he did for a living, he didn’t want a wife worrying about whether
he’d return or not. 


He didn’t even have a place of his
own. He lived in officer’s bachelor quarters on base. It would have been a
waste of money to make monthly payments on a place he never lived in. He didn’t
own a car, either. He’d had motorcycles. Like he’d told Hanna, they were easy
to put in storage.


The women he had sex with were easy to
put out of his mind the next day, too. But that hadn’t been true of Hanna. He’d
thought of her constantly since taking her to bed. And it had nothing to do
with being her friend or feeling guilty about taking her virginity. 


Making love to her had impacted him
emotionally in ways he hadn’t expected. He’d frankly never felt like that
before. In just one night, Hanna had become more than a lifelong friend to him.


In fact, she had become an ongoing
distraction. There probably wasn’t a day that went by that he failed to think
of her in his quiet moments. When he hit his bunk at night, her image was the
last one in his head, and his dreams of her would have made her blush ten
shades of red if she knew. The shy, quiet, brilliant girl he’d grown up with
had become the subject of some of his most erotic fantasies.


He was thirty-eight, and he wanted his
life to become more settled, more stable. He’d accepted his promotion and
re-enlistment with a request to be assigned to the Naval Special Warfare
Command in San Diego. He’d spent nearly all his twenty years in the field,
mostly in foreign countries, involved in unconventional covert deployments, and
he was ready for a change.


He’d surprised himself with thoughts
about having what other men his age enjoyed along with their careers— a wife
and family. And when he thought about sharing his life with one woman, he
thought about Hanna.


They had been close friends for such a
long time. He was smart enough to know friendship was a good thing in a
relationship. They got along well, and enjoyed the same things. They were both
dedicated to a principle, and were passionate about it. He genuinely liked her,
and he sure as hell still wanted her physically. Now, he wanted to know if she
was interested in him as more than just a friend. He had assumed that since
she’d given him her virginity three years ago, she had to have felt something
more for him.


But he was unsure of her current
feelings. Coming home to Lance’s disappearance and Dylan’s death didn’t make
ideal conditions for exploring Hanna’s feelings, but he’d been hopeful there
might still be some interest on her part, especially after he’d kissed her in
the park, last weekend.


But her reaction to yesterday’s kiss
had deflated some of that hope. Maybe there wasn’t anything there to explore.
Three years might have brought some significant changes in her life. She could
be in love with Lance. Or maybe she was seeing that resident doctor she worked
with. Maybe he should back off. Hell, he’d only been home a week, and he’d
kissed her twice, without even knowing whether she welcomed his attention.
Maybe he had imagined her reaction, anyway.


He lifted his head off the sofa and
ran his fingers though his hair, swearing. Geez, he’d drive himself nuts
analyzing this any further! He decided to just back off with Hanna for a while.
If something happened between them, fine. He wasn’t going to obsess over it
anymore. 


What the hell! Maybe he’d take Ashley
up on her invitation to have a drink after work. She had always been a gossip
and knew everything about everybody. Maybe she could tell him about Phillip
Douglas and Sheriff Thomas. Maybe, he could even find out if Hanna was seeing
anyone.
















 


CHAPTER 8


 


“HEY, YOU TWO, are we going to the
park today to play football?” Nick called out as he came into his mother’s
kitchen and found Hanna cutting Christopher’s hair. “It is Sunday.”


It was her first day of vacation, but
it sure as heck didn’t feel like it! Hanna looked over at him as he stood in
the doorway, between the kitchen and dining room. He was dressed in cut-offs
and an old sweatshirt with USMC lettering on it. He had long ago cut the
sleeves out so that his arms were bare from the shoulders down. The alteration
displayed all the muscles that rippled and bulged from his biceps down to his
dark-haired forearms. 


For thirty-eight, he was a remarkably
fit man. Of course his line of work demanded he be in the best shape possible.
His fitness wasn’t for looks. It was for survival. He was a big man, tall and
powerfully built, but there wasn’t an ounce of fat on him. He had all the
physical prowess of a seasoned warrior.


And damn him, he always looked so drop
dead gorgeous! The years had only made him more handsome than he’d been as a
boy. The lines that maturity and weather exposure had etched on his tanned face
had simply added character. Bitterly, Hanna wondered how many times Ashley
Davis had drooled over him last night.


“Antie Hanna cutting my hair!”
Christopher announced exuberantly, squirming in his chair beneath the plastic
cape placed over his narrow shoulders. Hanna admonished him to sit still while
she trimmed around his ear with her scissors.


“I can see that, sport, but what about
playing a little football today?” Nick persisted, stepping into the kitchen and
taking a seat at the table. “You two going to be ready to go when you’re
finished?”


“Antie Hanna not feeling good.”


Nick studied her with a frown. “What’s
wrong, Hanna?”


“It’s no big deal.” She shrugged,
refusing to look at him. “Just some cramps.”


“Oh, female stuff.”


Irritated, she shot him a quick glare.
“Yeah, something like that.” She used her scissors to shape the top of
Christopher’s fine, light brown hair. “I’m not going to play football today.
You and Christopher will have to go by yourselves. Christine’s visiting
friends.”


“Okay, how about cutting my hair then,
too,” he suggested as he picked up a cookie from the plateful on the table. “I
could use a trim.”


“I don’t do Marine…” she said, pausing
with a pointedly frosty look “…haircuts.”


Nick grinned. “How about a Marine who
just wants a regular cut?”


She glared at him, annoyed. “Just
little boys— good little boys.”


Nick teased her with a grin. “I can be
good...  for you.... and a haircut.”


Hanna’s pulse fluttered, but she refused
to acknowledge his teasing.


She’d had to work yesterday. On her
way out of the hospital, Ashley Davis had asked her if she intended to see Nick
today. When she said “probably,” the ER nurse had told her to tell him that she
got off at seven, not six. She then proceeded to explain that Nick had asked
her out, for a date, last night when he’d been at the hospital waiting for
Hanna to finish up in the operating room. The excitement and anticipation Hanna
had seen in the woman’s eyes had driven the information home like a well shot
arrow.


Besides having her monthly, she’d been
in a miserable mood all day, thinking about Nick and Ashley together. No matter
how hard she tried, she couldn’t stop seeing them in each other’s arms, in bed
together, Nick’s splendid body covering Ashley’s small, voluptuous one. When
Jessie had asked her to come over to cut Christopher’s hair, she’d wanted badly
to refuse. But she loved little Christopher to pieces, and she knew he needed a
haircut. She also knew she wasn’t going to have much time to get around to it
for the next couple of weeks.


Now that she was finished with her
task, though, she was going home. After removing the plastic cape from
Christopher’s shoulders, she helped him get off the elevated chair. He wasn’t the
most coordinated little guy.


While she was getting the broom to
sweep up, Nick quickly moved into the chair his nephew had just vacated.


“My turn.”


Hanna spun around and put her hands on
her hips. “No! Go away, Nick Kelly.”


Nick gave her his most charming,
boyish expression. “Please,” he begged. “I don’t have time to go to the barber
with all we’re going to be doing this week.”


Of all the things he could have said,
that did the trick. He was here to help her find out about Dylan’s death and
Lance’s disappearance, after all. She needed to put aside her personal feelings
and work with him. Anyway, she’d always known he wasn’t for her. Even though it
would break her heart, he’d find an Ashley someday and marry her. The Ashleys
of this world got men like Nick, not the Hannas.


“You’re going to have to sit in a
regular chair,” she told him, relenting with a disgruntled frown. “I can’t
reach you on this stool.”


He jumped down and drug over a dining
table chair so fast, he pried a tiny smile from her. Shaking her head, she
moved behind him and draped the cape over his broad shoulders. His hair was
clipper cut around the sides and up the back, not shaved high and tight the way
most normal Marines wore it. It looked as if it hadn’t seen a barber in a
while. The lines were a bit shaggy.


She ran her comb, then, unable to
resist, her long fingers through the longer strands on top. It was a very dark
brown, nearly black, and oh so silky and warm. Essentially, it was straight,
thick, and fine. She wanted to indulge herself in the feel of it all day, to
bend down and bury her nose in it.


Instead, she picked up her small
cutting shears, grateful he couldn’t see her. “So how do you want this?” Her
tone was clipped to hide her distress.


“Anyway you want.”


His tone was husky and suggestive. It
sent little shivers racing up and down her spine. She wondered testily if he
had said something like that to Ashley last night.


With a hunk of hair between her
forefinger and middle finger, ready to cut, she gave it a yank and asked
tartly, “How ‘bout if I just shave it all off?”


Nick yelped, Christopher laughed, then
Nick scowled.


“Hey, sport, why don’t you go show
grandma your new haircut?” As soon as Christopher was out of the room, Nick
reached behind him to hook an arm around Hanna. With one strong tug, he pulled
her in front of him. “Okay, what’s wrong? You’re not usually this grouchy and
moody?”


“How would you know, Colonel?”


She tried to squirm away from him, so
he trapped her between his hard muscular thighs. “I know,” he insisted, further
securing her with a big hand on either hip. His thumbs dug lightly, but firmly
into her pelvic bones. She glared down at him, and he stared back up
inquisitively at her. “Did you go into the hospital to do some last minute
paperwork yesterday?”


She nodded sullenly, still in his
disturbing grip, her breathing a little erratic.


“You didn’t call me to give you a
ride.”


“You fixed my car.” She sent him a
snide smile. “By the way, thank you. It runs great.”


“It runs like crap. You need a new
car.”


“So, everyone has told me.”


“Did you talk to Ashley?”


“Of course. I work with her.”


He nodded like he had just figured out
the reason for her mood. “So, she told you I asked her out for a drink after
work, didn’t she?” The look on her lovely, disgruntled face gave him his
answer. He saw the flash of jealousy. It pleased him immensely, but he hid his
pleasure, knowing if it showed, it would make her even angrier. “That’s all it
was,” he tried to pacify her. “A drink after work.”


Hanna shrugged, adopting her best
nonchalant pose. “Your love life is none of my business.”


“I don’t have a love life.” His thumbs
started to caress away any hurt her might have inflicted on her hip bones. “I
don’t have a girlfriend, here or anywhere else— in case you were wondering.” He
saw her try to hide her pleasure at that bit of news. He was glad that she
liked the fact that he wasn’t involved with anyone. “Ashley is and always has
been one of the biggest gossips in the community. She knows everything about
everybody. I just wanted to pump her for a little of that information.”


Hanna couldn’t help it. The way he had
put that made her burst into a laugh. “Pump her for information? Geez, Nick!
That sounds terrible!”


He smiled because she was laughing and
had apparently forgiven him. “Would you like to know what I found out?”


“Okay. What did you learn super sleuth?”


She saw his eyes travel along the
length of her bare legs, stopping at the hem of her shorts, which were only a
few inches from the juncture of her thighs. His assessment was heated and slow.
She took a little breath, feeling all shaky inside, as well as disappointed
when he dropped his hands from her hips and released her from the grip of his
bare legs. Her eyes flashed quickly to the juncture of his thighs. She could
see the outline of his arousal. Nervously, she reached out to adjust the drape
of his plastic cape, then retreated to a safer position behind him again.


He hadn’t answered her first question,
so she asked what she’d been wondering all last night. “Where did you and
Ashley go?” How perverse of her! Did she really want to know? 


“To Yancy’s.”


“Wow, aren’t you the cheap date!”


“I just took her for a drink, nowhere
else.” He turned his head to her, but she doubted he saw her look of relief.
“Yancy’s is an interesting place after the dinner crowd leaves.”


“Scary is more like it. The clientele
all seem to be bikers, drunks, and thugs. I get to patch a lot of them up on the
worst nights.”


“Last night wasn’t one of those. It
isn’t as bad as it was three years ago.”


He was still looking at her over his
plastic draped shoulder, and she couldn’t hide the recognition the memory of
three years ago brought to her expression. “I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been
back into the bar past seven o’clock since then.”


He turned around, with his back to her
again. Hanna began cutting his hair, forcing herself to concentrate on her
task, not him.


“Anyway, Ashley told me Phillip
Douglas lives pretty darn well on a police chief’s salary. He’s got a big new
house, a fancy cabin cruiser, and a couple of new cars. His kids go to private
school, and he’s got a mistress in Seattle.”


“How does Ashley know that?”


Nick shrugged. “Who knows? She didn’t
know much about Jeff Thomas, though. I guess he’s fairly new to the area. None
of his deputies like him too well.”


Hanna moved to his side to trim the
hair around his ears.


“Because we were at Yancy’s, Ashley
told me what she knew about him, too.”


Some of what he told her, Hanna
already knew. Because he ran a popular downtown business, a lot of the town
people knew about Yancy. He had lived in the community for six or so years.
Nick was correct, though. Ashley had been a good source of information.


After his haircut was finished, he
tried to coax Hanna into going for a ride on his bike. He had bought two extra
helmets, one for Christopher and one for her. But there was no talking her into
getting on the back of his motorcycle. Christopher was more than eager to go
for a ride with his uncle, though, despite Hanna’s concerns for his safety.


While they were gone, Hanna helped
Jessie with dinner since both families were eating together again. She loved
switching back and forth between the two families for Sunday dinners. Jessie
and Colleen were both fantastic cooks. Sitting around the table, sharing an
excellent meal and lively conversation was a highlight of her hard work week.


“So, is everything okay between you
and Nick?” Jessie asked as Hanna vigorously tore up a variety of greens for the
salad. 


“Sure.”


“I was afraid you were upset with him
for some reason since you had me take you home the other night.” 


From her peripheral vision, she saw
how closely Nick’s mother was watching her. She turned and reassured her with a
smile. “Everything is okay, Jessie.” 


“I heard about that kiss in the park
last Sunday.” Jessie laughed at the startled look Hanna shot her. “Christopher
told me all about it. He thought it was yucky.”


Hanna laughed, but she could still
feel the heat in her cheeks as she hurriedly began chopping fresh tomatoes for
the salad.


“I gather you’ve forgiven my son for
Ashley Davis.”


Hanna shook her head, grinning. Jessie
missed nothing. “She’s probably more to his taste, anyway,” she commented with
an audible sigh.


“Nonsense!” the older woman disagreed.
“If he wanted her, he could have had her twenty years ago.”


“He could have had me, too, twenty
years ago, Jessie,” Hanna confided quietly.


“You were fifteen,” Jessie reminded
her. “Even then, Nick was not the kind of man to take advantage of that.”


Hanna turned to smile at her friend,
and saw Nick, then his trailing shadow, Christopher, come through the back
porch door. Dear lord, she hoped he’d been too far away to hear her comment to
his mother!


“Smells good in here, ladies,’ he
greeted them, grinning and sniffing. “How long before dinner?”


“Half an hour,” his mother supplied. 
“Just waiting on the chicken in the oven. Colleen, Christine, and the baby are
on their way over.”


“Good. Then we have time for your
first self-defense class.” When both women just stared at him with matching
expressions of disbelief and skepticism, he laughed, motioning them outside.
“Since we don’t have pads, let’s go over to the grass.”


Christopher was jumping up and down
with glee, holding Nick’s hand while he kicked this way and that. It was
obvious to Hanna that Nick had already taught his nephew something.


Both women followed reluctantly. “If
you think you’re going to throw me on the ground, son, think again,” Jessie
warned her son.


Colleen and Christine met them on the
lawn. “What’s going on?” Hanna’s grandmother asked.


“Uncle Nick’s gonna do karate with all
us,” Christopher answered excitedly, then gave his version of a side kick,
which backfired and caused him to land on his bottom. Nick reached down
immediately to pull him to his feet, but the ten-year-old was laughing, unfazed
by his fall. He seemed to be the only one who thought this looked like fun. The
women were giving Nick very dubious stares. 


He sent Christopher to sit on the
grass a few feet away. “Okay, ladies, I’m going to show you a few simple moves
that you could use to deal with an attacker,” he started. “Christine, give the
baby to Mom, and I’ll start with you.”


Christine stepped up to him without
hesitation.


“Suppose you’re alone at night, on the
street or even in your house, and you’re confronted by someone who is intent on
stealing your purse or worse.”


“That’s why I keep a shotgun in the
house,” Colleen interjected.


“Well, if you get caught by surprise,
then,” Nick relented, giving the grandmother a reproachful look. “If he comes
at you from the front, take the heel of your hand,” he stated as he moved
Christine into position in front of him. “Like this.” He demonstrated by taking
the heel of Christine’s hand and pulling it up under his nose. Then he stepped
back. “Now pretend to hit me like that.” When she did, mimicking his previous
demonstration, without actually hitting him, he grinned in approval. “Let me
tell you, if she had connected, it would have hurt like hell.”


He motioned to his mother. “Mom,
you’re next.”


“You toss me on my backside, and I’ll
disown you.”


“Mom, I wouldn’t do that to an old
lady like you.” He laughed, and she jabbed him in the ribs. “Okay, that might
work, too,” he choked as he moved in front of her. “The other thing you could
do to ward off an attacker from the front is this.” Using his first two
fingers, he opened them and thrust them toward Jessie’s eyes. “Now, you try,”
he urged her. She did, again without actually coming into contact with his
eyes. “If he’s blinded, he can’t come after you, giving you a chance to get
away. Just keep those hands, arms, and fingers stiff.”


“Okay, your turn, Colleen.”


“I don’t know about this, Nicholas.
I’m too old for this martial arts stuff,” she protested, moving to stand in
front of him anyway.


“Not martial arts, Colleen,
self-defense,” he corrected, taking her gently by the elbow. “Even this much
might save your life or your virtue.” 


“I’m too old to run, young man,” she
reminded him sternly. “The culprit would catch an old lady like me in no time.”


“Not if you did this.” Nick brought
his knee up. “Use a knee or a foot or even a fist to his groin, and he’ll be
bent over in pain long enough for even an old lady to get away.” He gave her a
wary grin. “Try it— carefully, of course.”


Colleen did. She actually got her knee
up far enough, too, though she didn’t make contact with Nick’s groin. “Now try
the balled fist.” She did, and again she didn’t touch him with it.


Colleen beamed with pleasure, stepped
back, and nodded to Hanna. “Your turn, sweetie.”


Hanna rolled her eyes. She was trying
to hide behind the others, for once hoping Nick would ignore her.


“I wanna try!” Christopher called out,
giving her a reprieve.


“Later, sport,” Nick promised him. “Right
now I need your Auntie Hanna to come out from hiding and give this a shot.”


“No fair, Uncle Nick!”


He smiled patiently at his nephew. “I
promise I’ll teach you some more moves later.”


Christopher wasn’t too happy about it,
but nodded okay. Nick ruffled his hair, then reached behind Colleen to catch
Hanna by the wrist. “Come on, Doctor. Your turn.”


With extreme reluctance, she stepped
to the spot on the grass where he directed her.


“Okay, it’s possible your attacker
could come up to you from behind. If that happens, I’ll show you how to flip
the guy on his back using his own momentum. I wouldn’t recommend this to you,
though, Colleen.” Nick moved behind Hanna. “If someone comes up and grabs you
from the back, immediately drop to one knee and use the momentum of his body to
throw him over your shoulder. Try it on me for real, Hanna.” She shot him a
skeptical look over her shoulder. “Go on,” he encouraged her. “It’s okay. I
know how to roll with it.”


She was thinking it would be amazing
if it worked since he outweighed her by well over a hundred pounds. But she did
as he’d instructed, dropping to one knee, then reaching back with a hand to
grab his forearm and throw him over her shoulder.


Dropping her center of gravity threw
him off balance enough that she was actually able to use his momentum to get
him over her shoulder. He rolled, then landed on the grass, in front of her,
with a loud thud.


Hanna was amazed, then horrified. He
lay on his back, his eyes closed, looking like she’d knocked the wind out of him.
With a little cry of dismay, she immediately crawled over to kneel at his side.
His eyes snapped open. Cursing, he grabbed her by the shoulders and rolled her
under him, pinning her to the ground with his big hard body.


“You never try to help the attacker,
Doctor!” he growled at her, rising onto his hands and knees above her, but
still so close that she could see the dark stubble of beard emerging as a five
o’clock shadow along his jaw. His gray eyes were fiercely narrowed on her. “You
knock the guy on his ass, then run like hell! Okay?” His unrelenting expression
demanded her response.


“Okay.”


After her initial shock, Hanna was
mortified, especially when she saw everyone intently watching the two of them.


Nick finally smiled at her, pushed to
his feet, then reached a hand down to pull her to hers. She pretended to dust
grass off her bottom while her face cooled.


Jessie shooed everyone into the house,
mumbling something about dinner being almost ready. Christopher followed the
women reluctantly, still grumbling about not getting a turn.


Not daring to look up, Hanna started
for the back door.


Nick caught her hand in his. “I’m
sorry I embarrassed you in front of everyone,” he murmured softly, giving her a
slow half grin when she finally looked up at him. “But you can’t always be
compassionate and concerned with everyone, Hanna.”


For a heartbeat too long, she stared
into his thickly lashed eyes. Being this close to him, having him look at her
in such a tender way was way too dangerous. When he released her, his hand rose
to caress her flushed cheek. It took all of her willpower not to turn her lips
into his calloused palm and kiss it. She thought of it, envisioned it, even
felt it, then stepped away before her resistance failed her.


Dizzy from the effort and the moment,
she faltered a little as she took a step toward the house. Nick hooked his arm
around her waist and gave her a quick squeeze as he bent to whisper, “You
should have done it, Doctor.”
















 


CHAPTER 9


 


“HANNA SHOULD BE DOWN IN A FEW
MINUTES.” Colleen McHenry eyed the man coming in through the back door of her
kitchen. “So, how’s it going Colonel? Getting anywhere with your
investigation?” 


“I am, but it’s slow— a piece here,
one there— like putting together a puzzle. Investigations are always like that,
some more complicated than others.”


“And this one? Is it complicated?”
Colleen got up from the table to pour a cup of coffee for her early morning
guest.


“In the beginning, they are all, but I
have a feeling this one is going to get straight forward pretty soon.”


Hanna’s grandmother sat back down and passed
the cream and sugar to Nick. “Why is that?”


“Because things are beginning to line
up.” He laughed at Colleen’s confused frown. “I know I sound oblique, but
that’s because all I have are hunches right now. We’ll see where they lead.”


Colleen grinned at him. “And my
granddaughter? How are things going between you two?”


Nick chuckled. “Better today than
yesterday.” He and Hanna had planned to take the Zodiac down the coastline to
Discovery Cove today to talk to Nat Simms and some of his neighbors, then they
were going to dive parts of Discovery Bay.


“She didn’t take well to your date
with Ashley Davis, I imagine.”


“I never could hide a thing from you,
Colleen.”


“Hanna’s just protecting her heart, Nicholas.”


“She is, huh?”


“She may have the IQ of a genius, but
she has an amazingly fragile side to her.”


“She’s always been shy and
self-conscious.”


Colleen nodded. “She also has this
very crazy notion that she’s not pretty, just ordinary.” Nick raised an amazed
eyebrow. “Silly, isn’t it?”


“Extremely.”


“Guess we’ll have to help her get over
that nonsense, won’t we?”


“Absolutely.”


They were both laughing when Hanna
came into the kitchen. “What’s so funny, you two?”


Colleen smiled at her granddaughter tenderly.
“Just a little private humor.” She looked Hanna over with a close eye. “Where
are your glasses? Did you forget them again? And how did you get down the
stairway without them?” Everyone knew that without her eye glasses, Hanna
couldn’t see a foot in front of her.


She took a couple of sips of her
grandmother’s coffee, and grabbed half a piece of toast off of a plate set in
the middle of the table, then spread a little marmalade on it. “When I dive, I
wear my contacts.”


“What if you lose them?”


“They usually don’t come out when I’m
diving. Maybe it’s the pressure.”


Colleen looked to Nick. “You better
keep an eye out for her, Nicholas. She’s blind without her glasses, you know.”


“Grandma!”


Nick laughed. “I plan to keep a close
eye on her. Did you bring your eyeglasses, just in case?” he asked Hanna.


“Yes, I did.” She patted her beach
bag. “And an extra towel for you because you always forgot yours.”


“Well, you look very lovely this
morning, dear,” Colleen complimented her.


“Grandma,” she chided her. “Shorts and
an old ratty sweatshirt do not add up to very lovely.”


“They do in my book,” Nick corrected
her. “Especially on a woman with such good looking legs.”


Hanna blushed to the newly highlighted
roots of her uncurled hair. “Okay, you two, quit this,” she chastised them.
“Are you ready to go, Colonel?”


He nodded and rose from his chair.
“Thanks for the coffee and the conversation, Colleen.”


“See you this afternoon, Grandma.” 


Colleen waved them off. “Have fun.
Don’t be too good.”


Outside Hanna stopped to look at Nick,
who was chuckling to himself. “What’s with Grandma this morning?”


“She’s probably glad to see you do
something besides work.”


“It is nice to have some time off. I
know I work too hard. I really need to take more time to relax before I wear myself
out.”


“It’s hard when you’re dedicated to
the job.”


They were walking towards Jessie’s
house. “You should know.”


“I do. After twenty years of rigorous
training cycles and deployments, I need to back off a little, too. I’m ready to
change my life patterns some. How about you?”


“I’d like to. I know we’ve got work to
do, but I’m looking forward to doing some diving and sailing while we’re at
it.”


They stopped in front of the two-story
Craftsman-style house that Nick had come to live in as a boy. “Other than
relaxing and enjoying life more, what kind of changes have you thought about
making in your life?” he asked.


She studied him curiously. He was
trying to get at something, but she wasn’t sure what. “I don’t know. It would
have to depend on circumstances, I guess.”


“What kind of circumstances?” he
persisted.


“I’m not sure.”


“Someone special?”


She laughed, staring at him,
bewildered. “What are you getting at, Nick? First, my grandmother. Now you.
What was in that coffee?”


He ran a hand through his hair and shrugged.
“I don’t know. Forget it.”


“Okay.” She headed toward her car,
which was parked in Jessie’s driveway because Nick was still tinkering with it.
“I need to get my wet suit and diving gear out of my trunk. I left it there after
the last time I went diving.”


From the pocket of her white shorts,
she pulled out her car keys and opened the trunk, then began extracting her wet
suit, fins, diving mask, and air tank. 


Nick put his hand over hers to stop
her from dragging out her tank of compressed air. “You won’t need that. I have
a new model you might like to try.” His hand moved to a battered, partially
rusted, fishing rod tube lying in her trunk, next to her tank. “What’s this?”
he asked, picking it up to examine it.


“I don’t know. After Lance
disappeared, I went diving near Discovery Junction. I found this next to the
crab pots Nat Simms claimed had been tampered with. Some fisherman probably
lost it while he was out there. I haven’t even tried to open it, but it feels
empty.”


Nick fiddled with the lids at either
end of the tube. They were too rusted to unscrew easily, but he finally got one
off. He turned the tube to the sunlight so he could see inside better. His
brows drew together in a frown.


“What’s wrong? Something bothering
you?”


“Maybe. We’ll see. I’m going to put
this in the house. Be back in a minute.”


While she waited for him, Hanna moved
to Jessie’s wide covered porch, where she sat down on the top step. Tipping her
head back, she closed her eyes and soaked up the warm rays of the morning sun.
The salt-scented breeze coming off the ocean swept over her upturned face like
a lover’s caress, and she smiled.


It was the way Nick found her when he
returned. The picture she presented was too lovely to ignore. Quietly, he
watched her for a few stolen moments. When she finally opened her eyes, he
chuckled. “I caught you with that secret smile again.”


The next smile she gave him made his
heart skip several beats. Picking up her diving gear, they walked back to
Colleen’s, then down to the beach, past the wind-swept grasses, over the rocky
outcroppings, and around the shallow tide pools, to the long wooden pier
Hanna’s grandfather had built before she and Dylan had come to live with them.
It extended into a small cove that was partially protected by a narrow spit. A
big black rubber boat gently bobbed at the pier. It was the Zodiac Nick had
requisitioned for them to use for a week or so.


Hanna tossed her beach bag and scuba
gear inside. He took her by the elbow and helped her step up over the high
inflated side, then hopped in after her and untied the ropes from the pier’s
cleats.


“This is a lot larger than Lance’s
rubber dinghy,” she observed as she sat on the floor of the boat and drew her
legs up to her chest to wrap her arms around them.


“It has to carry seven men and their
gear,” Nick informed her as he started the motor. 


There was an enclosed compartment in
the middle of the boat that could hold gear. It was where Nick indicated he had
stowed his gear. The lid was closed to keep everything inside dry. 


They were following the coastal curve
of the western side of Quimper Peninsula. In a slower rubber boat, like
Lance’s, it would have taken them thirty or forty minutes to get to the end of
the bay. In Nick’s faster, rigid-hulled model, it looked like they were going
to get there in half the time.


Stretching out her legs, Hanna watched
Nick with quiet pleasure. His long legs were planted wide to stabilize himself
over the choppy water, while his darkly tanned, long-fingered hands were curled
firmly around the big steering wheel. The breeze ruffled his hair, and the sun
brought out the lighter colorations in it. He was wearing dark sunglasses, too,
so she couldn’t see his eyes, although they appeared steadfastly focused on the
watery path ahead of them. He looked so completely in command, so in control of
his task.


 “It’s such a beautiful day, we should
have packed a picnic lunch,” she commented, as she raised her arms in a
leisurely stretch over her head.


Nick looked toward her and smiled. “I
did. Mom made chicken salad sandwiches.”


“Oh, God love Jessie! They’re my
favorite, and she makes the best.”


He chuckled. “And here I thought Mom
made them because I liked them.” Something caught his eye in the distance. “We
need to make a trip over to Shelter Island tomorrow or the next day. Maybe we
can take another picnic lunch and have a look around.”


“Why do you want to go there? Most of
it’s a bird and wildlife sanctuary.”


“I understand Yancy Masters bought the
old caretaker’s place out there and renovated it. I’m surprised the state let
him buy it. Usually, when the owner of a piece of property on state or federal
parkland dies, the deed goes back to the agency. Where does a bar owner get
that kind of influence and pull?”


“You’re right. It does seem strange
that he was allowed to buy the place as a private residence. Why would he even
want to live in such a remote location? Maybe he bribed some public official to
get permission to buy the place. He has his own security staff to keep boaters
and tourists off his end of the island, and they’re definitely not pleasant to
trespassers. A year ago, there was a tourist who was shot when he went to look
at the house, thinking it was part of the preserve. I removed the bullet from
his shoulder in ER. Yancy came by the hospital, talked to the guy, and promised
to fire the overzealous security guard, so no charges were filed. Personally, I
think he must have paid the man off so he wouldn’t make a fuss.”


“Really?”


Hanna removed her glasses and gave
Nick a thoroughly wicked smile. “See. You didn’t have to pump Ashley Davis for
information. I hear a lot of gossip, too.” 


“So, does that mean I can pump....”


Laughing, she held up a hand. “Don’t
go there, Nick Kelly! I don’t want to hear any of your raunchy come backs.”


“Aw, you’re no fun, Doctor Wallace!”


 


AFTER THEY DOCKED AT NAT SIMMS rickety
wooden pier, they followed the dirt path to his singlewide mobile home. There
were half dozen of his elderly neighbors sitting outside in a cluster of
mismatched patio chairs on his redwood deck.


Hanna knew most of them. She saw them
at the hospital, and a few were friends of her grandmother’s. They greeted her
first. Nat then introduced Nick, using his new military rank. Being an
ex-Marine, he proceeded to tell his neighbors that Nick’s father had been a
decorated Marine hero during the Vietnam War. He also told them that Nick had
grown up in Port George, and had a distinguished military career himself.


Nick took the accolades in quiet
humility, but Hanna could tell he felt uncomfortable being ranked as a hero of
his father’s caliber. She knew he had been awarded a few medals of his own for
his bravery and service over his twenty year career, but he never bragged about
them; never even referred to them, unless asked.


When they were seated, Nat offered
them coffee and donuts. Hanna accepted the coffee, while Nick took both coffee
and donuts. It made her smile because it reminded her he’d always had a sweet
tooth.


For the next hour, Nat and his
neighbors told the two of them why they had made all those complaints to the
sheriff’s office. Their crab pots in Discovery Cove and beyond were being
tampered with on a regular basis. For the most part, even tourists respected
the fishing pots as off limits. The pots were left continually in the water,
periodically checked to see how many of the local specialty, the Dungeness
crab, had been trapped.


Normally, the catch was excellent this
time of the year. Lately, it had been almost non-existent. There were a lot of
small inlets and coves at the lower end of Discovery Bay, and most of the
residents in the region who had some kind of boat placed traps for personal
use. Nat was convinced that someone was poaching. And there had been a lot of unusual
late night marine traffic the past few months. Whenever the sheriff had been
called, his deputies had never arrived until the next day. Dylan had been the
only one who had attempted night surveillance, but nothing had ever come of it.


Nat informed Nick and Hanna that he
had talked to quite a few residents at the lower end of the bay, and that many
of them had experienced the same problem.


Nick asked if any of them had seen the
boat that Dylan stopped to ticket the evening he had disappeared. Only Nat
Simms had, and his story was the same as it had been before. He hadn’t been
able to think of any other information that might help.


Hanna asked if anyone had seen Lance
diving in the bay the day he had disappeared. One of the neighbors said she and
her husband had seen him and waved to him. 


Before they left, Nat pulled Nick
aside and told him that he thought there was some kind of smuggling going on.


“It’s the only thing that makes sense
to me. I’ve seen it before, years ago,” the old man went on to explain. “People
don’t normally boat after midnight. And I’ve seen too many late nighters these
past several months. Besides, this region is somewhat remote, off the beaten
path most of the year. It’s a perfect place for sneaking stuff into the country
that ain’t legal. Hell, the Canadian border is only a few miles away, and it’s
in the middle of the strait. Lots of opportunities, don’t you think?”


Nick rubbed his jaw. “It’s something
to consider, Nat.”


After thanking him for the information
and the hospitality, Nick and Hanna returned to the Zodiac.


“At least I understand more clearly
why the complaints were made,” Nick commented as he pulled away from Nat’s dock.
“Simms might have something with his theory about smuggling, too. It fits the
late night scenario of strange boats. I can’t figure out how the damn crab pots
fit in, though. Who’d go to all that trouble for a few Dungeness crabs?”


Hanna shrugged and shook her head. “I
don’t know. I thought it was interesting that the sheriff never sent anyone out
on those complaints until the next day. I know Dylan did at least one late
night stake-out. We all teased him about looking for crab thieves.” Her
expression turned sad at the memory. “But he was torn between feeling the complaints
were frivolous and feeling ticked off at the sheriff for not responding to
them. Whatever was going on was making the elderly residents along the
coastline uneasy. Dylan figured if Thomas would just listen to them, they might
feel someone at least gave a darn.”


Nick smiled at her version of
swearing. Hanna rarely said more than darn. “Well, we need to take a look at the
area around these pots. You ready to do a little diving. We can start in the
cove, head south, then motor up the other side of the bay.”


“All that today?”


“We should see how many we can get to.
Nat is going to call the rest of his friends who have been having the same
problem, so they’ll know we’ll be in the area diving and investigating.”


Nick steered the Zodiac into the
middle of a cluster of brightly colored buoys that bobbed up and down on the relatively
calm surface of the water. They marked the crab pots resting on the silty
bottom.


As soon as he cut the motor, he threw
the anchor over the side. Then he went to the square compartment in the center
of the Zodiac, lifted the lid, and dug his scuba gear out.


Hanna peeked over his shoulder to look
inside. “Wow! What is all this stuff?”


“My toys.” Nick grinned, pointing to
various things. “Night vision goggles and a pair of infra-red binoculars. A
couple of spear guns. A GPS. An underwater camera. My Ka-Bar knife. My 9mm
handgun. And a couple of new Draegr’s, on loan from the Naval base. Ever use
one?” Hanna shook her head no. “It’s an underwater rebreathing device that
recirculates and filters air, without leaving any trace of bubbles. I can
program the right amount of chemicals and oxygen in a Draegr to allow us to go
as deep as we want or stay down a long time, without any negative effects.”


“Sounds pretty fancy.” Hanna was
impressed with his array of sleek military diving equipment.


“It’s one of the perks of the job—
getting to use all these things.”


“So high tech.”


“That’s the way of it nowadays.”


“So I’ve read in the newspapers.”
Hanna stepped back to pull off her sweatshirt, then step out of her white
shorts. Underneath she was wearing her bathing suit.


Nick continued to pull out the gear he
needed. “You haven’t read the half of it. Much of the newer stuff we use is too
classified to mention.”


“So, you’d get sent to the brig if you
told me about it, huh?”


Nick turned around to laugh with her
and froze. She was wearing a coral red, one-piece swimsuit that outlined all
her female curves in luscious detail. The stretchy material plunged to a deep
vee that revealed the swells of her beautiful breasts. She damn near killed him
when she bent over to unlace her tennis shoes. 


The movement gave him a view of her
that made his mouth go dry. Her long slender back, partially exposed by her
swimsuit, tapered into slim hips and a round curvy butt that he remembered fit
his big hands perfectly. 


Shit! Keeping his hands off her wasn’t
going to be easy. 


When she turned to face him, his gaze
drifted from her bare feet, up her long legs, over her slender hips, to her
very nicely delineated breasts. By the time his eyes met hers, he could see his
candid stare had flustered her. Her face was flushed, and she was tugging
self-consciously at her swimsuit. 


Hanna wanted to reach for her
sweatshirt to pull it back on, Nick’s slow perusal had been so disturbingly
intimate. Under his ardent gray-eyed stare, she felt hot and agitated. To
occupy hands she didn’t know what to do with, she reached behind her to retie
the neck strap of her bathing suit.


“Want me to do that for you?”


She rejected his offer of assistance
nervously. “No, I’m just making sure it’s okay before I put on my wet suit.
Guess I should have just worn it, huh?”


His glittering silver gaze swept her
figure one more time. “Hell, no. That bathing suit looks great on you.”


“Oh.... Well… thank you.” 


Her shy smile and stuttered reply made
him take pity on her. He yanked his own sweatshirt off over his head, then
reached for his wet suit, which was draped over some equipment.


Hanna stepped into her thigh length
wet suit. The stretchy diving garment was black and purple with short sleeves
and a high neck. She was wiggling into the top portion when Nick stepped up to
her.


He hadn’t put his own diving gear on
yet. He was in his swim trunks, bare-chested. Nick shirtless was way too
tempting to ignore, especially since he was standing directly in front of her,
close enough to see each dark hair on his torso. It had been three years since
she’d seen him bare-chested. Her eyes traveled over every well-defined curve of
muscle. The power and strength in his upper body was striking. He was all male.
Behind her dark sunglasses, she devoured every solid inch of his torso,
relieved her hands were occupied because she was so very tempted to touch him.


Instead he startled her by touching
her. He caught the tab of her wet suit zipper and pulled it up from her waist
to her throat. It was a task he took his time with, a task that required him to
put his hands over hers to accomplish. As they passed over her breasts, his
wide knuckles brushed against bare skin and swelling curves. The contact
lingered long enough to be a caress.


Hanna tried to steady the rhythm of
her quickened breathing. Nick noted her agitation and stepped back with a wink.


“Nice wet suit, too,” he commented,
stepping into the long pant legs of his one-piece, solid black wet suit.


Hanna had never realized how revealing
diving gear was. It fit like a second skin, outlining very distinctly all of
her curves and his. She felt uneasy beneath Nick’s arousing looks, but she was
just as aroused looking back at him. And she had to admit, she definitely liked
the fact that he was noticing her physically.


She sat down on the floor of the big
rubber boat to pull on her diving fins. Nick was zipping up his own suit, and
when Hanna looked up at him, she wished she had the nerve to do for him what
he’d done for her. Instead, she chose to stare at the long ripples of muscle
that his sleeveless suit exposed, and from shoulder to wrist, his arms were
much more tanned than his chest had been.


“Guess Afghanistan didn’t allow you to
work on your tan much.”


“Noticed that, did you?” The wicked
glint in his eyes made her blush. When he bent over to pull on his own fins, he
unintentionally gave her a very provocative view of his tight buttocks.


“Ready for your air tank?”


His question snapped her eyes back to
his face. “Ah... yes.” 


“Come here. I’ll put this on you.”


Hanna pushed to her feet and waddled
over to him, penguin-like, in her fins. He lifted one of his Draegrs and
slipped it onto her back, then secured the straps. After strapping on his own
air tank, he slipped his knife into a strap around his thigh. 


Finally, he handed her one of the
spear guns. “Can you use one of these?”


“I never have.”


He gave her brief instructions. It was
powered by CO-2 cartridges. The dart it fired was about ten inches long. It
didn’t have a long range, but it was simple enough to use if they had to.
Considering Dylan had lost his life and Lance had disappeared near where they
were diving, Nick thought they should be prepared. Hanna agreed, although she
figured Nick would be more capable of defending them against trouble than she
would. 


When they were completely suited up,
they went over the side of the anchored Zodiac and swam down to the bottom of
the bay. Nick was a more powerful swimmer than she was; he’d told her once that
he’d had to swim five miles to qualify for Recon, but he slowed his pace to
wait for her. They communicated with one another through hand signals. Hanna
had made enough dives with Lance to understand all of Nick’s.


When they reached the crab pots on the
bottom of the bay, Nick checked half, and Hanna checked the others. To her
disappointment, they found nothing but Dungeness crabs trapped in the cages.
Someone was going to have a good dinner, but there were no clues to Dylan’s
death or Lance’s disappearance. It had probably been a long shot anyway, Hanna
thought.


When they finally resurfaced, Nick
swung onboard the RBI first, then reached down, grabbed Hanna by the forearms,
and pulled her up and over the high inflated side. She tumbled in clumsily and
landed partially on top of him, then fell off him onto her back on the floor of
the boat to pull off her diving mask.


“Geez! How do you get over the side of
this thing without help?”


“Practice.” Nick rolled to brace
himself above her. He took her diving mask from her fingers. “Let me make sure
your contacts aren’t floating inside.” 


“You know me too well,” she remarked,
on her back, staring up at him.


He was wet and dripping all over her,
so he ran a hand over his face and through his hair, sending the water droplets
away from her. 


Hanna went absolutely still, wondering
if he was going to kiss her again. He was staring at her intently, his gray
eyes focused on her mouth, his big body mere inches from hers. In this
high-sided, 15' by 6' boat, they had a lot of privacy. Visions of him doing
that and more had her curling her toes.


“I’d like to know you a whole lot
more, Hanna Wallace.” He ran a single finger down her nose and over the center
of her lips, lingering for a fraction of a second on her lower lip, separating
it from the top one.


Hanna let the end of her tongue touch
and linger on his fingertip. She watched his eyes darken. The spell between
them was powerful, mesmerizing. Her teeth caught his fingertip for the briefest
of moments.


He sucked in his breath, then shook
his head as if to clear it. “Come on,” he said, pushing himself to his feet,
then pulling her to hers with a quick wink and a rueful grin. “We have more
crab pots to investigate.”


They headed south, to the lower end of
the bay. There were several smaller coves to investigate, which they did
one-by-one. An hour later, they stopped to eat the lunch Jessie had packed for
them, grounding their dingy on a sand spit so they could sit back against the
high sides, enjoy their picnic, and relax.


Afterward, they headed over to the
western side of the bay, and followed the coastline, toward Mynard. At Hanna’s
request, Nick navigated the Zodiac into the spit-protected cove where her
sailboat was moored.


The Mynard Marina was a modest-size
one, with a wide variety of boats anchored to its wooden docks. Most of them
were sailboats, and Hanna directed Nick to the far end. She hadn’t had her
sailboat the last time he’d been home, and she was anxious to show it to him.


Nick steered the inflatable in between
the network of wooden docks until Hanna pointed out her boat. Her
single-masted, twenty-eight foot sailboat sat at the end. It was painted white,
trimmed in dark teak wood with polished brass detailing.


Nick docked behind the boat, tied off
his Zodiac, then hopped out and helped her step over the high rubber side.
Standing on the pier, he inspected her wooden sloop, from stem to stern,
knowing the woman beside him was anxiously awaiting his judgment.


“Very impressive.” Following her
onboard, he trailed his fingers over the shiny brass railing. “Someone did an
excellent job of restoring it.”


“Your brother,” Hanna informed him,
beaming with pleasure. “He’s so skilled with these old wooden boats he salvages
and repairs. He gave this one to me.”


Nick shot her an astonished glance.
“He gave this boat to you?”


“Yeah, for my birthday last year.” Her
face was full of loving admiration as she stopped at the helm and ran her
slender fingers around the rim of the big brass steering wheel. “He picked it
up for practically nothing at an auction, then refurbished it. I loved it from
the moment I saw him working on it. It’s got so much character. And it sails
like a dream. I can handle it by myself, it’s so maneuverable and seaworthy.” 


“That’s some birthday present. It must
be worth quite a bit of money now that it’s restored. Wooden boats are highly
prized by a lot of sailing enthusiasts.”


“Oh, I’d never sell it,” she said,
unaware of the veil of displeasure that had settled over Nick’s features.


She pointed toward a small door that
was the entry to the cabin below deck. “Want to see the rest of it?”


“Sure.” Nick followed her below,
angling his wide shoulders through the narrow doorway and down the short
companionway.


Below, there was a small functional
galley that consisted of a three-burner stove, a refrigerator, sink, counter
space, a few cupboards, and a table with bench seats that folded down into a
double bed. Behind one of the bench seats, there was a small, drop-down,
navigational desk, with some rather expensive electronic equipment. A head,
complete with a small shower was wedged into one corner of the cabin, near the
stairway.


Beneath the foredeck, there was a
master bedroom or bunk. Hanna showed Nick where she slept when she took her
boat out overnight.


“By yourself?”


She looked back at him over her
shoulder, bemused. “I’ve never spent the night on her with anyone.”


He was behind her, close behind her,
scanning the room. Essentially, it was all bed, designed to fit the triangular,
trapezoid shape of the bow of the boat. On either side of the room’s louvered
double doors, there were two long narrow clothes closets. Hanna opened them to
show him that one was for hanging clothes, and one was fitted with drawers for
folded clothes. The walls, ceiling, cabinets, and doors were all made of teak
wood. The fixtures were brass. On either side of the bed, there were portal windows
that could be opened to let in the sea breeze.


The late afternoon sun was filtering
through them at the moment, casting the room in a warm rich glow. The highly
polished brass accessories caught the sunlight in glinting gold tones. 


Hanna moved to sit on the end of the
bed with a big smile and a wave of her hand. “She’s lovely, isn’t she? I never
get to spend enough time on her.”


Nick was more enthralled with the
woman than the boat. “She, huh? What did you name her?”


“The Emerald Mermaid.” She searched
his expression for his reaction. “Do you like her?”


He chuckled. “Yeah, I do. It fits
you.”


Her smile widened to create two small
dimples in her flushed cheeks. “So when do you want to take her out?” 


He stared at her, wanting to take her,
not her boat. She had taken her wetsuit off once they were finished diving, and
she looked sexy as hell in her low-cut red bathing suit, although she’d put her
shorts back on. She was as irresistible and as tempting now as she had been
four hours ago. A vision of pressing her backwards onto her bed and covering
her slender body with his made his hands clench in his pockets.


Summoning some hard-won discipline, he
turned toward the main room, away from her and temptation. “How about tomorrow?
We could sail her to Shelter Island.”


Hanna got up off the bed and followed
him. He was standing at her navigational desk, looking at her electronic
equipment. “That’s not far enough to really open her up and let her fly.”


He heard the disappointment in her
voice, and turned to look at her. “Guess we’ll have to sail her to Seattle
then. I need to talk to Kurt soon anyway.”


“How about this weekend?”


“That sounds good.”


Pleased, she climbed the stairway to
the upper deck. Nick followed her up, so completely distracted by the motion of
her curvaceous bottom, he banged his head on the low ceiling. 


Hanna turned when she heard him curse.
“You have to remember to duck. You okay?”


“I’m fine,” he grumbled, emerging
behind her. Good lord! What an idiot he was! He’d been on numerous boats
before, and he should have remembered to duck even if the view ahead of him had
been distracting.


She smiled, then walked around to
check her rigging straps and give everything one last loving survey before
disembarking.


Nick watched her captivated by the way
the sun reflected the lighter shades of gold in her hair. The ocean breeze was
playing havoc with it, blowing the fine strands across her bottle green eyes,
which were sparkling with pleasure as she inspected her sailboat. She took his
breath away, she was so lovely.


Images of the two of them naked
together in that big odd-shaped bed under the foredeck hit him with such a
powerful punch of desire, he guided her off her boat before it got too strong
to resist.


“Do you still have your two-man dingy?”
His question about her two-man sailboat got his mind off pulling her into his
arms and kissing her senseless.


“Yes. I keep it in the barn at the
house. Since I’ve gotten this, I haven’t used it much, except to give
Christopher sailing lessons.”


They were back at the Zodiac. Nick
assisted her over the side, then untied the rope from the cleat bolted on the
edge of the dock. At the cockpit, he started the engine, then steered the
rubber boat out of the marina, toward McHenry Point and home.


“How’s Christopher doing?”


“With?” Hanna took a seat on the floor
again and pulled on her sweatshirt since it was getting noticeably cooler.


“Sailing lessons, school, life,” he
clarified.


“He’s going to be a sailor, like
everyone else in our two families.” Her smile was a revelation of her love for
Lance’s son. “He’s in special education classes at school, and he does fairly
well. His speech and academics are significantly delayed, but he’s a happy,
well-adjusted, little boy. That’s what counts.”


“You’re right,” he agreed. “Was it the
cocaine Elaine was sniffing that caused him to be delayed?”


“Yes.” Hanna shook her head sadly.
“There isn’t a day that goes by that Lance doesn’t feel guilty about that, too.
He blames himself for not knowing about her habit earlier.” Hanna looked at
Nick, her green eyes full of sadness. “How can a mother do that to her son?”


“I don’t know, Hanna. I don’t
understand it any more than you. And does she even miss him, or care what a
great kid he is?”


“I guess not. She’s never tried to
contact him or Lance. She could be dead for all we know. It’s so sad. That’s
why the sheriff’s theory that Lance went in search of his ex-wife is so
ridiculous.”


“You’re pretty close to Christopher I
take it?”


“Yeah, I really love that little guy.”


“And his Dad?” Nick threw the inquiry
out, hoping to better understand his brother’s relationship with Hanna.


“Oh, Heavens, Lance adores
Christopher. And vice versa.” Hanna looked out across the water. “We’ve just
got to find Lance alive and well. I can’t bear to think of him dead!”


He studied her quietly, wishing he’d
had the nerve to ask her straight out if she was in love with his brother. But
whether she was or wasn’t, he wanted to find Lance alive and well as badly as
she did.


On the way home, Nick made one last
dive into a small cove just south of McHenry Point. The crab pots he inspected
were as unrevealing as the ones they had investigated earlier, except that he
found two more fishing rod tubes, partially buried in the silty bottom. They
were both like the one Hanna had found lower in the bay nearly a week ago. They
were just as empty, too. Strange, though, that they should look exactly alike
and be found in two separate locations.


At dusk, hungry and tired, they headed
home and made plans to head back out tomorrow to explore Shelter Island.
















 


CHAPTER
10


 


HANNA’S EIGHT-FOOT, TWO-MAN DINGY was
an uncomplicated way to learn to sail and to enjoy the essence of sailing.
Hanna had owned the two-man dingy for years and kept it in good repair. She
seldom used it anymore, except to give Christopher sailing lessons, but she
couldn’t bring herself to part with it.


Made of fiberglass, it was lightweight
enough that she and Nick were able to carry it from the barn to the beach. Once
in the water, Nick took the rudder position in the rear, and Hanna sat near the
bow and handled the two sails. They were seated in the same positions they had
taken as kids when they had sailed the family dinghies up and down the
coastline, from McHenry Point to Port Angeles.


That was so long ago, and yet it
seemed like yesterday, Hanna thought as she looked down the boom at Nick. They
would pack a lunch, sometimes sleeping bags, then sail off like great
adventurers. Neither family had ever worried much about their safety, and
Colleen had trusted the boys completely with her granddaughter’s. Their
adventures had always been so exciting. With the boys, she’d felt normal. They had
treated her like one of them, and she’d loved it.


Of course, even then, at eight, she
would have followed Nick Kelly anywhere, and she had, devotedly. He had been
her hero, her champion, her friend. And she had been his shadow, rather like
Christopher was now. By thirteen, she had also desperately wanted him to be her
boyfriend, but at seventeen, he’d been too busy with girls his own age. So,
Hanna had settled for simply friend. Their senior prom was the closest she’d
ever come to having him as a boyfriend. 


So why was it, she wondered, that she
still hoped he might one day be more than a friend? What fed that hope? Was it
the fact that he had written to her so faithfully over the last twenty years?
Or that when he was home, he always made a point of spending time with her? And
what about the last time he’d been home? For a brief night, he’d been more than
a friend. Had their interlude meant anything to him? Did he relive it over and
over the way she did? She’d been scared to death to even bring it up in the
past three years. Nick had alluded to it occasionally in his letters, but she
hadn’t been able to bring herself to write about it long distance. 


Maybe some of her eternal optimism had
to do with the fact that he had never married or been serious about a woman.
Until that happened, she could still wish that someday he’d come to realize
that she was in love with him, and that maybe he could fall in love with her.
The plain fact was that she was probably holding on to a foolish dream that had
a snowball’s chance in hell of ever coming true. But, oh when she was with him
like this, she couldn’t stop herself from indulging in the fantasies!


Halfway between McHenry Point and Shelter
Island, their destination came into clear view. Shelter Island was mostly a
wildlife preserve. It was home to hundreds of species of birds, a large colony
of harbor seals, some sea lions, and the playful otters that swam the waters at
this end of the Olympic Peninsula.


Hanna looked around the billowing
sails to the island. They were coming up fast on it. On a clear day, you could
see the island from her second story bedroom window. No diving today, though.
Just spying, she thought with a whimsical smile.


“What brought on another one of those
secret little smiles of yours?” Nick asked as he stared across the little boat
at her. “You have to give me at least give me a clue.” 


He looked so adorable trying to wheedle
the information out of her that she couldn’t resist telling him this time. “I
was just thinking what a bad influence on me you are,” she teased, ogling him
behind her dark prescription sunglasses. He was wearing his swim trunks and an
olive-green Marine issue t-shirt, with the sleeves cut out again. As always, he
looked so gorgeous he made her pulse do double-time. “You’re going to teach me
how to become a spy today.”


“You’ll probably love it,” he assured
her, his eyes unreadable behind his own dark glasses. “You were always putting
stories to our adventures when we went exploring as kids.”


“And you were our fearless protector,
the captain of our crew.” She adjusted the sails to match the adjustment of the
rudder he made.


“I don’t know about fearless,” he
chuckled. “I was just trying to keep your brother and mine from getting us into
too much trouble. Those two had a knack for mischief.”


Hanna agreed with a nod and a smile.
“Your good judgment saved our butts more than a few times us, though. I’m sure
that’s why grandma let me tag along with the three of you. She knew you’d keep
us all safe.”


Nick gave a short, self-depreciating
laugh. “I haven’t done much of that recently, have I?”


“We’re all grown up now. We’re not
supposed to need you. We’re supposed to take care of ourselves.”


Hanna tried to believe what she said.
She wasn’t supposed to need Nick. But she did. Then she thought of her brother.
He certainly had been able to take care of himself, but whoever had killed him,
hadn’t given him the chance to defend himself, not if they’d hit him on the
back of the head.


Even if they did find out what
happened to him, they couldn’t bring him back. The finality of his early death
was something that she was never going to completely get over. It had been six
weeks since he had died, but she was still deeply grieved over his loss from
her life. Sometimes it hurt so bad, she wanted to cry out in pain and anger.
The injustice of it was like a wound that refused to heal. And she was so very
frightened for Lance, too. She prayed all the time that they would find him
alive. 


Nick was watching her, as he had been
since they had set sail. Even behind her dark glasses, her emotions played
visibly across her sun-kissed face. She was seldom able to hide her feelings
from him. “Thinking about Dylan?”


“Yes,” she admitted sadly. “And about
Lance.” 


Tears clogged her voice, and he knew
they must be shimmering in her eyes as well. “We’ll find him, Hanna.”


“Oh, I hope so, Nick.” Turning toward
the sea breeze, she let the wind dry her tear tracks. “Unfortunately nothing
will bring back Dylan.”


“Finding his killer and getting
justice for his death will help a little bit.”


This time her I hope so was a
silent prayer.


Shelter Island wasn’t large, just a
long finger of land that ran east and west. Most of the shoreline was nothing
more than piles of wave battered rocks and sharply defined cliffs rising out of
the ocean. The colony of harbor seals that called the island home were perched
on the rocks on the western end. Signs that declared the island as a wildlife
preserve were posted on the grassy cliff tops. Nick steered the dingy towards
the eastern end, and brought it ashore on a small strip of sandy beach.


Hanna helped him pull it up far enough
onto the beach so the tide wouldn’t take it back out. Then they unloaded their
gear. It wasn’t much— a big blanket, a wicker picnic basket, and a canvas beach
bag that Hanna slung over her shoulder. It clanked and rattled when she did so,
and she wondered what Nick had put inside. Some of his high tech military toys,
no doubt.


At the foot of a steep sand dune that
was covered with knee-high beach grass, sand-dwelling wildflowers, and
driftwood, he took it from her and slung it over his own shoulder. They climbed
to the top, and a blue heron with a six foot wingspan flew from the far side of
the dune, close over their heads. Startled, Hanna cried out with surprise, then
laughter. Black oystercatchers scurried back and forth on the beach behind
them, and when she turned at their distinctive calls to one another, she caught
a distant glimpse of Hurricane Ridge, rising in the distance, on the mainland.
Its snow-capped peak was often shrouded in fog, but today, it was clearly and
breathtakingly visible. Hanna had lived here all her life, but its natural
beauty never failed to enchant her.


At the top of the sand hill, they saw
Yancy Master’s house in the distance. It had been built at the turn of the
century by a wealthy shipping magnate. It was a Georgian style, two-story
house, connected to a four-car garage by a long partially glassed conservatory.
The estate stood in the middle of a couple acres of tall, wind-swept grasses
that were dotted here and there with knobby Sitka spruce. A ten-foot-high,
chain-link fence, topped with barbed wire, enclosed the house and grounds.
Hanna thought it was probably electrified, too. 


On the down side of the dune, Nick and
Hanna hiked up another beyond it that was capped by a stand of trees. Shaking
their blanket out, Nick laid it down on the grass between the trees. Once he
sat down, he reached into the beach bag Hanna placed next to him and pulled out
a small scope. Next a directional mike came out, equipped with an earphone,
which he wedged into one ear. Last, he pulled out a telephoto lens camera.


Hanna sat down next to him and peeked
into the bag. There was still a big black handgun inside and the wicked-looking
knife he called his Ka-Bar. She turned her interest to the equipment he was
tinkering with.


“What is all that?”


Nick motioned her closer. “Come here,
and I’ll show you how to use these things. You’re going to have to help me
anyway.”


“What do you want me to do?”


He handed her the telescope. “Sweep
the area and see what you can find that looks interesting, then we’ll take a
few photos.”


Nick rolled onto his stomach, and
Hanna followed his example, resting her elbows on the blanket as she looked
through the telescope. So close beside her his shoulder touched hers, Nick
showed her how to adjust the scope. It was more powerful than anything she had
ever used. “Wow! I think I can even see through the windows, into the house,
with this.”


“And with the directional mike, I can
pick up noise and conversations at really long ranges, even behind most walls.
I should be able to hear anyone at the house, at least if they’re on this
side.”


“And that gun in the bag?”


“Strictly defensive. I doubt we’ll
need it.”


“The security patrol might spot us.”
Hanna looked for them, but found no one.


“We’re just tourists picnicking. We’re
not even on their property.”


Nick turned on his listening device
and got down to business. Lying on their stomachs for a good half hour, braced
on their elbows, side by side, they silently watched and listened. For Hanna,
the only distraction was Nick himself. One warm, bare muscled arm was pressed
along hers. He was so close, she could smell him, even hear him breathe. At one
point, his hard hairy leg moved against hers and stayed there. Hanna’s pulse
sped up and perspiration trickled between her breasts, in spite of the fact it
wasn’t even remotely hot.


Nick finally turned over and
jack-knifed into a sitting position. He was reaching for the picnic basket when
Hanna turned and sat up more slowly next to him. She stared at him quizzically,
wondering if he had felt her pulse racing.


“Are you hungry?” he asked her,
reaching into the basket.


“Sure,” she answered, trying valiantly
not to let her voice tremble the way her hands were as she helped him unpack
the wicker basket, then make up two paper plates of food. 


“What do you hope to discover here?”
she asked as she got a hold of her emotions and took a bite of her sandwich.


Nick handed her a cold can of soda. “I
don’t know. But Yancy’s Bar and Grill didn’t buy this estate.”


“How about his gambling winnings?”


“That paid for his bar, according to
the title company that handled the purchase. He paid cash— no loans.”


“He may have had some left over.” She
opened the bag of chips and popped one in her mouth.


“Not according to his bank
statements,” he said after a long swallow of his soda. “In fact, he struggled
the first year he was open, to the point that he almost lost the bar. He had no
financial cushion.”


Hanna was amazed. “When and how did
you find out all of this?”


Nick wiggled his dark eyebrows as he
took a big bite of his sandwich. “I’ve learned all sorts of tricks on the
computer over the years.” He grabbed a handful of chips from the bag she passed
him and placed them on his paper plate. “When I take on a mission, I learn all
I can about every detail of it. I do as much of my own intel as possible. I
spent last week working at home on the phone and the computer.”


“Impressive.” She went into the wicker
picnic basket for the zip locked bag of oatmeal and raisin cookies that she’d
made last night, knowing they were Nick’s favorite.


“I’m still working on getting more
info on Yancy, the sheriff, and good old Phillip. In fact, you and I are going
to take a trip to Seattle tomorrow to see Kurt. He should have his background
checks done on the sheriff and the police chief by then, and I’d like him to
run one on Yancy Masters. I also want to take those fishing rod tubes with us.”


“Why? They were empty.”


He took a big cookie from the bag she
handed him. “I want Kurt to see them and have some residue tests run on them.”


“Why?”


“Damn, Hanna, these are good!” He took
another cookie as soon as he finished the first.


Hanna laughed, pleased. But she sensed
he was evading her. “Not ready to tell me anything yet, huh?” 


“All I have are hunches right now. I
need to put together a few more pieces before I speculate out loud on possible
scenarios.”


Hanna shook her head and laughed
softly. “I had no idea you liked to put together puzzles so much.”


He finished off yet another cookie,
then crushed his empty soda can in his hand. “I don’t like to speculate until most
of the clues point in a specific direction.” Together, they cleaned up,
disposing of their garbage in a plastic sack.


Hanna looked around to make sure
everything was put away. “Now what?” she asked.


Nick rolled back onto his stomach to
resume his observation position. “Come lie down next to me and help me conduct
surveillance, Mata Hari.”


She crawled over to him and settled
next to him on her stomach, the same as before. She’d worn cut-off jeans and a
halter top today. The blanket was soft and fuzzy beneath her bare midriff and
legs. Nick shifted closer until his big hard body was touching hers from
shoulder to elbow and all along their mostly bare legs again. Hanna was pretty
sure he was making the contact deliberately. The fact that he wanted to be touching
her like that was fine with her, but it was no less disturbing than it had been
before lunch. And every time he moved slightly, which seemed to be quite often,
his hair-roughened skin rubbed deliciously along hers.


Hanna had to force herself to concentrate
on the task he’d given her, which was to sweep the area for activity, while he
listened and took photos. She could only hope she was as distracting to him as
he was to her, and yet, except for his restless shifting, he seemed to have no
trouble concentrating on his own tasks.


A quarter of an hour later, two men
rounded the corner of the house. Finally, they had something to watch and
listen to besides the birds. Within moments, two more came from the opposite
direction and joined them. Nick was getting something because he was listening
intently and frowning.


She peered closely through her high-powered
telescope, but she didn’t recognize any of the security guards. She did note,
though, that they had handguns tucked into their belts and rifles slung over
their shoulders. They weren’t in uniform, just street clothes. She wondered why
Yancy Masters needed armed security. What were they guarding besides a house?


When they disappeared behind the
building again, she lowered her scope and rolled onto her back. The clouds
above were finger wisps of white floating through the sunny blue sky. She drew
in several deep calming breaths of the sea air. It settled her nerves. The
prolonged close contact with Nick’s body had really rattled her.


Nick listened a few moments longer,
then cursed and jack-knifed into a sitting position beside her. Startled, Hanna
sat up, too. He gathered up all his equipment and stuffed it hurriedly into her
beach bag. Then, he yanked off his t-shirt and stuffed it in on top of
everything.


“What are you doing?” 


Without a word of explanation, he
grabbed her by her bare shoulders and pressed her back down onto her back,
locking her in place with a muscled thigh thrown over her legs. The hard planes
of his naked chest pressed against her breasts as he claimed her mouth in an
explosive kiss that came out of nowhere. Hard and urgent, it consumed her in a
blaze of heat and passion that Hanna sensed went way beyond whatever he’d
intended. His tongue plunged past her lips, into her mouth, sucking any thought
of denial from her. Not that she wanted to deny him anything, especially since
she was ecstatically drowning in in his muscled arms.


Amid the fierce possession of his
kiss, he reached behind her neck to untie the top knot of her halter-top. Hesitation
reared inside her, finally. She grabbed air into her lungs as he shifted his
mouth to the arched column of her neck. Then his weight shifted as he began to
lick his way down to the damp valley between her breasts. Good heavens, what
was this all about?


A startled cry died in her throat when
his hand rose to mold itself to one partially exposed breast. His long kneading
fingers felt so wonderful, she heard herself utter a little groan of delight.
His reply was a deep-throated growl and the movement of his other hand to the
waistband of her jeans. The snap parted effortlessly, then the zipper. Hanna
actually squeaked when his thumb settled over the silk-clad juncture between
her legs. God, she was already wet for him! How revealing! She could feel the deep
flush of heat that rose inside her and warmed every inch of her flesh.


What had prompted all of this? He’d
given her no real warning, except the way he’d crowded her on the blanket. In
spite of her pleasure, she was feeling bewildered and unprepared. Nick never
lost control like this, except once three years ago. 


She tried to wiggle out from under
him, but he held her fast and lifted his head to look over the rise of the
hill. It was then that she realized someone was coming up fast over the sand in
a vehicle.


“Easy,” Nick murmured. “They’re just
going to catch a couple making out on a picnic blanket. Stay behind me.”


So it had all had been for show! Her
heart sank, even as her body was still tingling with desire.


“Hey, you two!” a man shouted.


Nick sat up and reached around to
nudge her behind him. “Yeah? What do you want?”


“This is private property.”


“Doesn’t look like it to me,” he
argued. “This island is a wildlife preserve, open to the public.”


Two men got out of the dune buggy,
both as armed as Hanna had seen them earlier, only now their rifles weren’t on
their backs, but in their hands, pointed at the ground as they came toward
them.


Nick rose to his feet. Hanna followed,
careful to stay behind him. She retied her halter-top while she peeked around
Nick’s arm to look at the men approaching them. Her cut offs were still
unzipped. Both men looked around Nick at her. 


She was thoroughly embarrassed. But as
she hurriedly zipped up her jeans and snapped them together again, she realized
Nick had meant her half-dressed state to be a distraction to the men he must
have known were approaching. His lovemaking had all been a ploy to cover up
what they had really been doing on top of this hill, so close to Yancy Master’s
house.


Nick reached down and handed the beach
bag to her. She slipped it over her shoulder and protectively under her arm.


“Go find another place to get laid,
buddy!” one of the security men growled as he raised his rifle a notch.


Nick reached down to grab the picnic
basket and the blanket. “Okay! Okay! Don’t have a stroke over it! We’re
leaving.” He took Hanna’s hand. “Come on, honey.”


As they walked past the two men, Hanna
felt their eyes on her, sliding over her lasciviously. She gripped Nick’s hand
more tightly, and he moved her in front of him, so his back was to the men as
they departed.


They were followed down the hill and
up over the next, all the way to the beach where they’d left their dingy. The
two men stood nearby as Nick loaded it, helped Hanna in, and then pushed it
into the surf. At the mast, Hanna raised the sails and watched the men get
smaller and smaller behind her.


As the wind caught and sent them
toward home, Nick looked over at her. “I’m sorry about all that. I heard them
spot us, and needed to make it look like we were only interested in a little
privacy.” He saw her blush a deep pink. With balance and agility, he stood up
and leaned over to give her a quick kiss. “Can I make it up to you by taking
you out to dinner tonight?”


“You don’t have to do that. I’m okay.”
She couldn’t look him in the eye.


“That was embarrassing for you, I
know. But I couldn’t think of anything else to do except kiss you.”


She was hurt and even more mortified.
“I hope it wasn’t too unpleasant of a task.”


From his seat near the rudder, he
leaned forward and caught her hand. “There was nothing unpleasant about it,
Hanna.”


She saw the heat in his eyes and
melted inside. Maybe he hadn’t kissed her as just a diversion. Maybe those men
had simply been an excuse. Intrigued with that line of thought, she smiled
shyly at him, then looked quickly away.
















 


CHAPTER
11


 


“I CALLED ONE OF THE DEPUTIES I talked
to last Friday night at the hospital. Remember the two who came in with the
teenagers from the car accident?”


Nick had insisted they go out to
dinner. Hanna was seated across the table from him in a little Italian
restaurant downtown. “Yes, I remember them.”


“They talked to the boy, and he told
them his girlfriend got the heroin from a guy at the high school who graduated
a year ago. Apparently, the kids who take drugs, get everything from him. He
calls himself the Candyman.”


Hanna shook her head in disgust. “How
sick! Are they going to arrest him for murder?”


“I wish it was that simple. They’re
going to put a tail on him, maybe run a sting. They don’t want him as badly as
his supplier.”


“The boy didn’t know who that was?”


“No, but he did say that heroin was
not a drug that had been available until lately. Since this town has such an
atrocious coroner, we probably won’t know if the heroin was bad, laced with
something lethal, or the girl just took too much.”


“How is it that it’s being
investigated at all with Sheriff Thomas at the helm?”


“Because the girl died. He can’t sweep
that under the carpet.”


“I’ll bet he doesn’t know his deputies
are sharing information with you.”


Nick laughed. “No, he doesn’t. They
aren’t telling him much of anything.”


While they ate, Nick told her what the
deputies had told him about the drug problem they had in the community, and
what they knew about Sheriff Jeff Thomas.


Hanna stared at him through the
flickering glow of the candle in the middle of the table. The restaurant was
softly lit, quiet, and romantic. It was so nice to just sit and look at him, to
absorb everything about him, his handsome features, his deep baritone voice,
his efficient gestures. 


The last time they had been out to
dinner together had been six years ago. He’d come home on leave. She’d had
season tickets to the Seattle Symphony. She and Lance had planned to attend one
of their performances, but since Nick was home, they asked him to go with them.
Lance had found him a date for the evening— a woman he was doing some boat
renovation for.


It had been hard to watch Nick with
another woman, not that she hadn’t all through high school. He’d been dressed
in his olive green Marine dress uniform, and he had looked so impossibly
handsome. She remembered spending the night wishing she was the woman on his
arm. 


Nick had thoroughly enjoyed the
classical music performance, though, and as a result, Hanna had bought him
several compact discs and a portable disc player for Christmas that year.


“So do you think it will snow
tomorrow?”


Acknowledging her distraction, she
laughed. “I’m sorry. I guess my mind was drifting.”


“Where to?”


“Actually, to you,” she admitted. “To
the last time we went out to dinner together. We went to the Seattle Symphony,
remember? I can’t recall the name of the woman Lance set you up with.”


“Neither can I.” His eyes were
intently fixed on her face. 


She looked down at her wine glass,
unnerved by the sudden intensity in his gaze. “Do you still listen to classical
music?”


“I do. My collection isn’t bad. Mostly
Mozart; my favorite. His music helps me unwind after a mission or focus before
one.”


“Really?”


“Yeah, really,” he chuckled. “But I
get kidded a lot about it. Most of my teams are younger guys. They like rock
and roll. They’re always hassling me about being old because I listen to
classical music. Of course I do it on an IPod now.” He signaled for the waiter
to send over the bill. “Do you still get season tickets to the Symphony?”


“Yes, but just for myself. Lance isn’t
a classical music lover, although he’ll go once in the while with me.”


“San Diego has a good symphony.”


“Do you ever go?”


“When I’m stationed there. Like you, I
go alone.”


That pleased her immensely, but she wondered
if he really did go alone.


Outside the restaurant, Nick asked if
she wanted to walk for a while. She nodded yes, and they headed down the
street. The older downtown section of Port George was a throwback to the
nineteenth century. Victorian buildings and globe lamps lined the street.
Nearly every renovated shop, museum, art gallery, and restaurant had colorful,
twinkling lights strewn over their doorways and around their windows, while all
the lamp posts had large pots of flowers hanging from them. It was tourist
season, so businesses stayed open later and the sidewalks were busy, filled
with people strolling leisurely, looking in the windows, going inside to
browse.


As it got darker, it got cooler. Hanna
had worn a mid-calf length, cotton chiffon skirt and a sleeveless,
lace-embroidered camisole. The skirt and blouse were very flattering, very
feminine, but she’d forgotten her sweater and she was trying to hide her
shivers.


Nick was wearing jeans and a
meticulously ironed, long-sleeved, black shirt. He didn’t seem to notice the
chill, but he did see Hanna try to cope with it.


“Cold?”


“A little.”


“Sorry, I don’t have a jacket to offer
you. How about an arm?” he inquired, slipping it around her shoulders. “Better?”


She was tempted to answer
“infinitely,” but simply nodded instead.


At the end of the street, they walked
onto the pier at Point Hudson Marina. People were settling inside of their
boats for the night or sharing a drink on deck with friends. The low murmur of
voices and laughter, combined with the twinkling lights from the boats made it
a captivating scene. A block over, many of the waterfront taverns were
beginning to fill up with patrons. Louder conversations blended with the sounds
of live bands.


After a while, Nick straightened away
from the railing and turned to the woman beside him. “Want to go have a drink
at Yancy’s?”


“It’s not my favorite place. But I
don’t imagine you’re going there to enjoy the upstanding company.”


They started to walk back the way they
had come. “I’d like to put a listening device in Yancy’s office.”


“Don’t you have to get some kind of
permission to do that?”


“Usually.” Nick tucked her close to
his side. “But I don’t have time to get the evidence I’d need to request a
wiretap or bug. I’ve been home for nearly two weeks and haven’t been able to
find out what I need to, so I’m going to speed things up.”


“You think Yancy Masters has something
to do with your brother’s disappearance?”


His large hand rubbed her arm up and
down gently, from elbow to shoulder. “I don’t know. But the man’s got something
to hide. Who keeps armed guards posted around his house in a community like
this?”


“What would he want with Lance?”


“I don’t know that, either. But Dylan
was investigating something that must have turned out to be more threatening
than poaching. Lance went to have a look, and disappeared in the same area. So
I have to ask myself: Why would that happen, unless they both came across
something they weren’t supposed to see? And who has something illegal going on in
the community they want hidden? My bet is on the guys who have unexplainable,
large amounts of money. Money and crime always go hand in hand. And I’ll bet my
Harley that the sheriff and maybe our police chief are involved, or being paid
to look the other way. Neither one of their bank accounts showed anything
extraordinary, although Phillips has a damn nice house and a couple of fancy
cars that don’t seem to fit what he makes as a Chief of Police. Both lawmen’s
lack of concern for the rising drug problem here is disturbing, not to mention
their lack of interest in investigating Dylan’s death and Lance’s
disappearance.”


Hanna stopped and turned to stare at
him. “Do you think drugs may be involved in all this?”


“Possibly, but it’s just speculation
at this point. I need more information to be sure. And that’s what I intend to
get over the next few days.”


“Is Yancy your prime suspect?”


“No. He just feels like a good place
to start. I’ll be looking at others as I get more information.”


“What can I do?” When they got to
Lance’s parked Jeep, Hanna turned to fully face Nick. “I don’t feel I’ve been
too much help.”


Nick smiled down at her as he dug the
keys out of his front jean pocket. “You’ve been a big help. Just keep working
with me. We’ll find Lance together.”


Eight blocks down, they parked the
Jeep between Port George Boat Haven and the shipyards, where Kellys’ Boat and
Salvage was located. From there, they walked the block and a half to Yancy’s
Bar and Grill. Trucks, cars, and a half dozen Harley Davidson motorcycles were
parked out front.


“No wonder you like this place. You
fit right in with all these Harley enthusiasts,” Hanna commented as they walked
through the array of bikes. “Your hair is a little too short, though, and you
don’t have any tattoos. Do you?”


“No, I never got into that,” he
laughed. “But hey, none of these guys has a Hog like mine, either. I ought to
bring it down here. I’ll bet they’d all talk to me then.”


“Men and their macho toys!” Hanna
rolled her eyes as Nick reached around her and opened the door to the bar for
her. “Don’t you get enough risk on the job?”


“You sound like Mom now.”


“She’s a smart woman.”


The inside of Yancy’s was smoky and
crowded. The dining room was empty, but the bar was definitely full. Hanna
groaned as she looked around for an empty table or booth. She spotted one in a
corner, relieved that they could sit out of the mainstream. Nick followed her
to the booth and slipped in behind her on the bench seat. A young woman in
tight leather pants and a tiny leather halter-top came over to take their
order. Hanna wanted to order wine, but this was not a wine type of place, so
she ordered a beer, along with Nick.


“This is the last place I saw Lance,”
she told Nick. “We came in here for dinner after work one night, almost a month
ago. We talked about how we were going to discover the truth about my brother’s
death. He told me he was going out the next day to dive Discovery Bay and talk
to Nat Simms again.”


The waitress came with two mugs of
draft beer. Nick paid her and waited until she left to respond. “Was Yancy in
here that day?”


“Yes. He served us, talked to us,
asked about you.” She took a sip of her beer. “He told me he was sorry about
Dylan.”


Nick looked around the room as he
drank his beer. “Too many coincidences. And I have never believed in
coincidences.”


After a few minutes of visual
surveillance, he asked her if she recognized any of the men in the bar. “You
did say the guy who stopped to help you with your flat tire was a biker, didn’t
you?”


“Yes.” She adjusted her glasses and
looked around the room. “It was dark, though, and I was scared. All I was
thinking about was knocking him over the head with my tire iron if he tried
anything.” Nick grinned at her. “I don’t recognize anyone here tonight. Sorry.”


“It’s okay. Just keep an eye out and
let me know if you do.” He took another drink of his beer, then set it aside.
“Do you want to dance?”


She gave him a startled look. He
laughed, rose to his feet, and reached for her hand. At the jukebox, he put in
a few quarters and made his selection.


To Hanna’s surprised delight, it was
the Righteous Brothers’ Unchained Melody; one of her favorites. She and
Nick had shared their first slow dance at the senior prom to the soulful song.


Apparently, Nick recalled that memory,
as well. “We’ve danced to this before, remember?” 


He took her in his arms, and she
murmured a barely audible ‘yes.’


For the first few moments, Hanna
listened to the words of the music, struck by the phrases. They seemed to fit
her feelings so well. She certainly had hungered for Nick’s touch a long lonely
time. And oh, how she had waited for him! Twenty years had gone by very slowly
indeed.


It was absolute heaven to be in his
arms, dancing to such a romantic melody. She snuggled as close as she could get
to his big body. The top of her head normally came up under his jaw, but with
heels on, she was closer to his face— her head resting against his shaven
cheek.


He had one hand on her shoulder. The
other held hers, tucked between them, just underneath her breasts. Slowly, the
hand on her shoulder slid to the back of her neck to massage the tendons there
before it moved into her hair, his fingers splaying wide to hold her head
against his.


Lord have mercy on her! There wasn’t
any place she’d rather be than in Nick Kelly’s arms. He was so warm, so solid,
and so big. All her senses were attuned to his wonderful masculine scent, his
shifting muscles, his long legs brushing hers, his hand caressing the nape of
her neck.


Eventually, it slid down her spine,
very slowly, pressing her closer still. At the waistband of her skirt, it
stalled, then by degrees, reversed its course and inched up under her lacy
camisole to climb slowly back up her spine. His fingertips stopped just below
her bra.


Hanna could feel his heartbeat. It was
tapping out a strong, quick tempo. In step to the slow, sensuous music, he
wedged a knee between her legs and the loose folds of her long skirt. The
momentary pressure of his hard thigh against her pelvis made her throb. It also
allowed her to feel his arousal.


Shivers of pleasure skittered across
her flesh. Thinking she was chilled, Nick tightened his embrace. Hanna melted
against him, wanting to crawl into his skin. She also wanted another kiss,
another taste of him, a long, deep, slow taste; an uninterrupted taste. It
seemed the more he kissed her, the more she wanted him to do it again.


He nuzzled her ear, his breath hot
against her skin. Dispensing with the traditional dance position, he slid both
arms around her and fit his hands to the curve of her hips. Her own rose to
twine around his neck. Their new position arched her against him, pressing her
lower body intimately to his. His arousal was much more noticeable than before,
pressed against the lower half of her abdomen. 


They were simply swaying to the throbbing
music now, barely moving their feet, their lower bodies rubbing up against one
another’s. Hanna was immensely thankful the dance floor was cast in such deep
shadows. The room began to spin for her. She pressed her forehead to Nick’s
shoulder and leaned against his big body for balance. With a single fingertip,
Nick lifted her face to his. The unmistakable desire she saw there startled
her, but it also pleased her immensely. Lowering his head, he pressed his lips
to hers.


“Hey, buddy, mind if I cut in?” 


Hanna’s head snapped up. The man who
spoke was big and burly, covered in leather and tattoos.


“Hell, yes,” Nick growled over one
shoulder. “Get lost.”


When the intruder failed to step away,
Nick swiveled to face him. Hanna stepped behind him. There was no way she going
to dance with the Neanderthal confronting Nick.


“How about it, sweet thing?” The man
grinned at her. “Want me to show you how a real man dances?”


“Not particularly.”


“Does it look like the lady needs
anyone to dance with her?” Nick shot back. “She’s with me.”


He turned to take her back to their
table when the man put a hand on his shoulder to stop him. Nick spun around
more fiercely this time, and Hanna groaned. She hated fights. She looked around
for Yancy. He had spotted the trouble and was on his way.


“Hey, Piper, leave this couple alone!”
Yancy snapped. “They’re friends of mine. You’ve had too much to drink anyway.
Go home to your old lady.”


“You kicking me out?” the biker
challenged.


“Yeah, that’s what I’m doing.”


The biker named Piper stared at Yancy
for a long moment, then finally shrugged and walked away. Hanna breathed a sigh
of relief.


“Thanks Yancy.”


“No problem. The next round is on me.”
With that, he motioned to his waitress.


The woman came up to their table a few
moments later with two more beers. Hanna held up her hand to prevent the woman
from putting them on the table. “Could you bring us a couple of sodas instead?”


When the woman left to change her
order, Nick turned to Hanna. “Do you think you could get Yancy over here and keep
him busy for ten minutes?”


“Sure, but is that long enough to do
what you’re going to do?”


“Can you keep him talking for
fifteen?”


Hanna grinned. “Oh yeah. I’m a doctor,
and people just love to talk about their aliments with me. Yancy loves to tell
me all about his arthritis. I’ll just give him a little free consultation.”


Nick’s smile broadened. “You make a
good partner.” He stood up. “Tell Yancy I went to the bathroom or something.
See you in fifteen.”


“Be careful.”


“Always.” 


His smile disappeared with him, and
Hanna immediately missed it. When the waitress returned, she asked her if she’d
send Yancy over.


He came over quickly, and sent her an
anxious look. “How are you doing, Doc? Hope Piper didn’t upset you too much. He
had a fight with his old lady and has been drinking his sorrows away all
night.”


Hanna shook her head. “Don’t worry
about it. No harm done, thanks to your vigilant intervention.” She motioned to
the seat on the other side of the table. “Sit and talk awhile. You look like
you could use a break.” When he grinned at the invitation and took her up on
it, she asked, “So how’s your arthritis?”


“Not too bad with all this warm dry
weather, but my stomach sure has been giving me problems lately?”


“Really? What kind of trouble?” Hanna
smiled. This would keep him busy talking for fifteen minutes or more. Sure
enough, fifteen minutes passed by and Yancy was still telling her all about his
latest aliment. He had never even asked where Nick went. When Nick did return,
though, he stopped talking about his stomach and asked Nick about his promotion
and his next assignment, then about how things were going in Afghanistan.
Finally, he asked if he’d heard anything from Lance.


“Not a word.” 


“How’s your mother holding up?”


Yancy seemed truly concerned, so much
so that Hanna wondered if he really knew anything about Lance’s disappearance.


“She’s not taking it well. Neither is
his little boy. You know Christopher, don’t you? He’s handicapped.” 


“Yeah, I’ve met him. Cute little guy.
I know Lance dotes on him. Damn, I sure hope he comes home soon. Do you think
he could have drowned and his body just hasn’t washed ashore yet?”


Hanna put her hand to her mouth to
quiet her gasp at Yancy’s bluntness.


“Then why would his boat have
disappeared?” Nick wondered.


“A rubber boat isn’t as sturdy as a
fiberglass or wooden one. It could have hit some rocks and sunk.” Hanna glanced
at Nick, but he was staring intently at Yancy, who seemed to have had enough of
this line of conversation. “Well, I gotta get back to work, folks. Enjoy the
rest of the night. I’ll make sure you don’t have any more trouble.”


Nick nodded, and Hanna pushed her hair
behind her ear. When the bar owner was out of hearing range, she said, “How did
he know that Lance’s boat was rubber? To my knowledge, no one’s mentioned that
fact.”


“How indeed,” Nick commented.
“Interesting slip.”


“Do you think he had anything to do
with Lance’s disappearance? He mentioned drowning. Do you think he knows Lance
drowned?”


Nick heard the fear and desperation in
her voice. “It’s too early to know anything, Hanna. Don’t lose hope. We still
have no idea what happened to Lance.”


A wave of sadness swept over her. It
was awful to realize that fact was still true after four weeks. “Did you
complete your task successfully?”


“I sure did, without a hitch.” He
stood up and reached for her hand. “Let’s go home. We need to get an early
start tomorrow if we’re going to Seattle to see Kurt.”


It was just past eleven o’clock by the
time they pulled up in front of her grandmother’s house. Hanna asked Nick if he
wanted to come in for coffee or tea.


“No, not tonight,” he politely refused
as he walked her up the steps to the front door. “Thanks for the help tonight,
Hanna. You did a good job with Yancy.”


“It was a nice evening, Nick.” She
glanced up at him, then lowered her head. She’d known this man since she was
six, but he could still make her nervous and tongue-tied.


Nick chuckled. She always ducked her
head like that when she was feeling unsettled. It was an endearing trait, a
familiar one. “Hanna, do I make you uneasy?”


“Sometimes.”


“Why?”


“Oh, Nick, don’t make me answer that.”


He reached for and caught both her
hands in his, staring pensively at her a moment. His mouth eased into a gentle
smile when she glanced up at him again. Before she could look away, he caught
her chin with one hand. “Do I make you uneasy because you think I want to kiss
you?”


“Do you?” she ventured bravely. “Want
to kiss me?”


“Oh yeah, I do...a whole hell of a
lot.” He let that sink in, then asked quietly, “May I?”


She responded with a breathless little
‘yes’.


He didn’t wait for her to change her
mind. Slipping his arms around her, he folded her tightly against his long
length, one big hand pressed to her lower back and one between her shoulder
blades. His mouth swept down to settle over hers in a hot, greedy, fiercely
possessive kiss. Her lips parted beneath the pressure of his, and his tongue
plunged inside to mate with hers.


Sucking the very breath from her, he
made her feel dizzy and light-headed. Her fingers curled into his shoulders,
and she rose up onto her toes to better reach his mouth. A ribbon of desire
snaked through her body. Her knees wobbled, and his embrace shifted and
tightened further.


Lifting his mouth from hers, he moved
it along her jaw to the shell of her ear, then dipped his head to nibble along
her neck, stopping finally to take a gentle bite. Hanna couldn’t help herself.
She rubbed herself against him to ease the voracious ache between her legs.


With a groan, his mouth returned to
hers, his tongue filling her mouth, devouring her. She gloried in it. She was
pressed so tight against him, she could feel his heart slamming against her
chest and the hard edge of his sex grinding against her own.


Lord, he was so intoxicating, so
heartbreakingly special! She was his and always would be. Even thousands of
miles away, he was the center of her world. Did he have any idea she felt this
way? That she was so incurably in love with him? She simply didn’t have the
courage to tell him with words. Could he tell by how she returned his kiss?


On her grandmother’s porch, there
wasn’t any better conclusion to the kiss than simply to bring it to an end.
Finally, they moved apart, each reluctant, each breathless, but resigned to it.
Hanna lifted her hand to stroke his cheek and whispered a rather ragged ‘good
night’.


“Dress for a motorcycle ride
tomorrow,” he warned with a big crooked grin on his face.


“But what about my boat?’ she called
out to him as he all but hopped off the porch.


“We’ll get to it. Sweet dreams, pretty
Doctor,” he called back before he disappeared into his brother’s Jeep.


Inside, in the living room, her
grandmother was watching television. The second Hanna stepped into the room,
Christine hurried away from the front window. 


Hanna gave her a suspicious look.
“Were you spying on me?”


“Not the whole time,” her
sister-in-law defended herself sheepishly in the darkened room. “But I did see
that torrid kiss, Doctor Wallace.” Softly uttering the word ‘torrid,’ she shook
one hand like it had gotten burned.


Hanna immediately glanced at her
grandmother.


Colleen laughed. “You don’t have to
answer to me, young lady. You’re old enough to know what you’re doing.”


Hanna could feel her cheeks turn
scarlet. “Neither one of you had to wait up for me.”


“We weren’t.” Colleen hadn’t removed
her eyes from her television program. “Just watching the idiot box for a bit.”


“I think I’ll go on up to bed,” Hanna
said lamely.


“Sweet dreams.” Christine echoed
Nick’s directive. “Or maybe I should say hot dreams.”


Hanna shook her head and headed for
the stairs.


“Better not let him get away if he
kisses that well, girl!” Colleen called out as Hanna ascended the stairs.
Behind her, she heard both her grandmother and her sister-in-law laughing.
















 


CHAPTER
12


 


HANNA WAS STILL IN HER PAJAMAS when
Nick pulled up to her grandmother’s house on his fancy new Harley the following
morning. She was in the kitchen making a pot of coffee as the roar of the
motorcycle’s engine announced to all inside that he was out front.


Colleen McHenry came into the room and
looked out the window over her granddaughter’s shoulder. Nick was in the
process of cutting his engine and swinging off his bike. “Better go get your
leathers on, sweetie,” the older lady teased.


Nick came through the back door just
as Colleen was sitting down. Hanna set three mugs of coffee on the table and grumbled
under her breath about him being too early.


Nick arched a dark eyebrow and gave
her a visual once-over. “Still wearing flannel p-jays, I see.”


Hanna tossed him a grumpy glare as she
sat down next to her grandmother.


“Not a happy camper this morning?” he
teased.


Colleen chuckled and motioned for Nick
to take a seat and a cup of coffee. “What are you up to with my grumpy
granddaughter today, Nicholas?” she asked as she passed cream and sugar to
Nick. 


“We’re going to see my FBI friend in
Seattle. Hanna hasn’t met Kurt yet, and I’m hoping he’ll have some information
for us by now.”


Hanna scowled at him again. “You said
we’d take my sailboat to Seattle. I don’t want to ride on your motorcycle.”


Enlightenment finally dawned. “I
thought we’d take the bike over on the ferry.”


“I don’t like motorcycles.”


“Have you ever been on one?” he asked
her, taking a sip of his coffee.


“No.”


“You might like it.”


Hanna shot him a mutinous look over
the rim of her mug. “I doubt it. They aren’t safe.”


When she set her mug down, Nick saw
the stubborn set of her wonderfully kissable mouth, recalling how much he had
enjoyed it last night. “That’s not true. And I can see I’m going to have to
bribe you to get you on my new bike.” His eyebrows wiggled in a wickedly
challenging expression. “You ride on mine first, then I’ll ride in yours.”


Colleen chortled. “Oh my! That sounds
naughty.”


“Nick!” Hanna shot him a look of
embarrassed ire.


“Ladies, I’m referring to my
motorcycle and Hanna’s boat,” he stated in complete innocence.


Colleen and Hanna both rose from the
table simultaneously. The older woman shooed the younger one away. “Go upstairs
and get dressed, sweetie, while I fix Nicholas some breakfast.


“Did you eat already, Colonel?”


“No, but don’t go to any trouble,
Colleen.”


“It’s no trouble. What time does the
ferry leave?”


“Nine.”


“Hurry up, sweetheart.” Colleen gave
her unhappy granddaughter a little push. “Wear your leather jacket. It will
make you feel like you belong on the back of a Harley.”











Hanna rolled her eyes as she left her
grandmother alone in the kitchen with Nick Kelly, wondering if that was the
smartest thing to do, especially when she heard them laughing. Even at eighty,
Colleen McHenry enjoyed a bawdy sense of humor. Hanna knew Nick did at times,
too. The two of them were probably laughing about that “You ride mine, and I’ll
ride yours” comment!


Nevertheless, a half hour later, Hanna
was indeed riding on the back of Nick’s big, black, chrome adorned Harley
Davidson. She was wearing jeans, boots, a sleeveless turtleneck sweater, and a
short, butter-colored, leather jacket. Scared to death, her eyes squeezed shut,
she couldn’t stop shivering. Nick’s broad chest caught most of the wind, and
she was dressed warmly enough, but her hands felt like ice cubes.


They were clenched around Nick’s waist
as she clung on to him for dear life. Every time they rounded a corner, she
pressed her helmeted head to his shoulder blades, certain she was going to fall
off. Her equilibrium was completely off-kilter!


Nick took one hand off his handlebars
and covered hers with it. “Put your hands under my jacket,” he advised her over
the short wave radios in their helmets.


Hanna did as he suggested and slid her
hands under his waist-length jacket, but they kept slipping out. 


He caught them a second time and
tucked both inside the waistband of his Levis. “Better?” he asked over the
radio. “Warmer?”


Her hands were now trapped between his
waistband and the bare, hair-roughed skin of his abdomen. She couldn’t resist
rubbing her cold fingertips back and forth a little against his heated flesh.


She heard him chuckle and immediately
started to withdraw her hands from inside his pants, but Nick stopped her by
clamping one of his hands over hers. “Relax, Doctor. You’ll get there alive and
in one piece. I promise.”


Hanna groaned in reply and opened her
eyes just a bit to peek out at the countryside whizzing by at what seemed like a
frightening speed. It felt like they were flying, and if every muscle in her
body wasn’t so tense, she might actually have been excited by the ride.


When they reached downtown Port George,
they headed to the terminal and slowly drove aboard the waiting ferry where
they parked the bike below deck. Once the engine was turned off, Hanna slumped
against the backrest and blew out the breath she’d been holding. The muscles in
her legs were so knotted with tension, they wouldn’t move.


Nick shoved his kickstand down,
stuffed the keys in his hip pocket, then swung one long leg over his Harley to dismount.
When both feet were planted on the deck of the ferry, he released the chin
strap of his helmet, then lifted it off his head with his gloved hands and hung
it over one of the long-necked handlebars. Turning, he saw that Hanna was still
seated on the back of his bike, rigid and unmoving.


A deep frown wrinkled his dark brows.
“Are you okay?” 


When she didn’t make a move to get
off, he reached for her and lifted her off. As soon as her booted feet touched
the ground, her legs buckled beneath her.


“Whoa!” Nick grabbed her around the
waist to steady her. “You’re shaking.”


Hanna held onto him until she felt
strong enough to step away on her own. “Oh Lord! We still have Seattle traffic
to face,” she breathed as she removed her helmet and tucked it under her arm.
Slowly, carefully, she headed toward the stairway that led to the upper
observation deck.


Nick took the helmet from her, put it
on the other handlebar, then followed her. “You really never have been on a
motorcycle before, have you?”


She shook her head and grabbed the
railing to climb the gangway. “No, absolutely not! I’m a doctor. I think
they’re death machines. Have you ever seen a motorcycle accident victim after
he got caught beneath a car or truck?” she demanded, glancing over her shoulder
at him as she climbed the steps upwards. His grin fueled her anger. “It’s not a
pretty sight, even with a helmet! The victims usually have head trauma, broken bones,
and often need plastic surgery.”


Up on the main passenger deck, Nick
followed her to the railing. “I guess we’ve finally found something we don’t
have in common.”


Hanna swung to face him, annoyed at
the laughter she heard in his voice. “Colonel Kelly, this is not funny! You
risk your life enough doing what you do!” she scolded him hotly. “Now, I have
to add riding a motorcycle to my prayers for you.”


His scarred eyebrow lifted in
surprise. “You pray for me?”


“I certainly do! And I have for all
the twenty long years you’ve been a Force Recon Marine. Why do you think you’ve
stayed alive so long?”


“I don’t know.” He laughed, amused by
her spurt of temper, but touched, too. “I always thought it was my superior
skill as a warrior.” Then he gallantly lifted her hand to his lips. “Guess it
was my beautiful guardian angel instead.”


That took the wind out of her sails.
She didn’t have a response. He moved closer and hooked an arm around her waist.
“I love my bike, though, Doctor. And I’m an experienced rider, so stop worrying
that you’re not going to survive the experience.” Removing his arm from her
waist, he intertwined it with hers as they leaned out over the railing, side by
side, to stare across Admiralty Strait. A moment later, he caught her hand in
his. “I promise you’re safe with me.”


 


TRAFFIC WASN’T AS BAD AS HANNA
EXPECTED. She managed to relax a bit on the ride through downtown Seattle. They
got to the FBI building an hour before all the business people hit their lunch
breaks, so they found a parking space in the public garage down the block.
After locking up his bike and setting the alarm, Nick escorted Hanna the short
distance to the building where Kurt Palmer worked. 


Nick wasn’t in uniform. He was wearing
jeans, another polo shirt, black this time, and his brown leather bomber
jacket. Yet everyone who greeted him addressed him as Colonel. Hanna was
impressed with how many people knew him, especially by his new rank.


“You’ve worked with these people
before?” she whispered to him as she walked beside him to Agent Palmer’s
office.


“A few of them.”


The office they were looking for was
at the end of a long corridor. The door was open, but Nick knocked on it anyway
to alert his friend, who was behind his desk, on the phone.


Kurt Palmer appeared to be Nick’s age—
tall, dark haired, well built, and good looking. As soon as he got off the
phone, he had a friendly handshake for Nick and a ready smile for Hanna. He
directed them to sit down in a couple of chairs positioned in front of his
desk.


Nick handed him one of the fishing rod
cylinders that he and Hanna had recovered from their diving expeditions. “This
is one of three that we found around the crab pots we inspected the other day.
All of them were empty. Ring any bells?”


It was obvious that Nick had kept Kurt
fully informed about what they had been up to. He took the tube, inspected the
outside, turning it this way and that, then unscrewed the metal lid and looked
inside. Just like Nick had done, he sniffed it. Then he turned a flashlight
inside it and looked more closely.


Hanna hadn’t seen anything inside. She
wondered what Kurt was looking for. These tubes seemed to interest him as much
as they had Nick.


“I’ll send this over to our lab to
have some tests run on it. Might be some microscopic residue left in here.” He
secured the lid once more, then pulled out a large evidence bag and dropped the
tube inside. “Tell me how and where you found these three tubes again.”


“Hanna found the first one next to
some of the locals’ crab pots in Discovery Bay. Then, she and I found the other
two in a few miles north of the first spot, embedded in the sand next to more
crab pots.”


“So are these cages a permanent
fixture in the bay?”


“Pretty much. They aren’t permanently
fixed, but the locals will leave them in the bay most of the year. They’re used
so predominantly, no one pays them much attention. It’s a common sight around
the area.”


“You said you think you’ve seen these
tubes before,” Kurt prompted Nick.


“Don’t you remember reading about
them? My team was assisting a DEA unit on some joint task force operations in
Thailand, Malaysia, and Hong Kong several years ago. We raided a series of labs
in each of those locations and found tubes similar to these, packed with
plastic bags of heroin. A tube this size could hold several million dollars’
worth of heroin.”


Hanna made a small sound of dismay.


“I’ve read that the Chinese Triad has
been known to ship their heroin in cans of aerosol deodorant,” Kurt replied.
“But these tubes could triple the load, and they look like they’d be watertight.”


“They are. That’s why sport fisherman
like them. They keep their rods dry no matter what the conditions.”


Hanna was fascinated by what they were
discussing. She had begun to suspect drug issues herself, but she didn’t have
the background to link the pieces together like Nick was doing. As both
families had thought, his specialized training gave him the experience to look
at things in ways they would never have thought of.


“What do you think the rods have to do
with the crab pots?” Kurt asked, moving a pencil around on his cluttered desk.


Nick glanced over at Hanna. “This is
just speculation at this point,” he warned her. “But I think someone is
smuggling heroin into this country by packing it into the cylinders like these,
then depositing those cylinders in the crab pots for pick up by local mules.
The pots are already marked, and for the most part, go unnoticed by everyone,
except the locals who fish with them. Because they’re anchored, they don’t
shift much with the tide. They’re fairly stationary. So, the mules come in at
night, look for the marker buoys, pull up the cages, and take out the heroin
packed tubes. Because the delivery guys and the mules operate out of speed
boats, probably equipped with radar scanners and electronic sensing devices,
they don’t need their night lights on. Thus, they don’t attract any attention.
They can deliver and pick up, without anyone ever noticing. Certainly, unless
forewarned, the Coast Guard isn’t going to bother them in the dead of night.
Most of the people who live along the shore are retired. They aren’t up that
late, but even if they were, they wouldn’t be able to see a mile off shore
without night vision scopes. I am a bit surprised no one has inadvertently
picked up a full tube. The smugglers must have some way of preventing that or
they’re just damn lucky.”


“That sounds like a pretty slick
operation,” Hanna interjected.


Nick nodded. “I think it’s been going
on a long time, it’s been so slick and undetectable. But some of the old
timers, like Nat Simms, started to notice their catch was down and suspected
poaching. That’s why he called the sheriff and made complaint after complaint.
The night Dylan went out to investigate Nat’s last complaint, the old guy had
finally spotted a strange boat near his pots. He thought he’d caught someone
tampering with them. Dylan went out to question the boater, and probably ran
straight into a mule making a pick-up. I think that’s how he died.”


“Oh my lord!” Hanna was stunned. She
could feel the blood drain from her face.


“If the Triad is involved, we’ve got a
bad problem here. They’re as violent and as ruthless as it comes,” Kurt added.


Nick took Hanna’s hand. Her face was
so pale, it was nearly white. “We still have to prove this. I may have it all
wrong. That’s why I’ve been hesitant to say anything to the families. I was
hoping to get more evidence. But we may get lucky with those wiretaps and
bugs.” 


Kurt raised both his hands. “Whoa! I
don’t think I want to hear this, bud. If you didn’t get the proper clearances,
it could compromise a prosecution later.” 


“Fine. You didn’t hear anything,
because I didn’t say it, did I, Hanna?”


She looked at him and shook her head.
“I didn’t hear anything.”


Kurt rolled his eyes. “How you two
private citizens get this information you’re sharing with me is your business.
Understood?”


“Perfectly.” Nick grinned crookedly.
“But I can count on you to do a little surveillance with me if I need it, can’t
I?”


“As long as it doesn’t entail illegal
entry. I’m not in Force Recon anymore. Now, I gotta follow the rules, so we
don’t blow prosecutions.”


“Okay. Think of me as an informant
then,” Nick advised him. “Don’t worry about how I get the information.”


“So where is this heroin coming from?”
Hanna asked quietly from her chair. “And what is the Chinese Triad?”


Kurt answered her. “The Chinese Triad
is a large, powerful, crime organization, a syndicate that operates out of the
Golden Triangle— the Asian countries Nick mentioned. They’re organized into
gangs, and they control most of the world’s heroin traffic. In this country,
they are really strong along the East and West coast. They operate out of
Chinatowns in large cities like Seattle, San Francisco, and Vancouver, Canada.
They hide well in these locations. People who live in these primarily Asian communities
are reluctant to inform on them because they mistrust outside authorities and
because the Triad is so violent. They think nothing of killing whole families
if anyone crosses them or interferes with their operations.”


When Nick saw Hanna blanch again, he
sent Kurt a warning look to go easy on that line of information. 


“The Triad usually likes to smuggle
drugs and whatever else into the country via large freighters,” Kurt continued.
“They hide their illegal cargo in the holds of the ships, which drop anchor
about twelve miles out, where they’re still in international waters and aren’t
subject to a country’s laws. At that point, other boats, usually speed boats,
with all the electronic gear Nick mentioned, unload and carry the drugs or
illegal goods ashore. There are a lot of isolated beaches in the Northwest,
especially off the Olympic Peninsula, and that’s how they have made their drops
in the past. They abandoned that method of operation when the DEA and Coast
Guard started patrolling those isolated spots more, but the Strait of Juan de
Fuca is a perfect body of water to come operate out of. It’s a shipping lane.
And the border between Canada and the United States is on the water, so it can
get confusing who has jurisdiction. We have joint task forces. Sometimes they
work. Sometimes they don’t.”


“Then where do the drugs go once they
come ashore?” Hanna asked.


“Initially and usually to a safe
house, which is what we call a centralized storage location for incoming drugs.
It’s always guarded. From there, the drugs get distributed and sold to other
distributors and dealers.”


“What an efficient operation,” Hanna
exclaimed. “Run just like a business.”


“A multi-billion dollar business,”
Kurt agreed.


Hanna turned to Nick. “Could Yancy’s
heavily guarded estate be a safe house?”


“It crossed my mind.”


“What’s this?” Kurt asked.


Nick filled him in on what they had
found on Shelter Island the day before. Then he asked, “So what did Dylan’s
laptop reveal? Were you able to retrieve his lost file? Any fingerprints?”


Kurt took out a file from his desk
drawer and handed Nick a copy. “Some of it. There were traces of his files left
behind; kind of a ghost record, a magnetic shadow, so to speak. The backup
drives were somewhat helpful, but sketchy. They were not as up to date as what
was erased from the hard drive. But we were able to figure out the essence of
what Dylan was working on. That’s a copy of it,” the FBI agent indicated,
nodding to the file Nick held. “Read it and see what you think. It looks like he
was definitely looking into drug cases in the county. It also looks like he
wasn’t getting any help from his boss, and that he was doing it on his own, by
compiling data from all the drug related arrests made by his fellow deputies.
I’d say it was an independent investigation.”


“Yeah, a couple of the sheriff
deputies I talked to last week told me follow-up on cases, particularly drug
ones, is pretty sloppy at the department. They don’t cross-reference each
other. The sheriff doesn’t coordinate investigations or take them too
seriously, according to his deputies. They aren’t happy with him. He was just
elected two years ago, and they can’t wait to get rid of him. There was talk of
Dylan running for sheriff in the next election.”


“He was thinking about it,” Hanna
confirmed.


“Well, Sheriff Jeff Thomas is an
interesting fellow. He’s from southern California. He was sheriff in a small
desert town. For a little community, it had quite a drug problem. The residents
weren’t happy about the number of dealers selling drugs to the high school kids
there. So when the next election came along, they voted him out of office. Then
he got elected a year later in a small town in Idaho. Same scenario. It just
took longer for the residents to wise up and vote him out of office. He dropped
out of sight for a while. Then he moved to Port George and ran for sheriff.
With more time, we could dig deeper.” 


“Sounds like you ought to do that,”
Nick commented. “And how about my ex-high school nemesis, Port George’s Chief
of Police, Phillip Douglas?”


“Other than an interestingly large
bank account for a small town police chief, nothing.” Kurt looked down at the
papers in his file. “Oh, and we didn’t find any fingerprints on the laptop,
except yours. It was real clean.”


“Wiped clean I’ll bet.”


“Probably.”


“Well, besides, testing that tube for
any trace residue, I’d like you to run a background check on Yancy Masters. He
owns Yancy’s Bar and Grill in Port George and that very well guarded, expensive
home on Shelter Island.”


“While you’re here, let me run a quick
preliminary check” Kurt offered. “He might come up in the computer if he’s had
any priors. Let’s see.”


Nick and Hanna watched silently as
Kurt typed in some information and searched his data base. It didn’t take long
for the agent to come up with something.


“It looks like Mr. Yancy Masters has
been arrested several times for possession of illegal substances and driving
under the influence. He spent three years in jail for dealing some small stuff
years ago, then went back to jail a few years later for assault and battery,
got out, stayed clean for a while, then got in trouble again for illegal
possession of drugs and firearms. Basically, he’s had quite a few run-ins with
the police, but he’s got nothing on his record in the last ten years. Interesting.
And you say he came into a lot of money a few years back?”


Hanna answered him. “He’s lived in Port
George for eight years or so. Five years ago, he supposedly won a large amount
of money at one of the Indian casinos. Not long afterward, he bought the restaurant
and bar he now operates. Grandma says he just bought the old Thompson estate on
Shelter Island a little over a year ago.”


“Well, he’s another one I’ll do more
checking on. In fact, I’ll keep investigating all three of them— Masters,
Douglas, and Thomas. If there is some drug running going on here, they could
all be involved some way. If the Triad is involved, you’ve got big trouble and
so does the DEA. And they usually try to get the cooperation of local law
enforcement through bribery or threats.”


“See what you can get out of the DEA
about Triad operations up here in the Northwest,” Nick advised. “Do you have
any buddies in the Seattle office who could look into this and keep it quiet? I
don’t want to set off any alarm bells while Lance is still missing. We have a
better chance of finding out what’s going on and what happened to him and Dylan
if we let these guys operate as normal for a while. If we alert them, they
might go underground.


“There’s a couple of ex-Special Forces
guys in the Seattle DEA office,” Kurt informed him. “I’ve worked with them
before. They’ll keep all this under wraps and help us out. They probably know
you anyway, Colonel.” Kurt grinned. “By the way, congratulations on the
promotion to Lieutenant Colonel. Got your new orders yet?” Nick shook his head
no. “Ah hell,” the FBI agent continued. “It’s about time they give you some
soft office job stateside. Haven’t you about had enough of being overseas in
the field?”


“Actually, I have,” Nick replied,
glancing at Hanna. “I’ve been thinking a lot about doing nothing more strenuous
than diving instruction and mission planning. Might be time to settle down and
stay in one place for a while.”


Kurt looked at Hanna speculatively,
and then back at his ex-Recon buddy. “Sounds like a good future for a warrior
who’s done more than his share of national defense. You’ve been a bachelor too
long, too, Nick. I’ll tell you, being married is a hell of a lot better than
being single.”


“How is your wife? I have yet to meet
her and you’ve been married— what? Two, three years?” 


“Three years this September,” Kurt
said proudly. “She’s fine— gorgeous, great!” He laughed and looked across at
Hanna. “She’s a nurse at Harbor View.”


“Really?” 


Kurt told her all about his wife,
Trisha, over lunch down the street, at a small café frequented by the downtown
business crowd. Then Hanna told him about her work and training at Harbor View
while they sat at the table on the sidewalk, beneath a gloriously sunny Seattle
sky. As they watched shoppers and tourists pass by, they agreed to get together
at Kurt’s condo, off Pike Place Market, maybe over the weekend, to meet Trisha.


After parting from Kurt at the FBI
office, Nick and Hanna walked back to the garage where his motorcycle was
parked.


“Do you still think we’ll find Lance
alive?” Hanna asked.


“Yeah, I do. I can’t explain it. I
just don’t feel like he’s dead.” They had reached his bike. Hanna put her
helmet on. Nick grabbed his. “I’ve always had pretty good instincts,” he said
as he snapped her chin strap on. “Guess they’re what have kept me alive so
long— that and your prayers.” He smiled tenderly down at her. “They’re telling
me Lance and Dylan got caught up inadvertently in something that caused your
brother’s death and mine’s disappearance. I think we’re going to find Lance, if
we keep digging into this as quickly as possible. That’s why I bugged Yancy’s
office, to speed up this investigation.” He helped Hanna climb up onto the long
low slung seat of his Harley. “And that’s why I’m going out to Yancy’s house
tonight to plant a few more bugs. He’ll be at the bar, and I did enough
reconnaissance yesterday to get into the house and past the guards.”


Hanna looked at him anxiously. “You’re
going to break in and plant the bugs all by yourself?”


“I can’t ask Kurt to go. It would
compromise the prosecution if we get these guys.”


“Then I’ll go with you.”


“No, you most definitely won’t go.
You’re not trained for this. I am. I would never put you at risk like that.”


His adamancy prevented Hanna from
further argument, but she was not happy about his decision to go on such a
dangerous mission alone. Never mind the fact that probably did this kind of
thing all the time away from her. Now that she knew exactly what he was going
to do, she fretted all the way home.
















 


CHAPTER
13


 


COCOONED IN ONE of Colleen’s
beautifully crocheted afghans, Hanna curled up on Jessie’s thickly cushioned
sofa and stared at the grandfather clock against the far wall. The slender
brass hands read one thirty in the morning. As she watched them move toward
two, she shivered. 


Nick had gone to Shelter Island to
plant his bugs and wire taps over three hours ago. Yancy’s bar would be closing
soon, and the bartender would be returning to his estate. So what was taking
Nick so long? How much time could it take to get the job done and get off the
island? Was it that difficult to bug someone’s home? It had only taken him
fifteen minutes to bug Yancy’s office the other night. Something had to be
wrong for it to be taking this long! 


Hanna hadn’t been able to wait at her grandmother’s
house. Visions of Nick getting caught had troubled her since he’d left. She
felt wired with tension. Jessie had waited with her until an hour ago when
she’d finally gone upstairs to bed. Kurt Palmer’s vivid description of the
violent Triad gangs haunted her. She kept seeing Nick lying in a pool of blood,
dead or grievously injured. 


“Stop that, Doctor!” Dressed in her
nightgown and robe, Jessie came back down the stairs, into her living room,
where only a single lamp was lit. “You’re worrying yourself sick, aren’t you?”


“I can’t help it,” Hanna admitted,
swinging her legs out from beneath her. “I keep having these horrible visions
of Nick getting caught. Where is he? He’s been gone a long time!”


Jessie sat beside her young friend on
the sofa and slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Nick has probably done
things like this hundreds of times, honey. I’m sure he knows what he’s doing.”


“You’re not worried?” 


“Well— yes, but I’m trying not to let
my imagination get too carried away.” Jessie caught one of Hanna’s hands. “Your
fingers are like ice, sweetie.”


“I can’t seem to get warm.” 


“How about something to drink? Tea,
hot milk, a glass of wine?”


“Do you have any more of that Sangria
I like?”


“Sure do.”


Hanna stood up and stretched as Jessie
left for the kitchen. Moving helped. She didn’t want to be a basket case by the
time Nick came home. Jessie was right. Nick did this stuff for a living. She
just had to have more confidence in him. Still, would she know if something bad
happened to him? 


Jessie came back into the room with a
bottle of dark red Sangria and two crystal stem glasses. She poured Hanna a
drink and handed it to her, then poured herself a glass and sat down.


Hanna paced for a bit, taking an
occasional sip of the wine. She was wearing a faded pair of navy blue sweat
pants and a cropped white cotton t-shirt. 


“Come sit and talk to me,” Jessie
said.


Hanna resumed her position beside her
friend. Balancing her glass of wine, she pulled the afghan her grandmother had
made Jessie for her birthday over her shoulders again. It was soft and
comforting. As she snuggled into it and drank a little more wine, she began to
relax a little. 


“Feel better?” 


Hanna nodded and returned the smile.
“Thanks, Jessie.”


Nick’s mother studied her quietly,
then observed, “You’re still in love with him, aren’t you, sweetheart?”


“Oh Jessie, when have I not been? I’ll
be as old as grandma and still be hopelessly in love with him.”


“Maybe not hopelessly. I’m pretty sure
that oldest son of mine is finally starting to think of you as more than a
friend. When Lance comes home, I don’t imagine he’ll be too pleased to see what
his disappearance has brought about.” She responded to Hanna’s quizzically
raised eyebrow with a short laugh. “Honey, Lance has been in love with you since
high school. He knows how you feel about Nick, but he’s always hoped you’d get
tired of waiting for him one of these days. There’s nothing you can do about it.
Lance will just have to deal with it. You and Nick have always been fated for
one another.”


Hanna looked down at the dark red
liquid in her goblet, and thought about what Jessie said. She knew how she felt
about Nick Kelly. She adored him— was crazy about him. If Lance felt the same
way about her, she felt awful for him. She could never love anyone but Nick.


“Lance says he’s married to the Corps—
for life,” Hanna finally said after a long pause.


Jessie laughed. “The Corps can’t keep
him warm at night, or sit up waiting for him to come home from a mission, or be
there when he needs to talk.”


“Apparently, he’s never needed those
things.”


Nick’s mother sipped her wine and
frowned. “I think I’m to blame for that.”


“You?”


“Nick saw how much I hurt when his
father died in combat. Nick senior and I were deeply in love. And we were very
close. I nearly died when he did. If it hadn’t been for the boys, then Sean
Price.... Nick was eight when his dad died, and he was a very astute eight. He
was devoted to his father. He idolized him. And he hurt as much as I did when
we lost him. Our mutual grief created a deep bond between us. Even though he
was so young, he used to comfort me as much as I comforted him.” Jessie stared
at Hanna, and smiled sadly. “I think he decided when he went into the Corps and
became a Recon Marine that he would never burden any woman with the grief I
suffered. It’s been hard for me to watch him lead such a dangerous, solitary
life.”


“It hasn’t been easy worrying about
him all these years,” Hanna agreed. “It’s one of the reasons I work so many
hours— to take my mind off it.” 


Jessie put her wine glass down on an
end table and turned to embrace Hanna in a reassuring hug. “Oh, sweetheart!
You’re his guardian angel. If only he knew how much you love him!”


Hanna’s eyes widened with fear. “You
haven’t told him....”


“I’d never say a word. That’s for you
alone to tell him— when you’re ready.”


It was nearly three a.m. when Nick
finally walked through the front door. The presence of both his mother and
Hanna sitting on the couch, drinking wine, brought him up short.


“Ladies,” he said, eyeing the nearly
empty wine bottle. “What are you up to at this hour?”


Filled with blessed relief, Hanna’s
eyes dropped to her glass, but his mother chuckled. “We couldn’t sleep, and
just got to talking. I guess we didn’t notice how late it was getting.”


“Right, Mom,” he commented dryly. “And
Doctor? I didn’t know you were sleeping over.”


“I’m not. I was just keeping your
mother company.” 


“Ladies, excuse the insult, but you’re
lousy liars.”


Jessie threw up her arms. “All right!
We were waiting for you, son. Just to make sure you returned safe and sound.”


He smiled at his mom, then at Hanna.
“Feels nice— having two beautiful ladies waiting for me to make sure I’m okay.”


“How did it go?” his mother asked him.


Nick stepped into the light, and for
the first time, Hanna saw him clearly. He was wearing the leggings to his wet
suit, but he’d removed the zipped jacket, and was now wearing a short-sleeved,
black t-shirt. Clothed entirely in black, he had painted his face a dark
greenish color. Only his white eyeballs showed. He had a dark stocking cap on,
which he removed and tossed aside. His short hair stuck out at odd angles.
Self-consciously, he raked his hand through it, restoring some order to it.


“I got the place bugged and wired.
Then I took a look around.”


Jessie rose from the sofa and walked
up to her son. “I don’t suppose you found your little brother, did you?”


The question was so poignantly
touching, it nearly broke Hanna’s heart. She heard the suppressed tears and the
slender thread of hope in Jessie’s voice.


“Oh, Mom!” Nick pulled his mother into
his arms. “No, I didn’t, but I will. I promise you I will.”


“But he’s been missing over four weeks
now!” she cried, the sound of her anguished voice muffled against his chest. 


It was such an intimate moment, Hanna
almost left mother and son alone, but because she loved Jessie like a mother,
she got up and went to comfort her.


Nick looked over at Hanna and caught
her hand, pulling her close. “I don’t have any good answers yet, Mom, but
bugging Yancy’s restaurant and house will give me some soon, I’m certain. All I
can tell you is that I don’t feel like Lance is dead. I know it’s not much,
but....”


Jessie put her fingers to her son’s
lips. “I trust your intuition. I know how close you and Lance have always been,
close enough to sense things.” She turned and gave Hanna a watery smile. “Thank
you, sweetheart, for sitting with me. Feel free to spend the night. Colleen
knows you’re here. She won’t worry. I’m going to bed. The wine has made me
sleepy. See you in the morning, dear,” she told Nick with a quick kiss on the
cheek. “Sleep in. You look tired.”


Nick returned his mother’s kiss, then
watched her walk slowly up the stairs. “Good night, Mom.” When she was out of
sight, he turned to Hanna and rubbed the back of his neck, clearly troubled.
“Maybe I shouldn’t get her hopes up. What if I can’t find Lance?”


Hanna put her hand on his shoulder.
“Don’t lose confidence, Nick. You’ve laid a lot of good ground work. I’m sure
something will turn up soon.” He gazed down at her a long time, frowning,
immersed in worried thought. She coaxed a smile out of him finally, a small
one. “You look strange with that face paint on. Are you really under all that?”
Her finger traced a short path along his high cheekbone, through the color.


“It’s camouflage paint. It keeps us
shiny white boys from showing up in the dark,” he joked, moving closer until
their bodies were lightly touching. “Want to kiss me?”


“Definitely not at the moment, thank
you!”


He stepped back and laughed. “So, are
you going to spend the night?” The husky invitation in his voice made her heart
skip a beat. “You could sleep in my bed.” He let that image linger in the long
silence between them, then shot her one of his typically teasing half grins.
“I’ll sleep on the couch.”


“I better go home.”


He nodded. “Let me take a quick
shower, then I’ll walk you home.”


“I can get there by myself.”


“You’ll wait for me.”


She sent him a smart salute. “All
right, Colonel. Go take your shower. I’ll wait.”


Satisfied, he walked to the back of
the house to use the downstairs bathroom, next to the laundry room. Hanna
stretched out on the sofa on her side to wait for him, positioning a couple of
loose throw pillows under her head. With a heartfelt prayer of gratitude for
Nick’s safe return, she shifted until she was thoroughly comfortable. Relief
washed over her draining all the tension from her body. She closed her eyes with
a big sigh.


When Nick returned thirty minutes
later, she was sound asleep, curled up like a contented cat, wrapped snugly in
the afghan. He couldn’t bring himself to wake her. 


She looked so pretty, he didn’t want
to leave her. Her gold-highlighted hair spilled over her forehead to partially
cover her face. Her thick rimmed glasses had slipped down her nose. Carefully,
he lifted them off her face and set them on the end table, next to her head.


Returning a few moments later with a
blanket for himself and a couple of pillows, he turned out the lamp, and then
stretched out on the floor alongside the front of the sofa. A few minutes after
he got settled, he felt Hanna’s hand land on his shoulder.


Catching it in his, he gently kissed
the back of it. She murmured something unintelligible in her sleep. As he
drifted off to sleep himself, he wondered if she ever dreamed about him the way
he did about her.


 


TOM AND JERRY’S GOOD NATURED BICKERING
woke Hanna from a sound sleep. Tom and Jerry? Had she been dreaming of the
cartoon characters? Lord, she hadn’t watched them since she was a little girl!


She opened her eyes and realized she’d
fallen asleep on Jessie’s sofa late last night. Where was Nick? He was supposed
to have walked her home. He must have come out of the shower, found her asleep,
and decided not to disturb her.


She was lying on her stomach, with the
afghan twisted around her legs. She pushed the hair out of her eyes and
squinted toward the sound of the television. Everything was its typical blur
without her glasses. Extending a hand toward the floor, she was groping around
for them when she came into contact with a big hard body. Startled, she peeked
over the edge of the sofa.


On his back, lying on the floor, Nick
gave her a drowsy smile. At least she thought it was a smile. “Hey, sleepy
head,” he greeted her huskily.


Without her glasses, he was a blur.
“Nick? Why are you sleeping on the floor?”


It looked like he put a finger to his
lips. “Shhh.... Christopher is asleep down here, next to me. He came down about
six this morning and wanted to “sumber party” with us. He turned on cartoons
and promptly went back to sleep.” 


Hanna could barely make out Nick, let
alone his nephew. “Have you seen my glasses?”


“What are you doing up so early? No
one else is awake.”


She nodded toward the T.V. “Tom and
Jerry woke me up.” She looked around for her glasses. “I can’t see anything,
Nick.”


He chuckled. “You don’t need to see
anything. You need to go back to sleep and slumber party with us.” Before she
could protest further, he snatched her around the waist and pulled her off the
sofa. She fell onto the top of him with a muted squeak.


“I should go home,” she protested in a
whisper, her legs entangled in the afghan that had spilled down with her.


“You should stay here with me.” His
arms ensnared her, while his hands slid under her short cotton top. “I’m not
getting up to walk you home this early.”


She was nearly nose to nose with him.
His features finally came into focus. “Nick, I need my glasses. I can barely
see you.” She wiggled in protest, but he wouldn’t let her slide off his body.
His arms were like gurney straps!


Grinning at her, he pushed her hair
out of her eyes, off her forehead, sweeping his fingers through the silky soft
tangles. “You sure look pretty in the morning, Doctor.”


Whisper soft, his voice was
disturbingly husky. He cupped her cheek in his palm. She couldn’t seem to catch
a decent breath as his thumb moved slowly back and forth over her slightly
parted lips. 


His knee was wedged between her legs.
She felt the heavy muscular pressure of his thigh between hers. Her chest was
flattened on his. Both of them were wearing sweat pants and white cotton
t-shirts. His contoured his muscles. Hers was pulled tight across her
unrestrained breasts. Involuntarily, her nipples tightened. She knew he felt
them. For one covetous moment, she ached for his big hands to slip underneath
her shirt and caress them.


She tried to look away before he saw
what she wanted, but he held her face gently in place. The intimacy between
them was so tangible, it almost hurt. His lips touched hers in a kiss that was
like the touch of a butterfly wing. Then with a barely audible groan, he turned
and rolled her off his body. Moving smoothly with her, he set her on her side
to face away from him, then tucked her into the long muscular curve of his
body. With one arm curled around her waist, he pulled her snugly up against him
so she couldn’t retreat. Now her butt was pressed squarely against his pelvis.


The new position wasn’t any less
arousing than the prior one. He was rock hard, poking against her bottom. Hanna
looked over at Christopher, who was still sound asleep, not more than an arms’
length away. She wondered if she shouldn’t just go home. She squirmed a little,
trying to ease away from him.


But Nick refused to release her. His
warm breath stirred her hair and tickled her ear. “Lie still,” he commanded,
his voice a low, sensual rumble in his chest. “It will go away eventually.”


Hanna’s entire body was on fire, and
it didn’t help at all when his hand dipped into her sweat pants, just under the
elastic waistband. Her breathing halted, suspended in her lungs. She was
certain he could feel the faint contractions in her lower body. Oh heavens, she
was dying here! And he knew what he was doing to her. She just knew he did.


“Shhh.... Relax,” he murmured into her
ear, his long, rough-tipped fingers splaying wide over her abdomen. “This isn’t
the right time or place. I can be a good boy— for now.”


Hanna forced herself to start
breathing again— to take deep, slow breaths to ease her sexual tension; to cool
her over-heated body. If she got any hotter, she was going to self-ignite.


“I just want to be close to you while
you sleep.” His chest rumbled with the feel of his muted laughter. “And stop
blushing. We’ve lain like this before— without any clothes on. Don’t you
remember?”


Oh my! Did she remember? Every
intimate detail! It had been three long lonely years since she’d given her
long-held virginity to Nick Kelly, but the memory of that night was etched into
her brain indelibly. She had never spoken of it to anyone. She supposed she was
afraid the magic of that night would shatter if she ever made it real enough to
put into words. For her, it had been a glorious dream come true. For him, it
had probably just been convenient sex. 


Looking back on the memory, she
remembered how she had brought him home half-drunk from Yancy’s bar, saving him
from a night in the local jail. Once she’d gotten him home, she’d helped him
upstairs to his room and made him drink several cups of coffee. Sitting on the
edge of his bed with him, she’d listened to his harrowing experience in Pakistan.


She had never seen him so torn up
about anything before. The loss of so many of his men had eaten a hole in his
soul. 


She’d thrown her arms around him and
held him tight upon hearing the pain in his voice. You couldn’t love a man the
way she loved Nick Kelly, and not want to comfort him enough to chase his
demons away. There had never been a time in her life when she wouldn’t have
given him whatever he needed.


And it hadn’t given her a moment’s
hesitation to sleep with him when he’d asked her to stay the night. She’d
waited forever for him to be her first lover, anyway. After all that wanting
and waiting, she’d nearly given up on her foolish dream. So when the
opportunity had finally presented itself, she’d grabbed it with both hands,
literally.


And Nick Kelly had been everything she
had dreamed he’d be as a lover. He’d been passionate, tender, and considerate.
No doubt very skilled, too, although she had no experience with which to
compare him. Her knowledge of sexual relations between a man and a woman came
from her medical books and her practice.


Nick had said once in a letter soon
afterward that she had been special, but the truth was, she had probably been
so unskilled, she had been less than thrilling. She might be his special
friend, but she doubted she ranked up there with his more memorable sexual
experiences. 


Settling back to sleep in his arms,
she remembered exactly how incredible it had felt to lay naked with him in bed
all night. She’d had to go to work early the next morning, and he’d still been
asleep in his rumpled bed. He’d been lying on his back, with the blankets
tangled around his hips, leaving his dark-haired, muscular chest exposed. His
thick lashes had been resting softly against his sun-darkened skin. The lips
that had kissed every part of her the night past had been slightly parted as he
breathed in and out in his deep sleep. He’d looked so unbelievably handsome and
vulnerable that it had nearly been impossible to leave him.


And oh, how many times had she
recalled that particular vision of him in the three years since? Sometimes,
just that memory alone was all it took to start a fiery tingling between her
legs. And now he was home, reigniting all that sexual tension again. Fall
asleep close to her, indeed! Did he know that if he had moved his hand any
lower, he would have set her off like a Fourth of July firecracker? Damn! Was
he just playing with her? Like every other night in the last two weeks, she
fell asleep wondering what Nick Kelly wanted from her this time.


Two hours later, Hanna was awakened
once again, this time by Christopher, who was tugging on her.


“Antie Hanna, wake up, wake up!”


She opened her eyes just a little and
smiled at him. “Why?”


“Cause.”


“Cause? What kind of reason is that?”
Catching him around the middle, she pulled him close and tickled him. He
giggled until she made him cry uncle.


Reminded of Nick, she rolled onto her
back. He wasn’t on the floor, lying behind her, with his arm wrapped around her
and his hand halfway down her pants any longer. Only his blanket and pillow
remained. She turned her face into the pillow he’d used and took a deep breath
of his lingering scent.


“Grandma make breakfast,” Christopher
informed her, looking at her hugging Nick’s pillow like she was weird.


“Where’s your Uncle Nick?” 


“Right here.”


The deep masculine voice made her drop
the pillow guiltily and sit up. He was on the sofa, holding her glasses out for
her. Damn and double damn! She was too old for this idiotic lovesick nonsense!
Trying to hide her blush, she combed her fingers through her disheveled hair.


Nick leaned forward, handed her
glasses to her, and whispered in her ear. “You look sexy as hell first thing in
the morning, Doctor.”


“Oh yeah, right!”


“Will you hug me instead of my pillow?
The real thing is better. I promise.”


Pushing to her feet, Hanna proceeded
to busy herself folding the blankets. Nick chuckled.


“Breakfast is ready,” Jessie announced
from the doorway to the kitchen.


Hanna jumped at the chance to escape
Nick. She nearly beat Christopher to the table.


But Nick was right behind her. He
pulled out her chair for her, perfectly composed and grinning wickedly. She
wished she had that kind of control over her emotions. Winking at her, he then
proceeded to help his mother serve breakfast. When it was all on the table, he
pulled Jessie’s chair out for her, too.


“Such a gentleman, son. You learn that
in the Corps?”


Nick laughed. “No, Mom. You taught
Lance and me our manners.” When they were all seated, he looked at the two
women at the table. “I’ve been recording whatever my bugs pick up. Things are
looking up this morning.” He glanced at Christopher. “After sport goes outside
to feed the dog and do his chores,” he looked pointedly at his nephew, “I’ll
fill you both in.”


When Christopher left, Jessie, who
looked tired and red-eyed this morning, waved Hanna and Nick off. “You two go
listen to the recordings. I don’t want to hear firsthand what those thugs are
up to.” 


“Then leave the dishes, Jessie. I’ll
clean up when we’re done,” Hanna told her. “Go have coffee with Colleen.” She
handed Nick’s mother a fresh cup of coffee and urged her out the back door.
When the older woman was gone, she looked over at Nick. “Colleen will help
lighten her spirits. Your poor mom is going to get sick with all this worrying.
We have to find Lance soon.”


Nick nodded, as concerned as Hanna.
“Let’s go upstairs so you can listen to what I’ve picked up so far.”


Considering her thoughts this morning
about him, she wasn’t sure how smart it was to follow him into his bedroom, but
she was anxious to hear what he had picked up with his high tech bugging
devices.


Inside, his double oak bed was neatly
made up, testimony to the fact that he hadn’t slept in it last night. There was
a big pile of clothes on the bed, though. Laundry day apparently.


He pointed her toward an oak desk on
which he had a laptop computer and a bunch of other electronic gadgets. She
recognized some of the things she’d already seen him use. There was also a
small parabolic dish of some sort, sitting on his window sill, pointed toward
the northeast. Below it, there were a printer and a recording unit.


“Are these all your spy toys?” 


“Tools of the intelligence gathering
business.” He smiled back at her like a little boy with a chest full of special
things. “Sophisticated toys.”


“Your laptop looks odd,” she
commented. “It looks like a small briefcase.”


Nick typed in a message that brought
up a screen of transcript. “It’s a military model we use in the field. It does
all the things your laptop will do, just a few more, and it’s made to withstand
rugged conditions like cold and heat, water and dust. You can drop it, jump
with it, read it at night so the light isn’t visible to the enemy, and link all
kinds of gadgets up to it, and the network is satellite driven and very secure.
Standard military operational stuff.”


“Right,” she said with a lift of one
eyebrow. “Just your normal spy model.”


Nick pointed to the screen. “This is a
written log or transcript of what I’ve recorded so far off the bugs I planted
at Yancy’s restaurant and house.” 


He let her read it for a bit, then
summarized for her. “As you can see, Sheriff Thomas has been in frequent
contact with Yancy. He’s not happy about the girl that died of an overdose— your
patient from last Friday. He doesn’t mention your brother, but he does tell
Yancy they can’t afford to have any more slip-ups, like the one they had last
month. He might be talking about Dylan’s death. He tells Yancy his mules
shouldn’t have gone out to the pickup site until after dark.”


“What are mules?”


“Couriers— people who pick up and
deliver drugs to the dealers.”


“So, we are talking about a drug
smuggling operation going on here.”


“It looks like it, but I’ll know for sure
by this time tomorrow.”


“How?”


“Yancy received a call from someone
telling him that he should expect a big shipment tonight at midnight.”


“Tonight? Where?”


“The lower end of the bay. It sounded
to me as if he was referring to the eastern side, somewhere between Discovery
Cove and Gardiner’s Corner.”


“Do you think they’re talking about
dropping whatever they’re delivering into the crab pots along the coastline
there?”


“That’s what I’m betting on,” Nick
confirmed. “We may have a big opportunity to find out what’s really going on.”


“So, what you’ve uncovered so far with
your bugs is that Yancy Masters and Sheriff Jeff Thomas are running some kind
of illegal smuggling operation, probably drugs.”


Nick nodded. “Tonight, if we set this
up right, we might find out exactly what they’re smuggling, where it’s coming
from, and where it’s going.”
















 


CHAPTER
14


 


NICK AND HANNA had the Zodiac anchored
on the south side of a finger of land that jutted into Discovery Bay, off Miller
Peninsula, a mile below Gardiner’s Corner. Sheltered from the view of any boat
coming into the bay from the Strait of San Juan de Fuca to the north, they waited
for their target, prepared for the possibility that there might be more than
one boat.


Kurt Palmer was several miles above
them, standing on the catwalk of a local lighthouse on Vancouver Point.
Sixty-three feet up in the air, he was scanning the Strait of Juan de Fuca with
a pair of high-powered, infra-red binoculars, looking for the freighter and the
speed boats that would be delivering the contraband. Once spotted, he’d alert
Nick on his SAT phone.


Earlier in the day, the two men had
decided that they were probably going to be witnessing a drug drop. While Kurt
was watching for the freighter, Nick was preparing to dive down to the bottom
of the bay to observe the drop and grab a sample. But first, he and Hanna had
to spot the mules in their boats, and then overtly follow them to the drop
point. Challenging, but not impossible with the way they were equipped.


They were both dressed in long-sleeved
black wet suits, and nothing on their Zodiac projected any light or reflected
it. Nick felt assured that they were as invisible as they could get. There was
just one more thing to do.


“Time to become invisible, Doctor.”


Hanna crawled over to him and sat back
on her haunches. Nick dipped two fingers into the jar of grease paint. She
watched him warily. “This stuff will come off, right?”


He grinned, revealing nothing but a
straight row of pearly white teeth. He had just finished painting his own face.
“After a few good scrubbings.”


Grumbling, she presented her face.
When he was done, he pulled a black knit cap over the bright halo of her hair,
tucking all stray tendrils beneath it.


“I can’t do anything about your glasses,
but since they’re black rimmed, I doubt they’ll show. I hate to have you take
them off. You’re so blind without them, and we can’t afford you losing your
contacts.”


She stuck her tongue out at him. He’d
been teasing her about being blind without her glasses for as long as she could
recall. “One of these days I’m going to have laser surgery to correct my
vision. Then, I’ll never have to wear these ugly glasses again, or worry about
losing my contacts.”


“Your glasses aren’t ugly. They’ve
always looked cute on you.”


“Yeah, right!” She rolled her eyes,
knowing he could at least see that expression on her blackened features. “I
don’t know why I’m such a chicken about eye surgery, but I am. I ought to feel
more comfortable about it, being a doctor and all. I guess I’m afraid that if
something went wrong, I could never operate again.”


“You don’t need the surgery. I like
you in your glasses. They’re part of your charm.”


“Oh boy, if that isn’t laying it on
thick, Colonel!”


Nick frowned, disturbed by her
comment. “Why do you think I’m putting you on when I tell you how pretty you
are, Hanna?”


“Because I look in the mirror every
day.” She wished they weren’t having this conversation, even though she had
started it, more or less. “I know that I am a plain woman. Like I’ve said―
just ordinary looking. Brains, not beauty.”


“Bullshit, Doctor Wallace! You’re
smart and beautiful. What do you know anyway? Let a man be the judge of your
appeal.”


“Oh, and I have so many of them
knocking on my door.”


“Well, I’m glad you’re too blind to
see them. I don’t want them knocking on your door.”


That stopped her in her tracks. Surprised
by his vehemence, as well as his words, she could only stare silently at him.
Despite how it had sounded, she really hadn’t been fishing for compliments. His
insistence that she was pretty, even beautiful, was something she hoped he
wasn’t lying about. 


Dark water lapped against the black
rubber sides of the Zodiac. It was late. There was no activity on shore. In the
distance, the lights inside the sprinkling of houses along the coastline had
gone out hours ago. The bay was calm tonight; with very little wave activity.
The only thing that could be heard was the occasional call of a night bird or
the jumping of a fish in the black water. And, interestingly enough, there was
no moon out. More than likely, the smugglers had chosen such nights to deliver
their shameful goods.


Silence reigned until Nick spoke into
the tiny microphone that curved in front of his mouth. Hanna knew Kurt was on
the other end of his SAT phone. When Nick was finished, he took the headset off
and handed it to her.


“Kurt spotted the freighter. There are
a couple of speedboats coming our way,” he informed her. “Put the headset on,
and if Kurt calls or you have to contact him, respond in a whisper only. He’ll
be able to hear you.”


Fifteen minutes later, two medium
sized speedboats zoomed past, a hundred feet beyond them in the bay. They were
indeed headed toward Discovery Junction at the lower end. Nick started the
Zodiac engine, which was whisper quiet, and followed them, staying close to the
coastline of Miller Peninsula in order to remain as hidden as possible.


Interestingly enough, the speedboats
were running with a low beam lights on. It made it easier to follow them. Nick
kept a safe distance between them and the smugglers.


Once he motored past Mynard Marina
where Hanna’s sailboat was docked, he steered the Zodiac slowly across the bay,
into a tiny cove almost directly across from where the smugglers were stopping.


The two speedboats cut their lights
and their engines a hundred feet off the tip of Discovery Junction’s sandy
spit. Nick hurriedly strapped on his diving fins and his special oxygen tank.


“Time to dive,” he whispered. “If you
run into any problems, call Kurt. Stay put, stay low, and stay quiet.” He had
already given her instructions about the photographs he wanted taken. Easing
into a squat, he planted a kiss on her lips. One big gloved hand cupped the
side of her stocking-capped head. “The photos aren’t so important that I want
you putting yourself at risk for them. Remember that.”


She caught his hand and squeezed it. “Be
careful down there.”


“They won’t see me.” He sent her a
white-toothed grin, then rolled over the side of the Zodiac and slipped
silently into the inky water.


Hanna watched him dive, then he was
gone. There were no bubbles to give away his path. But she knew where he was
going and followed visually. A quarter of a mile separated them from the two
speedboats. Hanna couldn’t make them out clearly without using the camera Nick
had given her, so she moved to the edge of the Zodiac and lifted the long
telephoto lens to rest on the high rim. Looking through the infrared lens, she
aimed the camera at the spot where the speedboats had stopped. She focused for
a moment on the orange buoys that marked the location of the crab pots in the
cove. There were ten of them clustered in a large circle.


Since Nick had asked her specifically
to get pictures of the serial numbers on the boats and of the men inside them,
she turned her lens to the boats. There was activity on both so she moved back
and forth between the two.


Capturing as much as she could, she
took photo after photo. She saw one man lean over the side of his boat and pull
up the chain that connected a pot to its marker buoy. A crab was tossed aside. The
second man handed him a canister, like the ones she and Nick had found. The
first man then put it inside the cage he had pulled up. The process was
repeated on each boat— one canister for each pot, until all the crab cages were
filled. The men on board worked very quickly and deliberately. None of them
ever went into the water, thank God, since that was where Nick was conducting
his surveillance.


While she snapped her photos, Hanna
did a quick mental tabulation of the number of cylinders being put into the
traps. Once she saw that they had inserted ten cylinders into ten cages, she
knew their task was probably finished. She wondered if Nick was going to bring
one up for inspection. She was anxious to see exactly what these men were
delivering.


Twenty minutes later, the two unlit
speedboats restarted their engines and headed out of the bay, this time running
dark until they were well beyond the sand spit at the Junction. Nick surfaced just
as they turned their running lights on. He came up so close to the Zodiac,
Hanna thought he must have sonar radar imbedded somewhere inside of him. It was
pitch black out, and yet he’d managed to find his way back without a hitch
apparently. Elated with his safe return, she reached down to assist him into
the boat.


He immediately sank back on his heels
and pulled two canisters out of his belt. Then he pulled off his headgear and
mask, and unstrapped his air tank. “Let’s take a peek, shall we?” 


After unscrewing the lid, he pulled a
long, zip-locked, plastic bag out of the fishing rod tube. Opening the bag, he
sniffed it, then put one of the tiny white crystal flakes on his tongue. “China
White— Heroin 4. The most powerful form of the stuff. Just as I suspected.”


Hanna stared at the water tight bag
full of white flakes. Even in the darkness, they seemed to sparkle, radiating
their own ethereal light. So beautiful and so evil. She shuddered.


“I counted ten cylinders being
delivered.”


Nick wasn’t surprised. “Once this
stuff is cut and diluted, it could be worth millions of dollars on the
streets.”


Hanna was shocked at the amount of
money. “Yancy doesn’t seem like that big of a crook.”


Nick laughed. “There’s so much money
in drugs, Hanna, little crooks become big ones fast. I don’t know what his cut
on these shipments are, but he makes enough to have lots of expensive things in
his life.”


“Where is he getting it from?”


“That’s what we find out next.” Nick
put the bags back into the tubes and resealed them. “We need to get ready for
the pickup. The mules should be along real soon.”


“How do you know that?”


“No one would leave millions of dollars’
worth of heroin sitting here long.” 


Nick took the headset from Hanna and
called Kurt. When he was finished speaking to the FBI agent, he told Hanna that
the freighter and delivery boats had departed toward Vancouver Island.


“So that might be where the drugs are
coming from?”


“Possibly. Kurt’s going to look more
closely at the freighter,”


Nick settled in next to Hanna on the
floor of the Zodiac, giving her the camera again while he took a pair of night
vision binoculars for himself from his duffle bag.


“I hear marine motors,” Hanna
whispered. 


“Okay, just use hand signals until
they leave.”


Nick had taught Hanna a few of the
basic hand signals he used for silent communication in the field with his
teams. She nodded and positioned her camera as they both saw three boats arrive
wakeless and nearly soundless out near the Junction sand spit. All of the boats
were running without lights. Two were sleek little speed boats, and one was a
small cabin cruiser. Through the infrared lens of her camera, Hanna saw two men
onboard the cabin cruiser. One pulled a trap up, and one retrieved the
contents.


Hanna remembered the general
description Nat Simms had given her of the cabin cruiser Dylan had intercepted.
This one looked very similar. She snapped several photos, zooming in and catching
the serial number on the hull.


Then she got several photos of the two
men leaning over the side of the boat. As she did so, she wondered if she was
looking at one or both of her brother’s murderers. Had he seen something he
shouldn’t have when he stopped that boat? Had he been killed for it? It was a
chilling supposition. But it also sent a hot surge of anger through her.


After taking several shots of the
other two boats, Hanna sat back on her heels. When all three boats were
finished with their task, they moved toward one another and headed north, out
of the bay.


With a silent signal, Nick motioned
Hanna to secure a seat. He then moved to the cockpit of the Zodiac and started
the motor. Maintaining a safe distance, he followed the boats through the
center of the bay. The boats ahead of them had finally turned on their running
lights, but Nick drove dark.


At the mouth of Discovery Bay, the
three boats veered toward the northeastern end of Shelter Island where Yancy Masters’
house stood atop a forested bluff.


The smugglers pulled up to a short
unlit dock below the bluff. Hanna and Nick had not seen this side of the island
the last time they had come out. Nick hung back far enough not to be seen, but
close enough to watch a group of men run down the wooden steps from the house
to meet the boats. Hanna retrieved her high tech camera, zoomed in again, and
shot a series of pictures that documented the unloading of the boats.


Once everyone had retreated to the
house, Nick started the Zodiac and headed home. After docking the Zodiac and
locking up their equipment, they climbed the hill to the McHenry house. Hanna
had the camera slung over her shoulder and Nick carried the two containers of
China white he’d taken out of the crab cages as they silently and tiredly
followed the path through the high grasses.


Illuminating the dial on her
wristwatch told Hanna that it was two a.m. It had been a long night, but well
worth it. On the back porch, Nick took his cell phone off his belt and called
Kurt to tell him to shut it down for the night.


The FBI agent had already done that.
He and his wife were spending the night in a Bed and Breakfast near the
lighthouse on Vancouver Point, and he was just getting into bed when Nick
called. The men arranged to meet at Kurt’s office in Seattle the following day,
in order to review the digital photographs Hanna had taken and meet with a
couple of DEA agents. In the background, Nick heard Kurt’s wife remind her
husband to invite them to dinner afterward.


Hanna found it interesting that Nick
hadn’t told Kurt about the tubes of heroin he’d pilfered.


She was just about to ask him about it
when he said instead, “Shall we sail your Emerald Mermaid to Seattle tomorrow?”


“I’d like that.”


“Want to stay overnight at Kurt and
Trisha’s? They asked. I said I’d check with you.”


“We don’t have to bother them. If we
get there early enough, I think we can rent a slip overnight at the public
marina near where they live.”


Nick opened the porch door for Hanna.


“Want to come in for some coffee?” she
asked as he rubbed a tired hand over his face.


“No, not tonight. I’m beat, and you
look like you’re ready for bed as well. Get some sleep. We can talk tomorrow.”


She trailed a fingertip along his
cheek, making a streak through his greasepaint. “Come over for breakfast in the
morning, and then we’ll take the Zodiac across the bay to my boat.”


Nick nodded and gave her hand a
squeeze. “Thanks for all the help tonight. See you in the morning around
eight.”


Hanna glanced at her watch one more
time and groaned. “Goodnight, Nick. Sleep well.”


He waited on the steps until she went
inside and turned on the light. Sleep well, huh? Not likely, even though he was
tired. He’d been home two weeks, and being with the lovely doctor everyday had
simply sharpened his desire for her. While he treasured her friendship, he
wanted more. He wanted her in his arms, in his bed. The need to make love to
her was getting voracious. Even tonight, tired as he was, it had been hard to
leave her.


By the time he reached his own
bedroom, though, he was happily indulging in fantasies of tomorrow’s overnight
trip to Seattle, deciding it just might end up being a hell of an opportunity.
Pleasant visions of sharing the close accommodations of her sloop, including
that big odd-shaped bed under the foredeck, teased his thoughts as he drifted
to sleep.
















 


CHAPTER
15


 


THE NEXT AFTERNOON, KURT PALMER
introduced Hanna and Nick to the two DEA agents who had agreed to quietly
assist with the investigation. Web Montel was the older of the two, in his
mid-forties. He had long, unruly, brown hair, and was dressed like a biker—
tattoos, black leather, and chains. Seth Haru was a younger man with a Japanese
ancestry. He had long black hair pulled into a slim ponytail, and he was
wearing expensive designer slacks and a black silk shirt.


The two agents were complete opposites
in appearance, but they had been partners for over ten years, and between them,
they held a vast array of knowledge about the drug activity in the Pacific
Northwest. The Chinese Triad was one of their areas of expertise, and Seth Haru
was working undercover with a gang in Vancouver, Canada.


Hanna couldn’t imagine a more
dangerous job than working undercover in such a violent organization. Except
Nick’s. She knew he had worked in South America and other hot spots around the
world where illegal drugs were produced and transported. It was probably a
miracle he had survived special operations for twenty years. Either her prayers
had been particularly effective, or God had placed a particularly strong
guardian angel on his broad shoulders.


Kurt had the photographs she and Nick
had taken the night before laid out on his big desk as the meeting got
underway. Hanna was elated with how well they had come out. They clearly showed
the faces of the four men in the first two speedboats; the ones that had come
into the bay with the heroin. They were all of Asian descent.


The two DEA agents bent over the desk
and sorted through the first grouping, but they failed to recognize any of the
delivery men. Kurt brought forth the next set of photographs; the ones taken of
the pick-up men and their boats. To Hanna’s delight, there was even a clear
image of a registration number on one of the boats. For the most part, the
faces of the men in the boats were clearly identifiable, as well. One in
particular looked vaguely familiar to Hanna. He resembled the man who had
stopped to help her with her flat tire several weeks ago.


When she pointed that out, Web Montel said
he recognized the man, too. He even knew his name. According to the DEA agent,
he rode with a club that had a reputation for violence, crime, and drug
dealing.


Web explained that besides going
undercover into various biker gangs that were engaged in illegal activities, he
was also a member of a legitimate motorcycle club. He admitted he wasn’t simply
“in costume.” His enthusiasm for motor bikes immediately led to a short
conversation about Nick’s new Harley. After that, the topic returned to the
issue at hand.


“Those of us who love the life don’t
like the guys giving us a bad rep,” he stated. “A lot of the bikers in this
guy’s club hang out and live along the Hood Canal. Yancy’s Bar and Grill is a
popular meeting place for many of them. Masters, himself, is an old Angel— a
no-good one, with a long criminal record of violence and drug dealing, though he’s
been clean, on paper at least, for a long while. We’ve actually been keepin’ an
eye on him for some time. The DEA suspect he’s involved with some bigger fish.
He’s used to peddling small stuff, marijuana and amphetamines. If he’s
connected with the Triad, and it looks like he might be, then we’ve got one
hell of a nasty operation going on in your little neck of the woods, Colonel.”


Seth Haru agreed. “I’ve been working
in Vancouver’s Chinatown for a while, and word has it, the head of this branch
of the Triad has just set up residence somewhere in the region. He’s been
running things from Indonesia, but I hear that he decided his operation needed
more direct supervision because business was growing so fast.” The agent reached
into a leather portfolio he had on the desk, and pulled out an 8x10 photograph.
The only person who registered any reaction was Nick.


“Li Chen!” His face darkened with
anger. “I thought the bastard never left the Triangle.”


It’s reputed he won’t enter the United
States, legally or illegally. That’s why he’s operating out of Canada. We
haven’t been able to get any good information about where he’s set up house.
What do you know about him, Colonel Kelly?”


“I killed his brother in Thailand two
years ago. My unit was involved in a joint campaign with some of your agents.
We shut down a series of opium fields and processing laboratories in some of
the more remote regions of Indonesia, Bangkok, and even Hong Kong. Some of the
raw product was from Afghanistan. Chen’s brother was overseeing the operation
in Thailand and the shipment of the refined stuff out of the country. When we
raided one of his plants near Bangkok, he and Li Chen were there. Li got away.
His brother didn’t.”


Nick rarely talked about the specifics
of any of his missions. Hanna envisioned him in the scenario he’d just painted.
It frightened her to think how often his life was at risk. He had such a
perilous job, such a dangerous lifestyle. She rarely let herself dwell on it.
Long ago, she had learned to lock away her fears for him. His life truly was
always in the hands of God.


“I got the registry number and country
of origin off the freighter that brought the stuff in last night,” Kurt told
them, pointing to one of his photographs taken from atop the Vancouver Point lighthouse.
“It’s registered out of South Korea. I checked this morning with the port
authorities. It docked late last night in Seattle. Customs searched the
freighter, and found a variety of imports— furniture, food, clothing, etc.
Nothing illegal.”


“Sure. They dropped all of that off
out there in the Strait,” Nick reminded him.


“Did you see those speed boats
unloading the freighter?” Hanna asked Kurt.


The agent nodded. “I was able to get a
pretty good look with the help of some special equipment,” he confirmed. 


“Well, now we know that they were
unloading heroin.”


“It’s not quite that simple, Doctor
Wallace,” Seth answered her. “And we don’t want the delivery guys right now. We
want the suppliers. Then we’ll round up the mules.”


All the men apparently agreed with
that strategy. But Hanna didn’t. “A young high school girl died a week ago of
heroin overdose,” she reminded them crisply. “It probably came from the smugglers
we saw last night— Yancy Masters and his Triad buddies. And what about Dylan?
One of those mules probably killed him when he caught them hauling up those
cylinders full of heroin. And Lance? They might have killed him, too, because
he saw something he shouldn’t have. How many people have to die before you
arrest someone?”


Kurt and the other two agents gave her
sympathetic looks. “What good would it do us to arrest the middle men? The
Triad would have new guys peddling the stuff within a day or two.”


Nick reached over and covered her
fisted hand with his. “It’s better to get the guys bringing it into this
country, rather than just the scum here who peddle it, Hanna.”


“But that young girl, my brother, and
maybe yours have died because of all this. Someone has to answer for it!”


“They will,” Nick promised her, his
gaze reassuring and determined.


“Look, folks,” Web said, rising to his
feet to stand beside Seth. “We’ve got to go for now. But we’ll work with you on
this. We’ll find out what we can, and get back to you, as soon as possible.” 


“Thanks for the help so far,” Nick
told them, standing to shake the hands of the two DEA agents. “The info you’ve
given me today was extremely valuable.”


“Good.” The two men walked to the
door. “Glad to help, especially if it will put a faction of the Triad out of
business for a while. We’ll see what we can dig up on Chen’s whereabouts,
Colonel.” Seth Haru looked to Kurt. “I’ll keep in touch with you through Web.
I’ll be going deep for a while.” Both men then turned to Hanna. “Nice meeting
you, Doctor Wallace.” 


“Take care, Mr. Haru,” Hanna said
earnestly.


 


KURT TOOK HANNA AND NICK back to
Elliott Bay Marina, where the Emerald Mermaid was docked. The wooden sloop was
moored in the last slip, and because it was a public dock, it was always full
on the weekends, particularly in the summer. Hanna considered herself extremely
lucky to have gotten a slip earlier that morning.


Kurt came onboard with them and sat
down on the white leather upholstered seat that curved around the aft deck,
directly behind the big brass steering wheel. After checking his preference,
Hanna got him a bottle of beer and herself a soda from the cooler, while Nick
went downstairs to shower and dress for dinner.


A half hour later, he returned,
dressed in a pair of tan slacks, another of his polo shirts, and a
cream-colored sport jacket. He looked mouthwateringly gorgeous.


“The head is all yours,” he informed
Hanna as he twisted the cap off his bottle of beer and sat down next to Kurt.


“I’ll try to hurry,” she replied,
reluctant to get up and walk away from Nick.


“Don’t,” Kurt advised. “Trisha doesn’t
expect us for another half hour or so.”


Hanna took a little extra time
dressing. They were going to Kurt’s for dinner, and it was almost like a real
date with Nick. She wanted to look pretty for him. Actually, she wanted to look
unforgettable, but she didn’t think that was possible being the ordinary woman
that she was.


When she reappeared on deck twenty
minutes later, she was wearing a white cotton eyelet sundress with a tucked in
waist and full skirt. With its wide-strapped halter top and scooped neckline, it
highlighted the tan she had acquired the past week working outdoors with Nick.
She wore a pair of red wedge-heeled sandals that added an additional three
inches to her height. She was also wearing the jade earrings and necklace Nick
had given her. The pendant hung on a delicate gold chain around her neck. It
was a heart within a heart. From the moment he’d sent it to her, she’d wondered
if he’d meant anything by choosing such a symbol. For her, it had meant hope.
Hope that someday his heart and hers would be joined.


The moment she stepped out onto the
aft deck, the men halted their conversation in mid-sentence and simply stared
at her. Kurt gave her a quick smile of appreciation, then looked at his
friend’s shell-shocked expression and chuckled. Hanna did the same, but she
wasn’t laughing, or even smiling.


Nick wasn’t aware of anything but the
woman standing in front of him. She rendered him speechless, she was so lovely.
For such a shy, unpretentious woman, she had an unexpected eye for clothes that
inconspicuously set off her fantastic figure. This dress contoured her shape to
perfection. His eyes dropped to her red sandals. With their wedged heels, they
made her long shapely legs go on and on forever. His gaze traveled slowly back
up her figure, taking measure of every one of her slender curves. He wanted to
touch her so badly, he had to jam his hands into his pant pockets. Damn, it was
going to a tough evening, at least until he could get her back here alone!
Barring any unexpected developments, he had plans for their night together
aboard her boat.


Hanna shifted nervously under the
men’s silent scrutiny. “Are you guys ready to go?”


Kurt got up and started out ahead of
them. Nick stood and captured Hanna’s elbow, stopping her for a moment before
she could follow. “You’re going to drive me crazy all night, Doctor, but you
look gorgeous,” he murmured into her ear, against her silky soft hair. His
fingertips slid down one bare arm, caught her hand and held on firmly as they
headed off the sloop and after Kurt.


The Palmers’ two-story condominium was
not far from the marina. There was a great view of Elliot Bay from the upper
floor living room and the balcony beyond it. Kurt’s wife, Trisha, had set the
table on the patio, so the four of them could enjoy the warm evening while they
ate. By the time they arrived, dinner was ready and waiting. Kurt poured
everyone a glass of wine before they went outside to eat.


As it turned out, Hanna knew Kurt’s
wife. She had worked with Trisha at Harbor View Medical Center when she’d been
a resident doctor there, several years ago. They hadn’t seen each other since,
but they got caught up quickly as they recalled mutual acquaintances.


Hanna had always liked Trisha. She was
a dedicated skilled ER nurse, and they had always been able to talk to one
another easily, without the status interference that often hindered her
relationships with other female hospital employees. Most of the nurses Hanna
worked with were deferential to her because she was a doctor and head of ER.
Her quiet demeanor probably didn’t help. She’d never found it easy to strike up
a conversation with a stranger or casual acquaintance. Trisha had been
different; easy to talk to, naturally friendly and unpretentious. It was a
pleasure to renew their friendship.


It was also a rare pleasure to spend
the evening with Nick in a purely social setting. Casually and repeatedly, he seemed
to find dozens of different and subtle ways to touch her all through dinner and
afterward.


When the meal was finished, Trisha
served dessert, and by the time, they finished that, it had gotten dark
outside. Their hostess lit the candles on the table and around the patio, and
they remained for a while, drinking more wine and talking. With his glass in
one hand, Nick slipped his arm around Hanna’s bare shoulders, checking to see
if she was warm enough. His nearness and his persistent attention plus several
glasses of excellent wine all worked a sweet magic on her senses.


When they finally got up to go inside
to the living room, Nick steered Hanna to the sofa to sit next to him. Utterly
relaxed, she kicked off her sandals and tucked her legs beneath her. Curled
under the arm he draped over her shoulders, they exchanged conversation with
Trisha and Kurt and indulged in more wine. Nick’s fingertips strayed to her
nape, under her softly curled blonde hair, to absently stroke the back of her
neck. From there, his hand found its way to the curve of her upper arm. She was
wearing a strapless bra, so when he slipped his fingers under the strap of her
dress, he encountered nothing but bare skin.


She could feel the momentary surprise
in his touch and the inclination to explore more deliberately, but gentleman
that he was, he refrained, settling for simply nudging her closer to his side
until she was practically sitting on his lap, which was exactly where she’d wanted
to be all evening.


By ten o’clock, all the snuggling and
the wine were making her feel lightheaded and sleepy. Nick saw her eyelids
drooping.


“Looks like it’s time to go,” he announced
with a chuckle. “Maybe we should walk back to the boat to sober you up,
Doctor.”


She smiled lazily up at him, then
pulled her legs out from under her to slip into her red sandals. “Probably, but
not in these high heels. My balance has deteriorated, I’m afraid.”


“It’s a gorgeous night for a walk in
the moonlight,” Trisha said, watching the two of them. “If you’d like to walk
home, I’ll lend you a pair of my flip-flops, Hanna. I think our feet are about
the same size.”


“It’s eight blocks to the marina!”
Kurt pointed out as if they were all nuts. “And I didn’t see a moon. It’s
pretty dark out there.”


“But it’s a safe neighborhood and a
short eight blocks,” Trisha corrected, sending her husband a look that said ‘hush.’


Hanna decided she liked the idea of
walking. She was a little drunk, and walking through the park with Nick sounded
very romantic. “That would be great, Trisha. I’ll make sure you get your shoes back
before we leave tomorrow.”


Once Nick and Hanna departed, Kurt
looked at his wife, perplexed. “What was that all about? I could have driven
them back to their boat.”


“Romance,” his wife answered, leaning
back against the closed door. “Didn’t you see how badly those two need to get
together?”


“Nick says they’re friends— have been
since they were kids, although....” Kurt speculated with a frown, then a half
grin. “He did seem a bit infatuated with the Doctor.”


“Oh, he’s definitely infatuated,” his
wife stated with conviction. “I’ll bet they won’t be just friends much longer.”


 


THE NIGHT WAS UTTERLY SEDUCTIVE. Muted
by the glow of the city lights, the stars were tiny twinkling points, distant,
but enchanting, nevertheless. There was just a sliver of new moon, not enough
to illuminate much. That was left to the lights in the harbor and the post
lamps in the waterfront park they strolled through. The sounds of traffic could
be heard in the distance, but it wasn’t loud enough to drown out the sounds of
water lapping against the shoreline and the tinkling bells on the marker buoys
in the bay. It all blended to create a seductive symphony.


Nick was as silent as Hanna as he walked
beside her down the park sidewalk. He had taken off his jacket and put it over
her shoulders. She wasn’t the least bit chilled, but she loved being wrapped in
his fragrance. His coat held the scent of his body, mixed with his exotic
cologne. His arm was draped around her shoulders, and her arm was hooked around
his waist.


Being anchored to his side, under the
stars and the moon, was sheer heaven for Hanna. They’d never had a real date,
not like this. He might leave her in a week or two. She might not see him for
another two or three years, but tonight he was here, beside her, and she was
going to make the most of it.


She’d already made up her mind that if
he wanted to sleep with her tonight, she’d let him. She wanted him to. She just
didn’t know how to let him know, inexperienced as she was.


At the marina, they headed toward the
end of the pier and the Emerald Mermaid. An uneven board caught the open toe of
Hanna’s flip flop, causing her to trip and nearly fall.


Nick caught her elbow and steadied
her. “You can’t hold your wine too well, Doctor.” 


“No. Apparently not,” she giggled. “I
don’t drink much.”


“No kidding.” 


To Hanna’s surprise, there was a touch
of disgruntlement in his voice.


At the boat, he helped her step over
the side. A gust of wind blew her skirt up above her knees in the process. She
thought she saw him give her legs a scowl.


At the door to the cabin below deck,
Hanna had to dig into her tiny purse to find the key. When she finally
recovered it, she looked up to find Nick staring at her, a pensive frown
wrinkling his brow. His silver-gray eyes were narrowed, picking up the lights
from the harbor like tiny pinpoints. Hanna stood before him, hesitantly and
expectantly, not sure what to think about his sudden shift in mood and a little
too intoxicated to figure it out.


She adjusted her glasses and tilted
her head to see him better. “Nick? Is something wrong?”


His large hands traveled slowly up her
bare arms, then down again. She shivered. One hand caught her wrist and the
other curled around the back of her neck. His fingertips brushed the fine hairs
at the nape, while his thumb traced the upraised angle of her jaw, from chin to
earlobe.


He fingered the jade earring in one
ear, and then traced the delicate gold chain to the heart-shaped pendant resting
below the hollow of her throat. She knew her pulse was hammering wildly there.
She could feel its quickened tempo.


“Hanna….”


His voice was husky, raspy, and yet he
made her name sound like the sweetest music. With her head tilted back, she
closed her eyes and swayed dizzily toward him, anticipating the melting touch
of his lips. Hers parted eagerly.


But the only touch her lips received
was the light brush of his fingertips— a soft butterfly stroke that traced
their shape. Her eyes flew open. She knew she couldn’t hide the disappointment
in them.


“Aw, Hanna.... Another time, when
you’re... sober.”


She saw his reluctance to kiss her as
a rejection, and damn, it hurt! He thought she was too drunk to even kiss, let
alone make love to? She was too humiliated to even look at him. With a muttered
“fine”, she whirled around to unlock the door to the cabin. After
yanking it open, she took a deep breath to control her momentary dizziness,
then carefully descended the stairs, into the darkness below.


“Give me a few minutes, then the head
is all yours,” she called out from the last step.


Nick spun away from the open cabin
door and ran his fingers through his hair, knowing he had blown it, that he had
hurt and embarrassed her. Furious with himself, he walked across the deck to
brace his hands on the boat’s railing and look out over the bay beyond.


All night, he’d wanted her, ached for
her. Each breath he’d taken had filled his nostrils with her sweet scent,
causing him to envision how she might have splashed perfume all over herself.
Every time she had crossed and uncrossed those fantastic legs of hers, his eyes
had been drawn to their sinewy length. And every time he had touched her, and heaven
help him, he’d been compelled to touch her constantly all evening, he’d felt
her warm, satin-soft skin beneath his rough fingertips. It had been torture,
pure torture, and now he wasn’t going to be able to relieve any of it because,
damn it all, she was half-shot!


He wasn’t going to make love to her
while she was intoxicated. He liked to think of himself as a gentleman. He was
definitely her friend. He sure as hell didn’t want to be accused of taking
unfair advantage of her again! His brother’s anger at him for being half drunk
when he had made love to her the first time hadn’t set well with him. He wanted
both of them to be clearheaded the next time they made love. No excuses as to
why it happened. But, shit, none of his rationalization relieved how rotten he
felt at the moment!


 


DOWNSTAIRS, HANNA UNDRESSED and got
ready for bed as quickly as she could. She left all the lights out except for
the one in the bathroom. In its dim light, she assembled Nick’s bed from the
booth-like eating area, next to the galley. The table dropped down between the
seats to form a double bed and the cushions unfolded to make a mattress. She’d
never slept in the converted bed, herself. It looked rather hard and
uncomfortable. It certainly wouldn’t be as soft as her bed below the foredeck.
But it didn’t appear they were going to be sharing that tonight. 


From a cupboard above the makeshift
bed, she pulled down two pillows, a sheet and a blanket. For a few moments, she
just hugged them fiercely against her chest, while tears welled in her eyes,
then slid slowly down her cheeks to a pillow. Then, with a curse, she threw
everything onto the bed. Let him make his own bed, she decided as she walked
into her room across the cabin. Before she climbed into the huge odd shaped bed
that filled the room almost completely, she called out to Nick to tell him the
head was all his.


By the time he came down, she was
buried under her down-filled quilt, staring at the ceiling, wishing she didn’t
hear him making all the little noises people made when they got ready for bed.
She’d known him all her life, but she wondered at that moment what he wore to
bed. When they were kids, spending the night at one another’s houses, he used
to wear flannel pajamas with superheroes depicted on them. Then, when they were
teenagers and had gone camping together, he’d slipped into his sleeping bag in
jeans and a t-shirt.


But what did he wear now? Picturing
him in his childhood superhero pajamas made her giggle in the dark. She didn’t
think he’d go to bed in his clothes. No doubt, he’d be wearing his underwear,
or nothing.


Oh geez! Don’t go there! Do not
imagine him naked, she scolded herself, but, of course, it didn’t do any good.
The image just wouldn’t go away once it was implanted in her brain.


She turned onto one side, then
another. She pulled the quilt over her head. It got too hot. She kicked it off.
She rearranged her pillows, punched them, turned onto her stomach and covered
her head with them. Swearing mutely beneath them, she cursed the man in the
other room, certain he was soundly asleep snoring by now, not giving her a
second’s thought. If he hadn’t wanted to kiss her, he most certainly would not
be thinking of her in here, wondering what she had worn to bed.


Go to sleep, Hanna! Forget the damn
man! It was a
reprimand that she repeated over and over to herself like counting sheep, until
she finally fell into a restless, agitated sleep.


 


WITH HIS HANDS FOLDED BEHIND HIS HEAD,
Nick Kelly listened to the woman in the bedroom a few feet away. Every time she
tossed and turned, the wood frame beneath her mattress creaked and groaned.


Why was she tossing and turning so
much? Was she too hot in there? What did she have on anyway? Aw, hell, no guess
work there! He knew Hanna Wallace well enough to be certain it would be a set
of long-sleeved, long-legged pajamas, probably flannel. No skimpy, lacy nightie
or negligee for her. She was much too conservative for something like that. She
didn’t openly display her assets. She didn’t even flirt. She just wore her
beauty beneath her quiet dignity. Only she had no idea that she truly was
beautiful. Colleen had been right about that.


He had spent half the night wondering
how fast he could get her out of her sexy little dress, and the other half
staring at her mouth, thinking how much he wanted to lick all that frosted pink
lipstick off. She had the nicest shaped mouth, soft and naturally pouty. The
way her lips tilted slightly upwards at each corner made her seem like she wore
a perpetual, secret smile. When he teased her, he could coax a really big smile
out of her, one that deepened the barely perceptible dimples in her cheeks. He
loved her smiles— her dreamy ones, her secret ones, her full-fledged ones.


And he loved her bottle green eyes.
They could sparkle like an emerald in the sunlight. They were so clear, so
guileless, so fathomless. He loved it when they darkened with pleasure or lit
up with laughter. And he really liked the way she’d had her hair cut and
colored, too. The honey blonde color had always suited her, but the highlights
she’d added right after he’d come home emphasized her flawless, peach toned
complexion. The shorter, softer style was sexy and feminine. He liked the way
it swung around her neck and jaw every time she moved.


At Kurt’s tonight, her natural shyness
had faded with each glass of wine she’d drunk. Walking her back to the boat had
not exactly been a brilliant idea, though. In the moonlight, under the stars,
all he’d wanted to do was stop and kiss her senseless.


Lord! What was he going to do about
the beautiful doctor? He ached for her so much, he was in physical pain, even
after a cold shower. He wanted to go into that bedroom of hers and crawl
beneath the covers with her, strip her pajamas off, and hold her naked in his
arms. He remembered exactly how exquisitely soft her skin had felt the last
time he had made love to her.


His life was so exacting and demanding.
Comfort and softness were foreign to his lifestyle. Force Recon, the Marines,
the military were harsh taskmasters. Often, when the conditions he lived in got
the worst, he’d remember being in Hanna’s arms, feeling her incredible warmth
and softness.


What would she do if he went into her
room and asked her to let him sleep with her tonight? He toyed with the
question. But the truth was, he was afraid to go in there and ask. His need for
her and the way he’d come to feel about her made him vulnerable.


What if she turned him away, told him
no? She was his closest friend. He didn’t want to jeopardize or destroy that.
He needed her friendship. He always had. It was why he hadn’t pressed her about
the one time they had made love three years ago. He didn’t want her feeling
uncomfortable around him. He didn’t want her finding reasons not to be with him
because she’d be afraid he’d pressure her to sleep with him again.


Then there was still the matter of his
brother. He thought Lance and Hanna were still simply good friends, but he
wasn’t entirely sure. And even though Ashley had told him she didn’t think
Hanna was seeing anyone, he still wasn’t sure of that, either. He could ask
her, but he was a coward, pure and simple. He was afraid of her answer.


But she had clearly been disappointed
that he hadn’t kissed her tonight. So what was he to make of that? Did she want
him or not? She’d been angry at him, too. He’d heard it in her voice when she’d
called him down. And he’d noticed the way she’d just dumped the bedclothes on
his bed, in one big heap. His pillow had been strangely damp, too. Had she been
crying?


Holy shit! How was a man supposed to
figure out what a woman wanted, especially a man who spent most of his time
with other men? Beyond the physical release they provided occasionally, women
didn’t exactly play a prominent role in his life. Damn it! He was too tough,
too old, for this nonsense!


He turned onto his side and slammed
his fist into his pillow to make a deeper dent for his head. When that position
didn’t help relax him, he rolled onto his stomach and crossed his arms beneath
his pillow. Everything felt lumpy. He rolled onto his other side, then onto his
back again. The wind picked up and the boat began to rock gently. He listened
to the harbor bells on the buoys in the bay. The rocking and the soft lapping
of water against the hull of the boat finally lulled him to sleep.
















 


CHAPTER
16


 


SOMEONE WAS KNOCKING ON HER DOOR. Yet
that couldn’t be. There was no real door to her bedroom, only a folding,
pleated screen. But there was a persistent tap, tap, tap. It penetrated her
restless sleep so insistently, she knew it couldn’t be a dream.


She sat up groggily to listen. Her head
swam a little. Too much wine, she remembered. She checked her wrist watch.
She’d been asleep several hours. The wind had picked up outside. The boat was
rocking. Something must have come loose up on deck. It sounded like metal
banging against wood.


She groped around in the darkness for
her glasses, but couldn’t find them. Damn, where had she left them? She
couldn’t see well enough without them to go up on deck to check the rigging.


After a futile search through her
bedcovers and under her pillows, she crawled carefully to the end of the bed
and climbed down. Until she found her glasses, she had to use her hands to feel
her way. In the head, she groped along the narrow counter top, and came up
empty handed.


The last time she remembered wearing
them was when she had gotten Nick’s bedding down. She’d been crying. She’d
taken them off to wipe away her tears and set them on the
galley countertop. She must have left them in the galley, right next to where
he was sleeping. Great!


It was really dark inside the cabin.
She didn’t dare turn a light on for fear of waking Nick. Dimly, she could make
out sections of the cabin. The shadows and shapes were familiar to her. Still,
she had to edge her way along the wall, her hands extended to feel her way.


In the galley, she peered through the
darkness toward Nick’s bunk. She couldn’t see him, but she heard him, snoring.
The rat! He seemed to be deeply asleep, a fact that both relieved her and
angered her.


At the kitchen sink, she put her hands
on the counter top and felt around. She knocked over a cup, but caught it
before it made a sound. Her fingers splayed wide in their silent search.
Distracted by an alteration in Nick’s snoring, she knocked over an empty
plastic bowl that was also on the counter. Before she could recover it, it slid
off, right onto the spot where Nick’s head should have been.


“Crap!”


She was suddenly grabbed from behind
and slammed up against a wall of solid, inflexible muscle. A brawny male
forearm came over her shoulder in a cross hold that was like an ever-tightening
vise. Air whooshed from her lungs.


Managing to swivel her head sideways a
bare inch, Hanna saw the naked blade of a huge, partially serrated knife halt
inches from her throat. She tried to scream, but it was a strangled sound. Her
hands rose to the forearm across her neck and her nails dug deep into skin to
loosen the deadly grip. She didn’t dare try any of the moves Nick had taught
her, for fear she’d get her throat cut.


As instantly as it began, the attack
ended. Suddenly she was free. She whirled and stumbled away, trying to see who
her attacker was. A blurry big dark shadow stood across from her. She groped
along the wall for the brass lamp she knew was bolted there. Turning it on did
little to clarify the image of the man across the room. For a few seconds,
terrifying images of someone from the Triad raced through her mind.


Nick watched every expression that
crossed Hanna’s face. Cursing, he slipped his Ka-Bar back under his pillow,
then turned toward Hanna. Her big green eyes grew even bigger. He reached over
to the galley countertop for her glasses. She was looking at him like he was
some kind of monster.


“Hanna! Honey, it’s me. Here, put your
glasses on.” He stretched out an arm and carefully handed them to her. “I’m
sorry about the knife! I heard someone in the cabin, and I reacted.”


Anger began to replace the shock. She
gestured toward his bed. “Do you always sleep with that thing nearby?”


“Well, yeah... when I’m on a mission.
We’re dealing with some dangerous men here, and I....” He took a step toward
her, and hated the way she took a step back, away from him. She was still
peering at him as if she’d never seen him before.


He wasn’t going to let her be
frightened of him, damn it. He saw her anger replace some of her shock, but the
fear was still there. He moved slowly toward her, until he was standing
directly in front of her. He didn’t touch her. He just stood before her.


“I’m so sorry I scared you like that.”
When she started to retreat again, he stopped her by gently grasping her upper
arms. “You must know I would never ever hurt you, Hanna.”


She stared at the center of his white
t-shirted chest, knowing that he could feel her involuntary trembling. “The
wind picked up, and I thought I heard some rigging come loose up on deck. I was
going to check on it, but I couldn’t find my glasses. I couldn’t see anything
in the dark. I was looking for my glasses in the galley, near your bunk, when I
knocked over a plastic bowl. Did it hit you on the head?” She lifted her lashes
and peeked up at him.


A slight grin flickered at the corners
of his mouth. “I’d just come down from up on deck. I heard the rattling, too. I
saw your shadow. Didn’t know it was you.” He shrugged guiltily. “I am sorry I
scared you.”


Well, she’d scared him, too, she
guessed. And she did know he would never hurt her, but she was still shaken.
“Maybe you need glasses, too, huh?” She tried for a little levity, not certain
it succeeded.


For a fraction of a second, there had
been such violence in him. It reminded her that he wasn’t the boy she’d grown
up with. For the last twenty years, he’d lived a dangerous, violent way of
life. He’d been trained to kill, with any number of weapons, in any number of
ways, she imagined, with his bare hands if necessary.


She recalled the decal she’d seen on
the sleeve of his leather jacket. It read: “Swift, Silent, and Deadly.”
His units’ motto, she assumed. Obviously, Colonel Nick Kelly was all those
things. She’d just seen a frightening example of how swift, silent, and deadly
he could be. She healed for a living. He killed. The realization hit her with
sudden chill.


“Aw, Hanna. Don’t look at me that
way,” Nick pleaded softly as he watched her face and eyes. Her small shudder
cut him to the quick. “I’m not a monster.”


That penetrated her shell-shocked
emotions. In spite of what he did for a living, she could never think of him as
a monster. Of course, he’d been taught to kill. A soldier had to learn that or
die. She’d just never seen an example of his abilities.


“I guess it was the knife,” she tried to
explain. “I thought you were going to cut my throat for a second.” If she had
been the enemy, she wouldn’t have stood a chance. Another shudder raced across
her skin.Nick swore and pulled her swiftly into his arms. “I would not have cut
your throat, Hanna! I’m trained to react.... To come alert at any sound, but,
God, I would not have cut your throat.”


He was holding her so tight, she could
barely breathe, but she did manage a short, strangled laugh. “That’ll teach me
never to creep around in the dark like that when you’re around!”


“I should have remembered that you
leave your glasses everywhere. I over-reacted. “He kissed the top of her head
and rubbed her back in soothing circles, then set her back from him in order to
look at her. His smoky gray eyes were full of tenderness. “You okay, now?”


She looked up at him and saw the man
she had loved all her life. They had both changed some in all the years they
had lived apart, and yet the essence of who Nick Kelly was had not changed,
despite what he did for a living. She still saw a good man, with a good heart.
She was sure that when he had to kill, he did so with regret, not pleasure.


“I’m okay now,” she finally reassured
him with a true smile. “I better go check the rigging.”


“I fixed it. Everything is fine up
there now.”


She stood staring at him uncertainly
and swallowed. He was wearing white boxer shorts and a white t-shirt. His dark
hair was windblown again from being up on deck. Short spiky strands fell over
his forehead. He smelled like salt spray and ocean.


His cheeks were ruddy from the night
air and the breeze outside, the hollows darkened by a day’s growth of beard. He
was looking at her with uncertainty and just a hint of speculation. With her
glasses on now, she saw each and every beloved crinkle around his eyes, the
grooves that bracketed his luscious masculine lips, the straight line of his
nose, even the scar that slashed its way through one dark eyebrow.


He was so handsome, he took her breath
away. She could be angry at him and frustrated waiting on his infrequent visits
home, but the irrefutable truth was that he was the one and only man she would
ever want and love. Nothing could change that. Everything about him was as dear
to her as life itself.


Some of what was going through her
mind must have shown on her face because his expression darkened as he
continued to stare at her.


“Hanna....” His hand rose then fell
back to his side. “Do you ever think about the night we made love three years
ago?”


She bit her bottom lip, then quietly
asked, “Do you?”


“All the time.”


Her green eyes widened with surprise.
“But that was so long ago. You haven’t been home since then.”


“I just haven’t been able to get home
with all that’s been going on in the world the past three years. I can’t seem
to get more than a few days leave at a time. But that doesn’t mean that I
haven’t wanted to come home to see you. I remember what happened between us
like it was yesterday. There hasn’t been a day that has gone by that I haven’t
thought about that night— or you.”


Hanna could hardly believe what he was
telling her. She was so skeptical, she knew it showed on her upturned face.
“Nick...” she paused for a moment, trying to collect her tumultuous thoughts.
“You were drunk!”


He gave her one of his mind-numbing,
slow, wickedly sexy grins. “Not so drunk, after all that coffee you poured down
me. Not so drunk that I forgot what you felt like in my arms” His hands rose to
settle on either side of her waist, underneath her silk pajama top.


Hanna caught her breath. It felt
suspended in her lungs for a long moment as she stared up at him and his
mesmerizing smile. Then anger and accusation took hold. “But you left the next
morning without saying a word, even a goodbye.”


His fingers curled into the slippery
fabric of her pajama bottoms. “I didn’t want to leave. I didn’t leave by
choice. I tried to call you, but your cell phone was turned off. I figured you
were probably in class, teaching, by the time I tried calling.”


As a Force Recon Marine, he had to be
ready for duty immediately upon being called by his commander. Her brain knew
that, but her heart had ached as a result of his abrupt departure. It was still
afraid to let her brain believe him now.


“You didn’t want to go?”


“Hell, no!” he adamantly reassured
her. “I wanted to stay and explore what had happened between us, and I’m not
just talking about sex, Hanna. I wrote and told you that I thought it was
special, but you never responded to that. I didn’t want to risk our friendship
by pushing it, so I dropped it.” Now he sounded disappointed. A touch of
accusation even tinged his voice. But that was replaced by chagrin when he
continued. “I didn’t know how to approach you about it further, either. I
tried, but I just couldn’t put my feelings about that night into a letter.”


“I guess I didn’t know how to put it
into a letter, either,” she admitted.


Hanna was just so stunned, she didn’t
know what to say to him. She hadn’t known how to address their night together long
distance, either. Not once in three years had she thought that night meant more
to him than sexual pleasure. Her mind was reeling.


Her look of astonishment made him
stifle a small laugh. “I was worried afterward that you might have gotten
pregnant. I hadn’t used anything. It’s not something I ever forget, either.”


That surprised her, too. He was
telling her that he had gotten so carried away with their lovemaking that he’d
forgotten his normal safeguards. “I wondered why you kept asking me how I
felt.”


“Now you know.” His hands maneuvered
their way higher up under her silk top to the bare skin of her back. “I want to
make love to you again, Hanna.” His eyes swept her figure in a wicked grin,
while his hands moved to caress her shoulder blades. Hers rose to curl around
his broad, linebacker shoulders. Nervously, her long, surgeon’s fingers flexed
into the soft, white cotton of his t-shirt.


“Nick....” She looked into his smoky
gray eyes, and wet her lips. “I’m kind of nervous about this. I mean I’m
not.... Well, I don’t have.... You know that you were the first, don’t you?”


One big tanned hand came away from her
back to caress her cheek. His thumb traveled over her moistened lower lip as he
gave her a curious chuckle. “Oh, sweetheart, I definitely know that I was the
first, and believe me, that blew my mind! But what about now? Am I encroaching
on someone else’s territory?” With that question, his eyes sobered and
narrowed. “Are you seeing anyone or involved with someone? Is it my brother?”
he demanded, his jaw clenched in a scowl.


She wanted to cry with joy, but she shook
her head and bit her lower lip anxiously. “No, no.” She uttered a nervous
little laugh. “I’m not involved with anyone, and I haven’t…you know…since you
left.” She felt her cheeks burn with intense embarrassment. For God’s sake,
she was a doctor! Why was this so difficult? “It’s just that I really know nothing
about making... well, having sex. I haven’t done it.... except that once… with
you.” Humiliated and furious with herself for stammering, she pressed her lips
together and ducked her head to hide the tears that had sprung to her eyes.
“This is so pathetic at my age! I’m not even on the pill.”


She so wanted to please this man that she’d
adored all her life. She was terrified of disappointing him. It was so risky to
open herself up this way.


“Oh, Hanna....” The amusement in his
voice didn’t help. She started to spin away from him, but he caught her in his
arms and pulled her tightly against his broad chest. “Honey, I’ve had lots of
experience, being a soldier. One nighters are full of that, but absolutely no
real intimacy. I want what we had three years ago.”


“That was a one nighter,” she reminded
him in a small shaky voice that was muffled against his t-shirt.


“That was genuine intimacy between two
people who actually gave a damn about one another,” he insisted. “I’ve never
had that before.” Lifting her head off his chest with one finger, he looked
down at her. “I’ll teach you whatever you want to learn.”


Oh lord! Seeing the intensity of the
desire in his eyes and hearing the husky timbre of his voice sent shivers of delight
through her. When his mouth curled into another one of his sexy, crooked grins,
it sealed it for her. She melted into his arms, unable to resist him a moment
longer.


“You excite me, sweet Hanna. Just be
yourself. It will be more than enough. And I brought protection, hoping this
would happen tonight.”


Then he lowered his head and took her
mouth in a kiss that was hot and sweet and deep. Her arms rose to twine around
the thick column of his neck. The kiss went on and on until he abruptly pulled
his tongue out of her mouth and licked her lips.


“All night…” he explained, taking a
nibble of her lower lip “…I’ve wanted to lick off that frosted pink lipstick
you’re wearing.” Stepping back, he swept his eyes over her. “I knew you’d be
wearing long-sleeved pajamas to bed, too.” He chuckled as he ran both hands
down her arms. “At least they aren’t flannel.”


They were a baby blue silk with
embroidered roses on them. “I was wondering what you wore to bed.”


“Just skivvies, as we call them in the
military.”


His fingers went to the first satin
covered button on her top. It slipped slowly from its button hole. After that,
he went to the second and third ones. When he finished slipping all her buttons
from their holes, he slid both his hands inside, to caress her shoulders, then
her upper back in slow sensuous strokes that left her aching for him to move
those skilled long-fingered hands to her exposed breasts.


“Can we make love now, Doctor? Are you
sure you’re sober enough to clearly consent?”


He was teasing her, and she wrinkled
her nose at him. “I wasn’t that drunk!”


“No?” He laughed and pulled her hand
to the opening in his boxer shorts, where his erection rose high and hard.
“Well, I’m that horny.”


Feeling a tremor rock her, Hanna
wrapped her fingers around the prominent evidence of his desire and squeezed
the hard thick length. “I can feel that,” she murmured. “So, stop talking and
do something about it, Colonel.”


Expelling a deep breath, he laughed.
“Finally!”


In one proficient move, Nick swept the
silk pajama top off her shoulders, exposing her to his instant assessment.
Hanna just as instantly moved her hands to cover her bare breasts. Had they
undressed each other like this before? No man had ever seen her naked, except
Nick, and that had been in the dark. She was immediately self-conscious.


He took her hands and gently set them
aside. “You’re too lovely to hide a thing.”


Oh, if he only knew how long she’d
been waiting to hear him say these kinds of things to her; to look at her the
way he was now― with heavily lidded passion glittering in his smoky eyes!


Nick reached out to caress her with
his fingertips, just a light brushing back and forth across her nipples. They
pebbled instantly. He used his knuckles and lightly rubbed the peaks, then
cupped each round globe in his palms, lifting them, then squeezing them
together gently.


“I’ve wanted to smother and die here,”
he groaned as he briefly pressed his face between them. “So butter soft.” He
kissed the tip of each breast. “So perfect and exquisite.”


“You’re making me blush, Colonel.”


His words of praise were interlaced
with kisses that left Hanna breathless and gasping. After lifting his head from
her, his thumbs and forefingers caught the peaks of her breasts and tenderly
rolled them, then pulled. The tugging sent a ribbon of pleasure all the way to
her pelvis. She felt the backs of her knees touch something, and was surprised
to find he’d backed her slowly toward her bed while he’d been undressing and
touching her.


He started to untie the drawstring to
her pajama bottoms, but she stopped him. She needed to touch his bare skin,
too; to feel him less clothed.


Her hands slipped under his t-shirt,
pushing it up the rippling sides of his torso. “You need to lose some clothing,
too.”


“Take off whatever you want.”


Taking him up on his offer, she pushed
the soft white cotton up over his head as he bent to accommodate her. When he
straightened again, the tips of her breasts brushed against the dark sprinkling
of hair on his chest.


Hanna shivered with delicious
pleasure, and Nick groaned as he tried to wrap her in his arms. Boldly, she
pressed her hand to the center of his chest to stop him. “Let me touch you—
feel you.”


He stood with his hands on her waist.
She lifted them away and placed them at his sides.


He groaned. “You’re going to make this
hard, aren’t you?”


“Harder,” she corrected with a wicked
laugh.


He muttered something under his breath
which she didn’t quite catch, but it didn’t really matter. She was completely
distracted by his body.


It was magnificent. Lifting her hands
to his torso, her fingertips began to chart every sculpted angle, curve, and
bulge. He was an anatomy class in living 3D detail.


He was a big man, tall and muscular,
but it was all efficient, well-honed muscle. His pectorals were remarkably
carved and defined, to the point of having a deep indentation down the middle
that disappeared into a flat, washboard stomach. His commanding shoulders were
rounded with muscle that flowed into chiseled biceps and strong, lightly haired
forearms. Even his elbows had muscle. Every part of his rock hard body exuded
strength and power. And it all rippled delightfully every time she caressed
him.


The soft pads of her fingertips
wandered all over him. Being new to the act of lovemaking, Hanna wondered if
his nipples were as sensitive as hers. She touched them experimentally, then
did what he’d done, and caught one between her thumb and forefinger. He sucked
in a sharp breath.


Emboldened, she took one in her mouth,
rolled it gently between her teeth, then circled it slowly with the tip of her
tongue, while she continued to torture the other with her fingertips. Nick
uttered a deep groan. Pleased, she slid her hands down his sides and slipped
them inside the waistband of his boxers. Her long fingers slid around to mold the
hard curve of his buttocks. Her nails dug in to grip him. Lord, he had the
firmest butt! Muscular, even there! She couldn’t resist rubbing herself against
him, making a little swivel motion with her hips. It was just too much fun to
have him all to herself like this. Her mouth continued to play with his flat
dark nipples, while her hands ran all over him.


Nick growled low in his throat and
pulled her hands away from him at last.


Hanna looked up, embarrassed. “Oh! I’m
sorry. I told you I wasn’t any good at this.”


He captured her chin between her thumb
and forefinger, his mouth quirked with amusement. “I like what you’re doing,”
he reassured her. “It’s just that I need....”


“What?” she asked eagerly, wanting
desperately to please him and not make a fool of herself.


“You— in that bed with me, soon.
You’re killing me with all this one-sided touching.”


“Oh.” She let out a breath of relief.
“Okay.”


Impatiently, his fingers worked the
bow on the drawstring of her pajamas free. Loosened, the silk bottoms slid down
her legs to the floor. She stepped out of them, completely naked. Before, when
they’d made love, they’d undressed each other in a rushed frenzy, then come
together under the bedcovers so eagerly and urgently, there hadn’t been time to
be aware of all this baring of flesh.


It made Hanna uneasy. She didn’t want
Nick to be disappointed with her. But he soon chased that concern away by
caressing her from shoulders to buttocks and back up again, murmuring to her
all the while how lovely she was. Eventually, he stepped out of his boxer
shorts. When Hanna saw how rampantly aroused he was, her entire body quickened
and quivered.


Gripping her hips now, he ground
himself against her, returning her earlier teasing. The slow circular motion
extracted a funny little whimper from her. It was glorious to be naked in each
other’s arms, and so much better than all the memories she held of their first
time. The real Nick was much better than her dreams. He was so big and warm and
hard all over!


And she loved the way he was kissing
her, invading her mouth with his tongue, ravishing her, tasting her, devouring
her. He was so good at it. He seemed to know instinctively what she liked. She
wondered if it was a natural gift, or if it was her. Whatever it was, she
reveled in it as she stood in the circle of his arms and let him kiss her for
long endless minutes.


Finally, uttering another deep throaty
growl, he pressed her backwards, onto her odd shaped bed. She scooted toward
the pillows, thinking he’d join her, but he gently grasped her ankles and
pulled her back to him until her legs were dangling over the bottom of the
mattress. Standing between her knees, he braced his arms on either side of her
and leaned over her body.


Hanna watched, trembling, as he began
kissing her body. The journey started at her breasts. He buried his face
between them. They were indeed ample enough to smother him.


Inhaling her scent, he sighed and
lifted his dark head to look up at her. “For three years, I’ve had fantasies of
you looking just like this— spread out naked before me so I could taste every
inch of you.”


His revelation made her blush hotly
and whisper his name. She reached for him, but he shook his head and gave her a
devilish grin. “I’m going to enjoy my fantasies first, pretty doctor.”


Her head fell back onto the mattress
as his mouth moved back to her breast and began to suck on a nipple. When he’d
had enough of one, he proceeded to the other. She felt the tug of pleasure all
the way to the pit of her stomach.


His tongue made a slow sweep from peak
to peak, between her breasts, then wandered between her ribs to her navel,
where it dipped inside to swirl erotically. All that was exquisite torture, but
when he reached her tummy, he took gentle sucking bites that made her breath
catch sharply. In response, his teeth raked her quivering flesh, making her
moan and curl her fingers into his dark hair. She expected him to go lower, but
he surprised her by straightening.


She pushed up on her elbows to stare
at him, flushed and trembling. “Nick?”


“Shhh....” He soothed her by rubbing
slow massaging circles over her well-kissed tummy. Then, surprising her, he
reached back for her leg, lifted it, and kissed the instep of her right foot.
With gentle bites, he nibbled his way to her ankle, then to her calf and the
back of her knee. Finally, his mouth traveled to the inside of her thigh and
slowly moved toward his goal. His breath was hot and moist against her skin.
His journey was painstakingly slow, and by the time he found the honey blonde
curls between her thighs, Hanna was completely undone.


Floating in a sea of desire, she was
certain every bone in her body had melted. She’d read about this, but never
imagined it could be so staggeringly wonderful. The part of her ever-curious
mind that was still functioning knew there was a term for what he was doing to
her. But the exploration of his mouth was more like an oral feasting. When he
lifted her bottom and dove more deeply into her, she nearly lost her mind.


One sensation after another tore
through her body, making her throb and tingle and spiral upwards until she was
writhing and squirming beneath his wicked tongue. Despite her glasses, her
vision blurred as she teetered on the edge of an jolting orgasm.


“Nick!”


Weak with building pleasure, she
pushed up on her elbows and looked down at him. She felt suspended on the edge
of a cliff. His big long-fingered hands looked so dark against her soft pale
skin. His thumbs were moving over the wet folds hidden by blonde curls,
caressing the ache, but not dispelling it.


He looked up at her, his expression
taut, passion defining every beloved feature, eyes dark and glazed. “Wait for
me, sweetheart,” he entreated as he crawled up between her legs and settled
over her. The moment his lower body touched hers, she arched beneath him, and
he groaned, “Mercy, I’m nearly there myself!”


Her long legs parted wider for him. He
didn’t need further invitation. His gaze locked with hers as he pushed into her
in one deep, penetrating plunge.


Hanna could feel how wet, hot, and
tight she was around him. Having only done this once, with him, three years
ago, she was so narrow, it was almost like the first time.


“Aw, Hanna!” His voice was hoarsely
drawn out across his heavy breathing. “Heaven help me! I want to go slow, make
it last, but you feel so amazing!”


There was a bar attached to the teak
ceiling, above the bed. It looked like a handicap bar. It had been there when
Lance had gotten the boat. Because it was brass, it had remained. Hanna had
always assumed it was there to help a person get out of bed since you couldn’t
exit from the sides, only from the foot. In a storm, when the boat was rocking
and pitching, she imagined it would really come in handy.


Nick showed her a different use for
it, though. Spotting it, he reached up and grabbed it with both hands, using it
to help himself penetrate her more deeply. It also assisted his balance as he
moved his hips back and forth in the age-old rhythm of lovemaking.


The sensation the position created was
beyond description. Hanna felt like she was coming apart at the seams with each
forceful thrust of his big body. Every nerve ending screamed with raw wild
need. It was so intense, it bordered on pain.


She watched him move, staring in
fascination at his body above her. With his hands gripping the bar, every arm
and chest muscle bulged with rippling power and imposing detail. His tanned
skin was slick with sweat, and his face intensely set, his dark storm-cloud
eyes locked on hers. He made such a striking visual image, it turned her on
just to look at him.


Her own body was glossy with sweat,
too, and her glasses slipped lower on her nose. They reminded her of how
ridiculous she must look― naked, wearing nothing but them.


She started to remove them, but Nick
stopped her. “Leave them on,” he insisted hoarsely. “I want you to see me
clearly when I come inside you.”


The intensity in his expression and
the raw desire in his voice vibrated inside her, swirling around her in a
maelstrom of passion. The rise of her impending climax had been delayed so long
by him, she was going crazy, ready to die for even a partial release.


Seeing her distress, he reached down
with his hand and rubbed the tight little bud that triggered her deliverance
from the storm. She cried out with abandoned delight, and he joined her within
seconds as her inner muscles contracted and throbbed around him. His satiny
skin broke out in goose bumps, and his whole body stiffened, actually getting
longer and harder inside of her as he exploded into her with a loud groan that was
more like a triumphant shout.


At the conclusion, depleted and
thoroughly sated, Hanna fell back onto the mattress in a series of aftershocks
that quivered through her sweat-damp body. A slight breeze through the open
porthole windows made her shiver. Nick collapsed over her, in a fall he caught
with both arms braced on either side of her. With a great sigh, he sank into
her softness, burying his face in her neck, resting there until his ragged
breathing stilled. As a blanket, his big body was all she needed to chase away
the chill.


With her arms around him, Hanna
pressed her lips to the center of his chest, which was wet with perspiration.
His heart was beating thunderously. She could feel hers beating just as hard.
Making love truly was taxing on the heart, she thought with a secret smile.


Eventually, he shifted his weight off
her, so that he was only partially lying on her. He was still inside her,
though, and Hanna hooked her arm around his hips to keep him buried there a
little longer.


“Aw, Hanna, that was more than I
remembered— much, much more!”


His gray eyes were locked with her
green ones as he lifted her hand and kissed each small knuckle. Turning it
over, he kissed her palm, marking it with the tip of his tongue in a mixture of
heat and tenderness that unraveled her all over again.


Thrilled by his admission, she lifted
her face to stare into his eyes. Eventually, he slipped out of her, limp and
drained.


Lying side by side, staring at one
another, they planted little kisses here and there, while their hands were busy
idly stroking the varied contours of each other’s bodies.


Hanna knew she was lost. Nick Kelly
could pop into her life once every three years until she was old and gray, and
she’d still want him like this. She was his, body and soul. Whatever he gave
her, she’d take. She was so crazy about him. Time and distance weren’t going to
diminish her feelings for him. She could never put him from her heart. Just
be as kind as possible, she prayed silently.


He threaded his long fingers through
the damp hair at her temple, smoothing it back from her face. Her glasses fell,
and he pushed them gently back up onto the bridge of her nose.


“Stupid, dumb glasses!” she grumbled.
“I wish I wasn’t so blind without them!” She hated wearing them naked! She
still thought she must look ridiculous.


Nick couldn’t seem to stop grinning.
“You wouldn’t be my Hanna without them.”


Her green eyes widened. He had just
called her his! Her heart skipped several beats.


He ruffled her hair and laughed. “You
just have no idea how beautiful you are, do you?” He planted a kiss on the tip
of her nose. “What am I going to have to do to convince you? Tell you every
single day?”


While she lay there absorbing that, he
rolled onto his back and sat up, then looked over his shoulder at her. “I’ll be
right back. Gotta dispose of this and get a new one.” He winked at her. “We’re
not done— unless you’re too sore.”


“No, no,” Hanna retorted quickly. “I’m
fine.”


He laughed, a deep rumbling, masculine
laugh that she heard all the way into the head where he went to dispose of his
used condom.


 


THE SUN HAD PROBABLY BEEN UP FOR A FEW
HOURS by the time Hanna and Nick opened their eyes the next morning. They were laying
in the big triangular bed, buried beneath the covers, front to back, Nick’s big
body curved to fit behind Hanna’s smaller, rounder one.


The porthole windows on either side of
the bed were open, letting in the cool salty air from the bay. The smells and
sounds of the harbor filled the little room. Nick’s body was warm and hard
behind Hanna’s. His arm was thrown over her waist, his fingers covering one
breast. Her buttocks were nestled against his groin, and she knew he was awake
when he started playing with her.


They had made love several times last
night. Hanna was indeed sore this morning, but it was nothing very painful,
nothing she’d wish away. It had been a glorious night, just the kind she’d been
waiting forever for with Nick Kelly. He’d certainly been a great instructor,
keeping to his promise to teach her whatever she wanted to learn, although she
imagined there was still much to discover.


“Are you awake, pretty doctor?” he
murmured against her neck, nuzzling aside her hair. “I think I need another examination.”


Laughing, she rolled onto her back,
then onto her side toward him, to give him a whimsical smile. “I don’t give
free examinations, you know.” With her fingertip, she tracked the planes and
contours of his marvelous body.


“I don’t make a lot of money,” he
replied. “I’m just a soldier.”


“Umm....” She thought about that for a
moment. “What could I charge you for another examination?”


“Breakfast and a shower?” he tried.


“That sounds like a good trade.” Her
hand stroked his whiskered cheek. He was so desirable, lying naked beside her
like this.


Her attention became ensnared with the
details of his body. It was beautiful, but he had scars all over it. Most of
them were faded, whitened tracings, evidence of a violent life and multiple
injuries. She traced them with her fingertips, then angled her body to give
each a tender kiss. The realization that they represented twenty years of close
calls with death made her shudder.


“I don’t want to know how you got each
one of these, do I?” 


“Probably not.”


She wound her arms around him and
squeezed him tight. “Oh, Nick, sometimes I lie awake at night, thinking about
what you’re doing in all those faraway places, and it scares me to death!”


He let her hold him, certain there was
nothing better in the whole world than having her care that much about him. He
had never felt as whole as he had last night, in her arms, inside her body.
This morning, he felt reborn, realigned. Life seemed to have a new focus, a
different perspective. It was one hell of a revelation, more than he had ever
expected to feel, and he knew he had expected to feel great after making love
to her again. But this.... Could he be falling in love with this woman who had
always been his closest friend and was rapidly becoming much more?


They lay that way, holding one
another, each lost in their own thoughts for a while, then eased into one
another one last time before finally deciding to get up, shower, and eat.


The shower in the head was barely big
enough for one, let alone two. But on a sloop this size, there wasn’t that much
hot water, so they had to share it. Front to back, they had to squeeze into the
narrow stall together. But it was fun to soap and rinse and caress each other
until the water ran cold and chased them out.


Nick was toweling himself dry when he
heard his name being called out from up on deck. Recognizing Kurt’s voice, he
wrapped the towel around his waist, and climbed the stairs to stick his head
out through the cabin door.


“Hey, buddy,” he greeted the FBI agent.
“What’s up?”


“I’ve got a big file here for you—
copies of the photos Hanna and I took the other night, a copy of the one Seth
Haru got of Li Chen, and his notes on what he’s found out about all the parties
involved. I‘ve also included the name of the freighter’s owners. When seen as a
whole, it’s really interesting.”


Nick stuck his arm out and took the
large thick envelope from his friend. “Thanks, Kurt. When I get home, I’ll look
over all this and see if my bugs have picked up anything else while I’ve been
gone. If there’s anything interesting on the recordings, I’ll call you.
Otherwise, I’ll be in touch as soon as I have any new info.”


“You and Hanna managing okay?” Kurt
glanced down at Nick’s partially clad body.


He grinned. “We’re going to spend the
day sailing the Sound before we head home.” He ducked inside the cabin, then
popped back out with the pair of sandals Hanna had handed him. “Return these to
Trisha, will you? Hanna says thanks.”


Kurt gave Nick a salute, and grinned
broadly. “Have fun, bud. ‘Bout time you found a great woman. Call me.”


Nick laughed and waved to his friend.
“Will do.”
















 


CHAPTER
17


 


AFTER KURT LEFT, Nick went to the
galley and started breakfast. By the time Hanna finished in the bathroom Nick
had reassembled the dining table. They sat across from one another for
breakfast in nothing but their bath towels.


“I didn’t know you were such a good
cook,” she complimented him after the final bite.


“Hey, as long as it can be cooked in a
fry pan, I can manage it.”


“So, shall we get underway? “They had
all day to themselves, but Hanna wondered if he had something else in mind.


Nick turned to her and hooked two
fingers into the place between her breasts where her towel was tucked. “Sure, we
can set sail, if you like,” he said, then winked. “We can always drop anchor if
we want a break.”


“A break, huh?” Hanna inhaled as his
fingertip traced the upper swell of her breasts.


He slid his hand to the back of her
neck. “I didn’t bring a bathing suit or even shorts.” He drew her close to meet
his lips. They feathered across hers hungrily.


Hanna managed a crooked smile. “I can
remedy that.”


When he finally let her come up for
air, she gave him a last kiss, then went into her bedroom. On her return, she
handed him a pair of thigh-length swim trunks. “I think this will fit you. It
belongs to Lance, but you’re both built pretty much alike.”


Nick took the trunks from her with a
frown. “Why does Lance keep a bathing suit on your boat?”


Hanna gave him a shrug. “He goes
sailing with me sometimes. He loves this boat, too.”


“And how do you know he’s built pretty
much like me?”


“I have eyes, and I’ve known both of
you since we were kids. Geez, Nick what’s the problem?”


“I’m just curious about you and Lance,
that’s all.”


Bemused, she stared at him. “He’s my
friend, just like you are.”


“Just like I am?”


“Well, maybe not just like you
anymore.” Wondering about his comments, she headed back to the bedroom to
change into her own swimsuit.


Nick was up on deck, getting the boat
ready to depart when she emerged from the cabin. He had put on his brother’s
swim trunks, and was shirtless. His back was to her as he bent to untie the
anchor rope from the cleats on the pier. The play of muscles across his
shoulders and arms was totally mesmerizing. She had trouble dragging her eyes
away from him. Then she realized that she didn’t have to. He was hers all day
long.


When he saw her, he jumped down into
the cockpit to join her. Like her, he was wearing sunglasses, but she could
tell he was giving her scantily clad figure a thorough once over. She was
wearing a tiny little yellow bikini, with a sheer chiffon sarong knotted around
her hips.


She’d bought the bathing suit last
summer on a whim, but she’d never worn it. It covered so little. Except Nick
had seen all of her last night, so she’d thought she’d feel comfortable wearing
it in front of him. Beneath his prolonged assessment, though, she felt
very…well... hot and bothered!


He pushed his sunglasses up, and, to
her surprise, he was glaring at her. “Have you worn that for Lance?”


He sounded jealous. How silly! She
gave him a little disbelieving laugh. “No, I’ve never worn it at all, until
today. It’s a little daring for me.”


To her relief, his handsome face eased
into a smile. “You can wear it for me— but only for me.”


“Okay.”


“So?” he proceeded. “Who’s sailing her
today— you or me?”


“You.” Smiling, she motioned to the
big wheel in front of her. “I want you to see how she handles and tell me what
you think of her.” His opinion of her sailboat was important to her.


He took the wheel, started the engine,
and steered the sloop out of the marina at a ‘no wake’ speed. They followed the
shoreline past Magnolia Park, the area where Kurt and Trisha lived, then up
towards West Point and the Coast Guard lighthouse.


At that point, Hanna took over the
navigation, while Nick went to the single mast and raised the fore and aft
sails. Once he adjusted the rigging to his satisfaction, he came back to the
cockpit and took back the wheel. Hanna moved to the padded seat that wrapped
around the low interior wall of the cockpit. He looked really good at the helm
of her boat. Like all of them, he was a natural sailor, thoroughly at home on
and in the water.


Between Bainbridge Island and
Shilshole Bay, the wind caught their sails and sent the sloop into a run. The
sails became giant pockets filled with the afternoon breeze. This was one of
Hanna’s favorite positions on the water— running, racing with the wind,
propelled at a breakneck speed into a vast, blue, white-capped vista. Her
Emerald Mermaid cut through the water like a knife through butter.


Her delighted laughter captured Nick’s
attention. The wind was blowing her blonde hair back from her upturned face,
and she was breathtaking. He felt his heartbeat quicken.


“Come stand in front of me,” he called
out to her over the sound of the flapping sails and rushing water. When she
did, he hooked an arm around her bare midriff and tucked her close. Once she
was settled, he put both hands back on the steering wheel, enclosing her in the
open circle of his arms.


The wind stayed with them up through
the Puget Sound passage. Since it was the weekend, there were lots of other
sailboats on the water. They also passed several large ferries traveling back
and forth between Seattle and Victoria, British Columbia. All of them were
loaded with people and vehicles.


At the lower end of Whidbey Island,
they turned to head west, so the sails had to be adjusted and angled to accord
with the wind. Once again, Nick climbed out of the cockpit, while Hanna took
over the steering. Sure-footed, he made his way to the sail to trim it.


In order to catch the wind in their
new direction, he had to do a maneuver called jibing. The process involved
trimming the sail until the wind was just about ready to catch the leech and
swing the boom around. As the boat was turned, so that its stern passed through
the wind’s eye, the sail snapped over to the desired side.


Jibing was a maneuver to be mastered
carefully and slowly, so that the boom didn’t come around too quickly and swing
out of control. It had to be attempted with caution, and it took an experienced
sailor to do it properly. Nick handled it expertly and efficiently.


By the time he came back to her, they
were into Admiralty Inlet, and coming up on Useless Bay. Eventually, the wind
subsided and their sail was more leisurely, more peaceful as they threaded
their way through the inlet, toward Port George.


Having resumed their previous
positions at the wheel, Hanna leaned back into Nick’s muscled body, letting her
head fall back onto the pad of his shoulder. His tall, hard body fit her
shorter, curvier one perfectly at the hips, and he hooked an arm around her bare
waist to pull her even more closely against him so that her butt was snuggled
right up against his groin. With a quick tug, he untied the lower string to her
bikini top.


His large sun-warmed hand slipped
beneath her loosened bra. Long fingers molded her soft round flesh, making her
shiver. Against her bottom, she felt his very male reaction.


With one hand still firmly on the
steering wheel, he let the other slide lower until it encountered its new goal;
the expanse of bare skin just below her navel. Nuzzling her neck, he deftly
slipped his hand inside the panties of her swimsuit. His teeth raked lightly
over her skin, then took a gentle growling bite.


“Nick…” Her voice was laced with
drugging desire.


“Shall we drop anchor?” His breathing
was husky and as breathless as hers had been. He was also extremely aroused. 


She loved the feel of his sun-warmed
body against hers. “We’re almost home.”


Nick chuckled. “You’re right. We’ll
wait. Here, take the wheel.”


When she moved into position, he
stepped behind her to retie the strings of her top.


By the time they reached Mynard Harbor
Marina, where Hanna rented a year round slip for her sailboat, it was late
afternoon.


“It was such a nice weekend,” Hanna
told him as he maneuvered the sloop into its slot.


Before she could climb out of the
cockpit, Nick pulled her into his arms. “It was a great weekend,” he corrected
her with a kiss. “I love your Emerald Mermaid. You’re right. She sails like a
dream. Part of me is glad Lance restored her for you.”


“Part of you?”


“The other part wishes I had given
this to you instead. It’s obvious you love her.”


She smiled up at him, touched, wishing
she had the courage to tell him she loved him even more than her sailboat. “I’m
going below to change. Would you mind tying her up?”


“I’d love to.” He winked at her. “But
don’t change just yet. Wait for me.”


She was sitting on the edge of her bed
in her bikini when he joined her a few minutes later. Her shy smile welcomed
him as they fell into each other’s arms and back onto the bed.


 


“HANNA!” NICK CAME BARRELING through
the back door of the McHenry house late the next morning, shouting for her.


At the kitchen table, Colleen’s white
head snapped up. “She’s upstairs, still sleeping. I believe you wore her out
over the weekend.” The older woman laughed at his startled look. “What’s so
urgent?”


“I’ve got some news about Lance. Mom
is coming over shortly.” He was carrying a small tape recorder that he set down
on the counter top and plugged in. “Snag Christine. I’ll be right back.” Not
waiting for a response, he ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time.


Colleen shook her head. He might be a
grown man, but some things never changed, she thought, remembering how many
times he’d come into her house as a boy, shouting for Dylan or Hanna in just
the same way, then bounding up the stairs after one or the other. And she had
to laugh at that startled look he’d shot her when she had mentioned his
weekend. Did he and her granddaughter think she was too old to guess what had
happened between them? Hanna had been as radiant as she had been suntanned last
night when she’d gotten home. It was about time, Colleen McHenry figured. Her
beloved granddaughter had waited long enough for Nicholas Kelly!


Hanna wasn’t in bed when Nick rushed
into her room, calling out her name. She was in the adjoining bathroom, in the
bathtub, playing with her niece, soaking some of the stiffness and soreness
from a body that wasn’t used to the some of the exercise it had done over the
weekend.


“I’ll be right out,” she called out to
the man on the other side of the bathroom door, who, a second later, burst through
the closed door anyway.


“Nick!”


She and Katie were taking a bubble
bath together while Christine did her laundry. The baby was cooing and
laughing, in spite of Hanna’s shriek of surprise. When Nick invaded, she
immediately clutched the infant close to her chest. “Nick,” she repeated, “for
heaven’s sake, get out of here!”


He stared at her, holding the tiny
girl. Her hair was steam curled and wet, her face radiant and flushed, and her
bare breasts were peeking above the frothy bubbles in all their rosy pink
roundness. Spellbound, he forgot what he’d come in for.


Damn! He’d held her naked in his arms
just yesterday; seen all of her, had all of her. The sight of her in a bathtub
full of bubbles, clutching a baby to her naked breasts shouldn’t have the power
to disturb him so profoundly. But it did, and he realized, with a sudden jolt,
that he wanted what he saw before him— her, a baby, a family.


He dropped into a squat beside the tub
and curled his hand behind Hanna’s head to capture her mouth in a wet steamy
kiss that expressed just how much he wanted her.


Katie issued a little cry of distress
and slapped at his shirt with tiny wet hands. He released Hanna slowly,
ruefully, and she handed him the wiggling baby.


“Why don’t you dry her off and put a
diaper on her for me? I’ll get out.”


He cradled the wet infant over one
broad shoulder, dampening his Marine logo t-shirt as he wordlessly watched
Hanna rise out of the tub full of water. Bubbles slid slowly down her
shimmering body, gliding over every naked peak and hollow. He sucked in a
breath.


Hanna waved him away impatiently.
“Go!” She tossed a towel at him for Katie. “What if someone comes in here and
finds us like this, for heaven’s sake?!”


He decided it was probably best to go
because if he remained much longer, baby or no baby, he was going to have to
drag the woman before him back into his arms.


In the bedroom, he dried Katie and
laid her on Hanna’s unmade bed. He spotted a disposable diaper, then picked up
the baby’s bottom, like he’d seen on the television commercials, and slipped
the diaper underneath. Pleased with himself, he managed to figure out that the
two halves of the diaper came together at the sides, but where were the safety
pins?


Katie was remarkably patient with the
big man before her. She cooed at him. He smiled at her. She looked like she
smiled back, a gurgling baby smile. Staring at her precious little image, he felt
a wave of sadness sweep over him as he was reminded of the fact that Katie
would never know her father.


He picked her up, one big hand
cradling her half-diapered bottom. Hugging her to his chest, he kissed the top
of her downy soft head. She smelled incredible, like nothing he’d ever smelled
before.


“Your daddy was a good man— the best,”
he murmured into her wisps of dark, curly hair. “He was my friend, and I know
he loved you a whole bunch, little lady. Life doesn’t always deal us a fair
hand, angel, but I’ll come running if you ever need anything.” And damn it, he
was going to get the guys who killed Dylan!


That was the picture Hanna walked in
on when she entered her bedroom, wrapped in her damp terry robe. She heard what
Nick said to the baby. It brought tears to her eyes. Silently, she went over to
them and put her arms around them both. Her brother’s death was such a terrible
tragedy, especially when viewed through the loss it meant for his daughter.


Katie let them both know when she’d
had enough hugging. She uttered a little series of distress cries, then her
diaper fell.


Hanna stepped back and saw it on the
floor. Nick lifted one broad shoulder in a helpless shrug. “I couldn’t find the
safety pins.”


Hanna took the baby and set her back
down on the bed. “Come here,” she said over her shoulder to him. “Let me show
you how this is done.” She pulled apart the sticky tabs on the sides of the
diaper. “See. No pins needed. They’re kind of built in.” She turned to smile at
him as she picked the baby back up. “Now you can add one more skill to your
extensive training, Colonel Kelly. Diapering 101.”


Nick followed her across the hallway,
into Katie’s and Christina’s room. “You look good with her, Hanna. Have you
ever thought about having a baby?”


At the changing table, she laid Katie
down and pulled open a drawer below to select some clothes for her. Surprised
by his question, she turned to him as he came closer. “Have you?”


“No.”


“Neither have I, then.” Slipping a
tiny shirt on Katie, she saw him frown, as if he hadn’t expected her response.
“Why were you looking for me? It must have been important, the way you came
charging into the bathroom.” Hurt and anger gave her words an edge.


“You know, I lied.”


She couldn’t imagine what he was
talking about now. She stared at him, vexed.


“I have thought about having a
family,” he explained as she slipped a pair of tiny shorts on Katie. “I mean,
I’m not getting any younger, and most men my age have a wife and kids by now,
even my fellow teammates in recon. I’ve begun to think I’m missing something.”


When Katie was dressed, Hanna turned
her full attention on Nick. “Missing something, huh? You mean the Marine Corps
doesn’t fulfill your every need?” She was mocking him, being sarcastic. She’d
always been half jealous of his love for the Corps.


“No, it doesn’t fulfill every need,
though I know it tries to make you believe it does.”


“Oh my! You mean that you’re not
completely brainwashed after twenty years?”


At that, she marched out of
Christine’s room, dressed in her bath robe, holding Katie over her shoulder.
Nick followed. The baby was too young to understand his confused expression,
but her vision was fixed on him nevertheless. He thought Katie might be
commiserating with him, the way she was smiling at him. He had no idea, though,
what had set Hanna off.


He followed her into the kitchen.
Colleen, his mom, and Christine were seated around the kitchen table, drinking
coffee, apparently waiting for him. He heard Christopher in the den watching
television.


Hanna plopped down in a chair and
bounced the baby on her knee. “We just gave Uncle Nick a lesson in diapering,”
she told the three women at the table. “Katie was very cooperative. She didn’t
even pee on him when he couldn’t figure out how to keep her diaper on.” Hanna
rolled her eyes and tossed him an impertinent smile. “He was looking for pins.”
She did try not to laugh— for about five seconds before it simply burst forth
from her.


Nick failed to see the humor. “Real
funny! At least I tried.”


“So, now he thinks he’s qualified for
fatherhood!”


Colleen, Jessie, and Christine all
stared at the two of them quizzically. Despite her laughter, Hanna seemed
irritated, and Nick looked clearly annoyed with her.


“Nicholas,” Colleen interjected. “What
did you want us all here for? I gather you have something to tell us.”


“Yeah, I do, actually.” He shot Hanna
one last disgruntled glance, then went over to the small recorder on the
kitchen counter. “My phone taps picked this up over the weekend, while we were
in Seattle. I’m just going to replay it for you and let you listen. It’s a
phone conversation between Yancy Masters and a man named Li Chen.”


For his mother’s benefit, he explained
who Li Chen was. Jessie paled, clearly distressed by the information that Nick
had killed the man’s brother in a drug raid in Indonesia.


He pushed the play button on the
recorder, then sat down next to Hanna and Katie, who was now in her baby
carrier, being rocked to sleep. The recording began with Yancy greeting Li
Chen.


The drug lord wasn’t too happy to hear
from the bar owner. “I don’t like phone conversations, Mr. Masters,”
Chen told him. “They can be taped and traced. You have other ways of
reaching me.”


“This time it can’t be helped,” Yancy snapped. “I have a big
problem with your last shipment. It was two containers short of what I paid
for.”


“It was as you ordered, no more, no
less.” It was a
crisp, unemotional reply. 


Yancy’s angry voice played next. “It
was not as I ordered or, may I remind you, paid for!”


“Are you calling me a liar, Mr.
Masters?”


“Are you calling me one, Mr. Chen?”


“Since neither of us seems to be
liars, I suggest it may have been someone else who was responsible for the loss
of the two of the containers sent to you,” Li Chen suggested quite rationally and coolly.


Hanna looked over at Nick. They were
the only two people who apparently knew he had the containers the two drug
merchants were talking about.


“It wasn’t one of my men. I sent my
best and most trusted to pick up the shipment,” Yancy informed him.


“The same here,” Li Chen countered sharply. “I am
told, though, that two of your men were the fools who tried to make a pick-up
while it was still daylight and got caught by that provincial policeman. It is
a good thing our friends there were able to develop other reasons for the
unfortunate man’s death.”


Christine gasped as she understood whom
that provincial policeman was that they were discussing. Colleen reached over
and caught her hand.


“As long as we’re talking about
stupidity,” Yancy
ventured irritably, “I’d like to know why it was necessary to seize and
detain Colonel Kelly’s brother.”


A collective feminine gasp circled the
table. Hanna immediately looked to Jessie and saw her eyes fill with tears.
Hopefully, she had found some solace. These two men had just confirmed that
Lance was indeed alive. It was news they had all hoped and prayed for. Now they
had to find out where he was being held.


“Certainly, Mr. Masters, you are not
calling me stupid or questioning my actions, are you?” Li Chen’s voice was quietly chilling.


“Not if you weren’t the one who nabbed
Lance Kelly,” came
the instant reply.


“My men did so on my orders, so yes, I
was responsible for his nabbing, as you call it.”


“Why didn’t you just leave him alone?
He had no evidence of anything, did he?” Yancy paused to wait for a response. When there was
none, he continued. “His brother is a Colonel in the United States Marine
Corps, and he’s home, investigating Lance’s disappearance, as well as the death
of his friend, Officer Dylan Wallace. This guy is Special Forces. You don’t
want him breathing down your neck, and we sure as hell don’t need him fucking
up our operations.”


There was a protracted silence before
Li Chen spoke again. “This conversation is over, Mr. Masters. Contacting me
in this manner is utter foolishness. We will continue this matter at our usual
location, tomorrow afternoon. Three o’clock.”


That was the end of the conversation.
For a few moments, the kitchen was absolutely silent.


“Nick!” Jessie finally exclaimed.
“Lance is alive!” She stared across the table at him, her eyes still shimmering
with tears. “But where? And for how long? It’s been a month already. Why would
this Li Chen hold him that long?”


“I’ve been giving that some thought,”
he contemplated aloud. “I think Li Chen is waiting for me to come for Lance.
The Triad is big on revenge. He won’t do anything to Lance until I show up.”


“Oh my God!” Jessie lost what little
color she still possessed.


“I’m sorry, Mom.” Nick reached for her
hand across the table. “But you have a right to know what I think Lance’s
disappearance is all about.”


“Are you sure?”


“Pretty sure. It’s the only thing that
makes sense.”


Jessie got up slowly from the table
and headed toward the back door. “I need to go home.”


Nick intercepted her and put an arm
around her shoulders. “I will bring Lance home, Mom.”


She looked up at him worriedly. “But
will you be all right, too?”


“I’ll certainly do my best.”


“Oh, Nick! What a nightmare!” Leaning against
him, Jessie left with her oldest son, and the two headed across the yard to her
house.


When Nick returned an hour later to
talk to Hanna, Colleen told him she had gone jogging along the beach. After
seeing how upset his mother was and comforting her, he decided he could use a
good run, too. Conveniently dressed in the appropriate clothes, he headed for
the beach.


The sun was out in its full summer
brilliance, and there was a cool breeze blowing from the northwest, across the
strait. He could smell the sea salt on the wind. No matter where he was in the
world, the scent of the sea always reminded him of home.


At the McHenry dock, he looked around for
Hanna. Finally, he decided to run north, toward McHenry Point. Ten minutes into
his run, he spotted her, sitting cross-legged on a big smooth rock by the
water.


When he jogged up to her, he noticed
she looked like she had run hard and fast. “Mind if I join you on your rock? I
brought a bottle of water.”


She took a long drink, then handed the
bottle back and scooted over to make room for him, drawing her knees up and
wrapping her arms around them.


Nick drank more slowly. Neither of
them spoke as they looked out across the water. He could tell Hanna was
troubled by the news of his brother. It was such a mixture of good and bad. He
sat beside her and decided to wait until she had something to say.


It took her about five minutes. “Did
you have any idea this Li Chen was holding your brother?”


“Once I heard he was in the region, it
crossed my mind that he might have had something to do with Lance’s
disappearance.”


She turned to him. “If this Li Chen
wants revenge because you killed his brother, why hasn’t he killed Lance? Why
is he simply holding him?”


“I imagine he’s waiting for me.”


“He wants you?”


“He’ll want both of us.”


“Oh, God!” Hanna dropped her head onto
her kneecaps. Nick slid an arm around her, and she turned her head sideways to
peer over at him. “Neither Li Chen nor Yancy Masters seem to know you have
those two containers of heroin. Since you didn’t tell Kurt or those DEA agents,
either, what are you going to do with them?”


“Hang on to them for a while,” he
replied. “Rattle their cages a little. Turn one against the other possibly.
Maybe use them in a trade for Lance.”


“This is going to be dangerous, isn’t
it?”


“Dealing with drug cartels like the
Triad or the Columbians is always dangerous, but I’ve dealt with them before.”


She studied his calm determined
expression. “Are you going to get help from the FBI and the DEA?”


“Quietly and unofficially, yes. It’s
too risky for Lance if I call in a lot of visible assistance. I’m going to find
out where he’s being held, then use Kurt and his connections when it’s time to
take Chen and his operation down. First, I’ll get Lance out, though.”


Hanna didn’t like the solitary sound
of his plans. “I’m still going to help you.”


“Not for this stage of the mission.” His
response was swift and firm. “The Triad is much too dangerous for a civilian. I
can’t be distracted by you, either.”


That hurt. It also made her angry.
“Distracted? Is that what I’ve been to you? A distraction? A diversion?”


He swiveled his long body around on
the rock to face her. “No, not the way I know you mean it,” he countered. “It’s
just that once I get close to the target, I can’t worry about your safety.”


She pushed off the rock and glared at
him. “Well, to hell with you then!”


He hopped down and reached for her.
“Hanna....”


She whirled out of his reach as he
came after her. “I’m already deeply involved! You aren’t going to exclude me
now, or tell me to sit home and wait like a good little girl. I want to find
Lance as much as you do. He wouldn’t have gotten abducted if I’d gone diving
with him.”


“Then you both would have ended up
enjoying Li Chen’s hospitality,” he responded angrily.


She refused to entertain that
possibility. “I want to go with you to find Lance.” With her hands on her hips,
she stood her ground, staring at him determinedly.


Nick was reminded of how stubborn she
had often become, as a girl, trying to hold her own with three older boys. She
could be tenacious when she wanted to be, and she looked like she was digging
those lovely feet of hers in now.


“You’re more than capable of keeping
us both safe,” she said to him. “And I won’t be useless. I can watch your back.
Remember that time we all went backpacking up behind Hurricane Ridge? When we
came across that big brown bear that looked like a grizzly? You guys all
thought it was funny to make me carry the rifle. But I saved your hides when
that bear came after you, and I scared it off with several shots. In fact I
nearly hit it.”


Nick grinned, recalling the incident.
She’d been thirteen, and he’d had no idea she had known how to shoot the rifle
they’d made her carry as a joke. But she was right. She had literally saved
their hides when they had come upon that bear suddenly.


“I know you’re capable of a lot of
things, Hanna,” he said, stepping close enough to gently take her by both arms.
“But these guys in the drug trade, in the Triad, are much more dangerous than
any bear. They’re cold-blooded killers. They wouldn’t care that you were a
woman, either.”


“Are you going to find out where Yancy
is meeting Li Chen tomorrow and follow him?”


“Yes. I’m going to stick like glue to
Yancy tomorrow, only invisible glue.”


“I can be invisible, too. I want to
see what this Li Chen looks like.”


“No, you don’t,” he argued. “You won’t
be going.”


His tone was as uncompromising and
adamant as his handsome face. Hanna wanted to hit him, she was so angry that he
was now excluding her. But she also knew she wasn’t going to win this argument,
not with words anyway. In the past, when the boys had tried to prevent her from
participating, she had learned other ways to get around their obstinacy. She
hadn’t taken two weeks off of work to sit home uselessly, while Nick took all
the risks to find his brother. Lance had tried to help her clear Dylan’s name
and find his murderer, and he’d spent four weeks in captivity paying for that
assistance. She owed him her help. And, damn Nick, she would not be a
distraction! She could take care of herself.


Angry energy coursed through her. She
turned to Nick and challenged him to a race home, then tore off before he could
reply. Down the beach and up the narrow trail, she ran full speed through the
tall sand grass, jumping over some of the rocks, dodging others, then doing the
same through her grandmother’s fruit trees. Taking a short-cut she knew he
didn’t know, she beat him to the house.


At her grandmother’s back porch, she
turned to taunt him as he ran up the steps half a minute behind her. “You’re
out of shape, old man!” she called out to him. “I beat you!”


“The hell if I am! You cheated.”


“What a complainer, big tough Marine.
Face it, you got beat!” Laughing at him, she swung back around, pulled open the
door, and slammed it on him just as he stepped up onto the porch.


“Damn it, Hanna! You’re being
unreasonable!” His voice growled with anger at the closed door, but he didn’t
try to pursue her inside.


Petulantly, from her second floor
bedroom window, Hanna watched him as he headed to his mother’s house through
the trees. When she emerged from a shower twenty minutes later, Christine was
waiting for her, sitting in the center of her bed, holding up a bag from a
local lingerie store in Port George.


“I see you went shopping,” Hanna
commented. “What did you buy?”


Christine smiled mischievously.
“Nothing for myself. I got a couple of things for you, though.”


Hanna laughed. “For me? I don’t need
any lingerie.”


“You most certainly do,” the petite
dark haired woman responded. “You have the most utilitarian underwear I have
ever seen.” Hanna raised an eyebrow at Christine, and the woman shrugged. “I’m
sorry. I went through your drawers to see what you had and needed.”


“It’s not my birthday.”


“No, but you can’t catch a husband and
convince him you have more to offer him than the Marine Corps, if you don’t
have some sexy lingerie.”


Christine pulled the first item out of
her bag. It was a black lace demi bra that looked as if it would push up her
breasts and make them look larger. Then she held up the matching black silk and
lace panties, which were equally as sinful.


Hanna rolled her eyes, and yet it was
a beautiful set. It wasn’t too hard to imagine Nick’s or any man’s reaction to
such provocative underclothes.


Next, Christine took out a sleep set.
The camisole was sheer ivory silk, edged in baby pink roses and delicate lace. The
bottoms were short lace-edged boxer shorts. She’d never worn anything like it
to bed. Her attire usually consisted of pajamas or a long tee. Nothing too sexy
about either one, just utilitarian, like her sister-in-law had said.


“So, do you like them?” Christine
asked hopefully.


“Yes. They’re beautiful,” Hanna had to
admit. “But at least let me pay you back for them.”


Christine shook her head. “No. They’re
my gift. Call them early birthday presents. You need them more now than you
will when your birthday rolls around next year. By then, you’ll be married and
living in San Diego with a handsome colonel.”


“Yeah, right.”


“You’ve slept with him, haven’t you?”


Hanna fidgeted, then nodded. “Yes,” she
admitted quietly. “Three years ago, then over the weekend again.” She dropped
her eyes and felt the need to tell Christine how important the man was to her.
“Nick was my first and only lover.”


“Wow! That’s romantic.” Christine
looked dreamy-eyed. “I just knew the two of you must have gotten together
physically this past weekend. You both seemed... well... different today.”


“Yeah, we’ve been irritating the heck
out of each other.”


“Well, of course,” Christine said,
waving that away as if it was unimportant. “The two of you are just so right
for one another. I can see that you’re soul mates.”


Hanna wasn’t so sure about that. “Nick
Kelly’s soul mate is the Marine Corps.”


“No way,” Christine argued happily.
“He looks at you like he wants you as close as he can get you.”


“Ha!” Hanna countered. “He just told
me I couldn’t go with him anymore to look for Lance. He said I was a
distraction.”


“Well, of course you are. That’s
great!” Christine gave her a sly smile. “But then you’re going anyway, right?”


“I sure am!” 


“Well, be sure you pack these things
the next time you go anywhere overnight,” her sister-in-law advised her, giving
her the handful of black lace and ivory silk. “That way, if he does get mad at
you, you can distract him out of it.”


Hanna shook her head skeptically, but
silently thought Christine’s suggestion just might work, especially if he
caught her following him tomorrow.
















 


CHAPTER
18


 


THE NOON FERRY TO VICTORIA, CANADA
from Port Angeles, Washington was nearly ready to depart by the time Hanna
parked her car and rushed up to the ticket booth. She had no intention of
taking her car onboard the ferry. Once she got to Victoria, she’d follow Nick
in a taxi. She had failed at following him earlier. Her surveillance skills had
been no match for his. She’d lost him early this morning.


If it hadn’t been for him calling his
mother to tell her that he was taking his motorcycle on the noon ferry from
Port Angeles to Victoria, she wouldn’t have known where he was. But she’d
gotten a lucky break when Jessie had told Colleen and Christine had overheard
them, and then told her.


Now that she’d found him, she didn’t
intend to lose him again. Luckily it was a weekday. On a weekend, during the
busy summer tourist season, getting a ticket so close to departure would have
been impossible.


She entered the ferry from below,
where the vehicles were parked. She spotted Nick’s heavily chromed Harley much
farther back from Yancy’s flashy Cadillac. Luckily, neither man was anywhere in
sight.


This ferry had three levels. Hanna
wasn’t sure how wise it was to go up on deck, but she figured she’d be okay as
long as she was careful.


On the second level, she looked around
carefully, took a deep breath of the salty ocean air, and flipped up the hood
to her hunter-green, GoreTex sailing jacket. It was a cloudy day, threatening
to rain. It was also cold and windy for mid-June. She was wearing pale blue
jeans, boots, and a navy blue turtleneck under her jacket. All in all, dressing
warmly provided something of a disguise. She was sure Nick hadn’t seen her hooded
jacket before, so hopefully he wouldn’t recognize her. She’d also brought her backpack,
with a few overnight things, just in case, and her cell phone, which was turned
off for the moment, in case it rang and gave her away.


She decided to brave getting an
espresso from the second level lounge, but before she entered, she made sure
Nick and Yancy weren’t inside. Once she was outside on deck again, she made a
careful circuit of the second level to assure herself that the two men weren’t
ahead of her or behind her, or inside, looking out through one of the big dark
tinted viewing windows.


Feeling braver and more confident, she
decided to go upstairs, to deck three. It was the highest point passengers were
allowed. She traveled one side of the deck slowly, sipping her coffee as she
went, searching the promenade and peering into the uppermost lounge windows as
she proceeded.


At the end of the walkway, she finally
spotted Yancy, standing at the railing of the foredeck, staring out across the
Strait of Juan de Fuca. Immediately, she wondered where Nick was. He had to
have Yancy in his sight.


Oh boy, she must have missed
something!


She spun around, intending to get out
of such a visible vulnerable spot, and bumped right into Nick. She hadn’t even
heard him approach!


Her eyes traveled up his tall imposing
figure. He was dressed like she was, in faded blue jeans, a black knit shirt,
and his brown leather bomber jacket. When her gaze reached his darkly tanned
face, she winced at the glint of anger she saw in his heavily lashed, hooded,
gray eyes. There wasn’t much she could say. She’d been caught. She had proved
to be a lousy spy, after all.


“We better get the hell out of the
open, before Yancy spots you,” he said with disgust as he took her by her elbow
and steered her inside, to the third level lounge, causing her coffee to slosh
over the top.


There was an alcove under an inner
stairway where he had apparently been standing. The concealed location gave him
an excellent position from which to observe everyone all around him without
being detectable.


After guiding her to his hiding spot,
he cornered her under the stairwell with his big body. She’d never felt their
difference in size as much as she did at that moment.


“So, are you going to send me back on
the next ferry when we get to Victoria?”


Nick laughed derisively, not
particularly surprised to see her. He’d guessed she’d follow him. He just
hadn’t expected her to find him. “You wouldn’t go if I did try to put you on
the next ferry back to Port Angeles,” he stated. “Did you bring your car?”


She shook her head no. “I left it in
Port Angeles. Do you have an extra helmet for me?”


“Of course.” She smiled. He didn’t. He
still had her trapped into the corner. He wasn’t ready to let her move away
from him yet. “How did you find out where I was?”


“Christine overheard your mother tell
Colleen.”


Nick ran five fingers through his hair
and cursed under his breath. “Good thing I’m not up against you women when I
really want to keep something secret. I don’t think my mother knows the meaning
of the word.”


“Well, did you tell her to keep your
whereabouts a secret?”


“No, I didn’t. I just wanted to let
her know where I was going, so she wouldn’t worry. With Lance missing, she does
that a lot.”


“I can’t blame her.” Hanna tried
another smile. “I’m not a very good spy, am I?”


“Actually, you’re not bad. Yancy
hasn’t spotted you yet. I just expected you because I know you.” 


He stared down at her. She was a big
distraction, but becoming a necessary one he was discovering. He had actually
been hoping she’d follow him. The soldier in him knew it wasn’t smart to let
her come along now that he knew Li Chen was involved. The whole matter could
get very dangerous very fast. But the man in him really wanted her with him.


It had been two nights since he’d lain
with her, and he ached for her— a hell of a lot! She looked so damn beautiful,
hooded and cloaked in her dark green jacket, her cheeks flushed from the cold
wind, her big green eyes locked with his, shining with fierce determination,
her wonderfully kissable mouth so stubbornly set.


She looked just like he remembered she
had a hundred times in the past when she’d wanted to tag along with the boys,
and they hadn’t wanted her to. But she’d always won the battle. He suspected—
no he knew now— it was because they had all loved her and had never really
wanted to hurt her feelings.


Reluctantly, he turned away from her
to return his attention to Yancy Masters. Hanna peered around him, and in the
process, brushed the back of his hand with hers. He grabbed it and held it
firmly in his.


“So, with my hood up, how did you know
it was me?” she asked from behind him.


“Hanna, I could find you in the dark.”


“You could? How?”


He heard the incredulity in her voice,
and grinned. “The way you walk. The way you tilt your head. The way you move
your hands. The way you smell.”


“Gee....”


He turned his head to glance down at
her. Her expression reflected her astonishment. He chuckled and pointed to the
backpack over her shoulders. “What’s that for?”


She tried to look nonchalant. “I
wasn’t sure if you were going to spend the night, so I brought a… few little
things… just in case.”


His half-cocked grin was wickedly
sexual. “That’s not a bad idea… about spending the night.”


 


HANNA HAD BEEN TO THE VERY ENGLISH
CITY OF VICTORIA many times. It was a beautiful, quaint city that had thrived
since the mid-nineteenth century, when Hudson’s Bay Company had built Fort
Victoria at the southern tip of Vancouver Island. Great Britain, not wanting to
lose the territory to the land hungry United States, had settled the region
with British settlers. Esquimalt Harbor became a major port for British ships.
The gold strikes on the mainland had brought thousands of miners through the
harbor and the city.


It was now the capitol of British
Columbia, and a major, major tourist destination in the Pacific Northwest.
During spring, summer, and early fall, the daffodil decorated streets of
downtown Victoria were crowded with tourists from around the world. Many
visitors came over on the numerous ferries that sailed from Port Angeles,
Seattle, and Vancouver, plus a few spots in between.


After docking at the ferry terminal,
along the waterfront at the southern edge of downtown Victoria, passengers
exited to awaiting taxis, horse-drawn carriages, double-decker buses, their own
vehicles brought over on the ferry, or on foot to the many sights of the
charming city.


The weather hadn’t changed since
boarding. It was still overcast, windy and cold, although the whole of
Vancouver actually had fairly mild temperatures for such a northern body of
land because of the warm Japanese current and the stabilizing Pacific Ocean.


Nick and Hanna drove off the ferry on
Nick’s Harley. Yancy was a block ahead of them in his Cadillac. They could see
him, but with their black motorcycle helmets on and their dark tinted visors
pulled down, they were well disguised. Beneath their helmets, each had a
two-way radio for communication with one another.


Nick also had packed a GPS system on
his bike, and in his saddlebags, he had brought along his infrared video
camera, his SATCOM phone, a small pair of powerful infrared binoculars, and his
laptop computer.


His toys. Hanna knew he had lots of
them, and if he needed something, he didn’t seem to have any trouble getting it
from somewhere. Sitting behind him, clinging to him for dear life as usual,
Hanna could also feel the rather large handgun he had tucked into the back of
his Levis. She dearly hoped he wouldn’t have a reason to use it.


Staying several cars behind Yancy,
they followed him north along the wharf, next to the picturesque Victoria
marina. Big expensive pleasure yachts and tall-masted sleek sailboats bobbed on
the tide. Traffic was heavy enough to keep both the Harley and the Cadillac at
a slower pace. This pleased Hanna, but irritated Nick. She heard him curse the congestion
several times.


When they came to the entrance of
Victoria’s Chinatown, Yancy drove under the pagoda archway, continued for a
block, then pulled over and parked. Nick quickly followed suit, parking his
Harley well enough behind Yancy to avoid detection. With his video camera slung
over his shoulder, Nick grabbed Hanna’s hand and hurried after Yancy’s
departing figure.


Victoria’s Chinatown was one of
Canada’s oldest enclaves. It was small, but colorful, and had been the center
of a thriving opium trade in the 1800's. The aroma of Chinese restaurants
wafted on the air. Little shops that sold fragile paper lanterns, intricately
carved chests, silks, exotic spices, and fresh vegetables and meats lined the
narrow twisting street and side alleys. Hanna had been here before, but this
particular time, it seemed a little more exciting and mysterious, even a bit
forbidding and dangerous.


The adrenalin pumping through her
blood made it easier to keep up with Nick’s longer legged stride. Finally, off
the main street of Chinatown, Yancy turned down a narrow alley, towards the
water. At the end, he turned the corner and entered a two-story building that
housed a restaurant and teahouse. Hanna walked in beside Nick.


The young Chinese woman who met them
at the door was going to seat them, but Nick asked her if they could choose
their table. She hesitated a moment. He handed her a bill, and she nodded her
assent.


Nick surveyed the room, spotted Yancy,
then directed Hanna to a table in a far corner of the dining area. Potted
plants decorated the room, placed to provide a semblance of privacy and partition
between the tables and booths. Latticed archways and Oriental screens also
separated sections of the room.


Though partially concealed behind two big
leafy palms, Hanna and Nick had a narrow, but direct view of Yancy’s table. The
low lighting in the room also aided their concealment. Nick set up his camera. It
looked like any a tourist would carry while sightseeing. Set casually on the
table, it was inconspicuous. So was the small directional mike, he set down and
covered with a cloth napkin. He had told Hanna that it was strong enough,
despite its size, to record whatever was said, even amid background noise.


When the waitress arrived, they both
ordered tea and a plate of the restaurants’ special Chinese almond cookies.
Hanna had scooted her chair close to Nick, and while they waited for their
order, he slipped one arm around her shoulder and casually rested his free hand
on the table, between his camera and his mike.


They were nibbling on their cookies and
sipping their tea when a group of Chinese men entered from a back door on the
other side of the room. There were four of them. Three separated from the
fourth to sit at two tables on either side of Yancy.


Nick discreetly pointed out Li Chen to
Hanna. Once he sat down, he had his back to them. Hanna caught only the
briefest glimpse of the man. He appeared to be Nick’s age and was fashionably
dressed in a dark expensive three-piece suit. His hair was black and straight,
long enough to hang to his shoulders.


The three men on either side of him
were another matter, though. They were all heavily built and menacing-looking.
The way they kept an eye on the room indicated they must be bodyguards. One of
them swiveled sideways, just enough for Hanna to see the handle of the gun he
carried in a shoulder holster. She soon discovered they were all carrying
weapons.


She shivered, realizing just how
dangerous things could get.


Nick tightened his arm around her.
“You okay?”


“All of them are armed.”


“Yeah. I’ve seen.”


His mouth was close to her ear as he
spoke to her, then it descended to nuzzle her neck. She knew he wanted them to
appear to be a couple snuggling in a dimly lit restaurant, but the warmth of
his breath against her skin was also very calming and reassuring.


He had turned his camera and mike on
as soon as the four men had joined Yancy. Neither of them looked in the
direction of the targeted table after their initial assessment, though Hanna
supposed that Nick was watching the five men without appearing to do so. She
resisted the urge, knowing she was not the trained spy Nick was. When she
finished her little cup of tea, he lifted the delicate porcelain pot in his
large hand and poured more for her. Hanna offered him another cookie from the beautifully
painted plate. Her hand was trembling.


Nick reached over and steadied it with
his own. “Relax. They haven’t spotted us.”


“Sorry,” she murmured. “I’m not very
good at this, I’m afraid.”


He stroked the inside of her wrist
with a long forefinger. “You’re doing fine.”


There was no way to tell for the
moment what Yancy and his table companion were talking about. Nick hadn’t
wanted to risk ear buds stuck in their ears so they could listen simultaneously
to the conversation taking place across the room. They’d have to wait until
later to replay the conversation on a computer. But while they waited, they
sipped their tea, and because Nick kept rubbing her wrist, Hanna eventually
felt the tension ease from her body.


Yancy and Chen talked for about five more
minutes, then Yancy suddenly slammed his fist down on the table. His voice rose
in volume, although Hanna still couldn’t hear what he said. The three
bodyguards shifted in their seats, coming to a higher degree of attention.


Yancy rose to his feet angrily. He
reached into the inner vest pocket of his jacket, and immediately the three
bodyguards went for their weapons. Li Chen snapped a few hushed orders at his
men and they sat back down, all except Yancy, who threw something on the table.
It didn’t make a sound, so Hanna guessed it was paper money.


Yancy spoke a few more angry words to
Li Chen, who was still seated, then stalked out of the restaurant, by way of
the back door the four men had come through earlier. Hanna started to rise, but
Nick pressed her back down.


“I’m not interested in following Yancy
anymore. I know where he’s going. We’re going to follow Chen and his men.”


It wasn’t long before the four men
across the room decided to leave also. Chen waved to the hostess. When she came
over, he handed her some money, rose to slip an arm around her silk clad
shoulders and say something personal to her, then turned and walked out through
the back door.


Nick dropped some money on the table,
more than enough to cover their food and drinks, then guided Hanna out through
the front entrance.


Since the restaurant was on the
corner, they turned left around the building and headed down the small street
behind it. There was a sleek black Mercedes parked halfway down the block,
across the street. One of Li Chen’s three bodyguards got in behind the steering
wheel, while another got in on the front passenger side. The third got into a
sedan parked behind the Mercedes.


Li Chen stopped to talk to an old
Chinese gentleman that came out of one of the stores. Up and across the street,
Hanna and Nick watched covertly from an alcove in front of a store one door
down from the restaurant.


“I’ll go get the motorcycle. Wait for
me there and keep an eye on them,” Nick told Hanna, nodding to the Oriental
trading store two doors down. “If they notice you, go inside and look around.
I’ll hurry.”


Hanna was frightened of being left
alone, but she took a deep breath and pretended she was just a tourist window-shopping.
She was not the only one on the street looking in windows. When she got to the
trading store, she stepped into the rectangular recess created by the big glass
windows on either side of her. She had her back turned on Chen and the older
gentleman, but she could see them clearly through the glass. They were now almost
directly across from her, on the other side of the street. Neither of them knew
who she was, so she probably wasn’t in any danger. Pretending interest in the
items displayed behind the glass, she stared at Li Chen’s reflection.


Even with his back to her, he looked dangerous
and arrogant. His jet black hair hung to his slender shoulders, and he used his
long fingered hands expressively as he spoke. As a result, Hanna noticed he
wore a huge ruby ring on one hand and a heavy gold one on the other. When he
gestured with his right hand, she saw that he had a tattoo drawn on the back of
his hand. It looked like the head of a serpent or a dragon.


At one point, he turned his head to
look back over his shoulder, and for just a moment, Hanna thought he might have
noticed her. Her heart sped up, but he quickly returned his attention to the
old man, talked a few more minutes, then bowed slightly, and opened the rear
door of the Mercedes.


As soon as the door was open, exposing
the interior behind the darkly tinted windows, Hanna saw that there was another
man waiting for him in the back seat. She recognized him immediately, even
though his identity was a reflection. She stepped deeper into the shadows of
the shop’s elongated entrance, praying the man hadn’t noticed her.


The Mercedes pulled out from the curb,
followed immediately by the second car behind it. Both vehicles drove slowly to
the end of the block, then signaled to turn right. Just as they turned onto the
busy major boulevard and headed east, Nick showed up on his Harley. Hanna
hopped on the back, strapped on her helmet and hung on as he accelerated away
from the curb and turned to follow Li Chen’s black Mercedes. 


A few blocks west of Chinatown, the
Mercedes and its shadow car, jumped onto Highway 17, which led out of Victoria.
Nick told Hanna over the speaker in their helmets that he thought they might be
heading to the ferry terminals at the northeastern end of the Saanich
peninsula.


Since Li Chen’s vehicles were
speeding, they had to speed up also. Hanna was more interested in getting
wherever alive, than responding to Nick’s comments. She had another death grip
around his waist.


Instead of heading east to the ferry
terminals, though, the two cars turned west— to the Victoria International
Airport. Trying to keep track of Li Chen once they got into the immediate area
of the airport was a challenge for Nick.


Li Chen and his three bodyguards
veered away from the public terminals, to an area private airplanes used. Nick
dropped farther back, once he saw where the party was heading.


The Mercedes finally stopped in front
of a big hangar. A sleek Gulfstream taxied out and came to a halt. The second
car quickly pulled up alongside the Mercedes. Nick pulled to a stop alongside
another hangar farther back; one that gave him some cover and allowed him to
see the men they’d followed.


He swore when he saw Li Chen, then
Sheriff Thomas exit the rear of the Mercedes and head to the private jet. Hanna
had mentioned earlier that she had seen Thomas waiting in the Mercedes for Li
Chen outside the restaurant in Chinatown.


“It looks like Thomas may be trying to
move up in the organization,” Nick said, seated on his bike still.


“Thomas and Li Chen look pretty cozy,”
Hanna commented from behind him.


After parking the vehicles inside the
private hangar, the three bodyguards followed Li Chen and Sheriff Thomas up the
stairs, into the waiting jet. Within moments, the plane was taxiing to the end
of the runway to take off. Nick left his Harley, grabbed Hanna’s hand, and
headed for the control tower.


At the entrance, he showed his
military identification to the guard posted outside. He explained what he
needed from someone in the control tower, but before they were allowed in,
Hanna had to retrieve her driver’s license from her backpack and show it to the
cautious guard.


Upstairs, Nick spoke to the head air
controller. Within minutes, he had the Gulfstream’s vague flight plan. West,
then north was all the pilot of the jet had been willing to give the air
controller in the tower, who hadn’t been at all happy about the generality of
the information. Upon further inquiry, the pilot had told the controller he’d
be landing at a private airstrip at the northern end of the island, but that’s
all he’d said before signing off. Disgusted with the limited data, Nick got the
Gulfstream’s license and registration number, then departed.


He was still grumbling about not
knowing where Li Chen had gone when he got outside. “I was really hoping we
might have a definitive location on the bastard by the end of the day!”


“What do we do now? How do we find out
where he’s going?”


Nick shook his head. “I guess I gather
more information on him. Maybe see if those two DEA agents have managed to find
out where Chen is holding up. I might be able to get some satellite photos of
the northern end of the island.” At his Harley, he grabbed his keys from his
front jean pocket. “I’ve been thinking about talking directly to Yancy, maybe
making a deal with him.”


 “What kind of deal?”


“His heroin for information on where
Lance is being held.”


“You think he would tell you?”


“He might. He’s pretty hot about
paying for the stuff and not getting it. I don’t think Yancy got any satisfying
answers from Chen. He left that meeting royally pissed off.”


Hanna looked at her wrist watch. “It’s
getting late. We better hurry if we’re going to catch the last ferry home.” The
suggestion was not one she relished because she hated going fast on his bike.


“I don’t think we’re going to make it
with the traffic at this time of day.” There was a twinkle in his gray eyes as
he turned to look at her. “Would you mind if we spent the night in Victoria,
then left first thing in the morning?”


The idea appealed to her. Isn’t that
why she’d packed her sexy new lingerie? “You’ll have to take me out to dinner.
All this spy work has made me hungry.”


Nick grinned broadly. “I’d love to.
You’ve earned it. You did great back-up work today.”
















 


CHAPTER 19


 


THEY HAD DINNER at an English style
pub in downtown Victoria. Because the city had such a strong British tradition,
there were many to choose from. Both Nick and Hanna had been to Victoria
before, so they were familiar with many of the pubs and restaurants. The one
they chose had an outdoor dining area on the roof. It came with patio heaters
and a spectacular view of the city lights.


“Where would you like to spend the
night?” Nick asked Hanna over their fish and chips.


She took a drink of the beer she had
ordered and thought for a moment. “Well, there’s this bed and breakfast a few
blocks from here that I’ve heard a lot about. It’s supposed to be one of the
most stylish inns in the Northwest. It has seventeen rooms, some with
fireplaces and private patios. All of them have private baths with double
soaker tubs.”


Nick’s scarred eyebrow rose and his
mouth eased into a long slow grin. “Double soaker tubs? For two?”


Hanna laughed. “That’s what I’ve read
on the hotel’s Web site. The problem is, it’s summer. We probably won’t be able
to get a room since we don’t have a reservation.”


“We could try. We might get lucky.”


“It’s not cheap, although it certainly
isn’t as pricey as some bed and breakfasts in the region. If we do get a room,
I’ll put it on my credit card since it was my idea.”


“Do you remember the name of the
place?”


“The Dutch House,” Hanna supplied.
“I’ll go find a phone and call.”


Nick forestalled her. “Relax and
finish your beer. I’ve got my SATCOM phone. I’ll call.”


After getting the phone number of the
hotel from information, he dialed and talked to the reservation clerk at the
Dutch House. The story he gave the clerk made Hanna’s eyes widen. He told her
they were newlyweds, and that his new wife had promised to love him forever if
he could get a room for them at their highly recommended establishment. His
easy charm got him positive results. Within moments, he was pulling out his
credit card. Hanna snatched hers out of her wallet and handed it to him, but he
waved it away.


When he hung up, she gave him an
admonishing scowl, though she was inwardly elated they’d gotten a room on such
short notice.


He lifted his broad shoulders in an
innocent shrug. “Hey, she only had one room left, and she was saving it for a
couple who was very iffy about coming. My story convinced her that she should
give us the room. She wanted us to have a long happy marriage, and for you to
love me forever.”


His words were too close to Hanna’s
most heartfelt wish. Afraid to reveal the secrets of her heart, she dipped her
head and circled the rim of her beer mug with her fingertip. “Was the room very
expensive?” she asked. “You should have let me pay for it since I suggested
it.”


Nick reached across the table and
captured her fingertip, which lifted her eyes to his. “My treat. If it’s as
good as it sounds, it will be fun. Besides, you ought to do something halfway
pleasant on your vacation.” Enfolding her entire hand in his, he turned it
over, drew it to him, and kissed the center of her palm, the tip of his tongue
tracing a tiny erotic pattern on it. The look in his eyes went from teasing to
intense, and Hanna felt ribbons of desire sizzle along every nerve ending.
“Let’s go find this hotel. We’ll pick up a bottle of wine along the way.”


 


THE DUTCH HOUSE was a very large two
story Victorian home, three blocks from downtown. The yard around the house was
completely enclosed in a lovely white picket fence. Old world style lampposts
lit the walkway to the big front porch, then followed it around the side, to
the back of the house.


Beautifully etched beveled glass doors
decorated the entrance. The fractured light shining through them was a magical
invitation inside. Nick and Hanna entered the foyer and walked up to the registration
desk. Their backpacks were their only luggage. A young woman with a heavy
British accent greeted them. Nick told her he had just called, and that they
had reserved the last of the seventeen rooms under the name of Mr. and Mrs.
Nick Kelly.


Mr. and Mrs. Nick Kelly. Hanna reveled in the sound of it as
she looked around while Nick registered. The interior the home was decorated in
antiques and a profusion of leafy green potted plants that gave the reception
area a bygone elegance. Once the paperwork was done, the woman led them through
the conservatory, a beautiful, plant-filled atrium where a continental, help-yourself
breakfast was served each morning, between seven and ten. The vaulted ceiling
above the tables was glass-paned, allowing a spectacular view of the night sky
overhead.


At the back of the house, they
followed the woman up a stairway to a long plushly carpeted hallway. Their room
was at the end.


Painted a soft ivory, it was decorated
in blue and burgundy jewel tones. A king-sized canopy bed sat against the far
wall. Mountains of fluffy pillows topped a mattress that looked heavenly soft
and inviting and outrageously thick. At the foot of the bed, there was an
antique Victorian sofa in satin embossed burgundy. It faced a sitting area that
held two low back floral print chairs, which graced either side of the
gold-veined black marble fireplace.


The receptionist showed Nick how to
start the gas fueled fire, and Hanna wandered out onto the small balcony, where
there were two wicker chairs and a matching patio table. On her way back
inside, she closed the French doors behind her.


Awed by the beauty and charm of the
whole room, she wandered into the bathroom. It was exotically furnished with a
huge marble bathtub that took up most of one mirrored wall. A glass enclosed
shower was tucked into a corner next to it. Bath crystals, scented liquid soap,
body oil, and other personal amenities were all provided, along with dozens of
unlit candles in various shapes and sizes. 


Standing in the middle of the
sumptuous room, Hanna was instantly assaulted by images of her and Nick, naked
in the big tub, surrounded by a couple dozen lit candles and a full wall
mirror. She couldn’t wait to try it! Or have Nick see it!


When she came out of the bathroom, the
receptionist was gone, and Nick was setting up his laptop on the marble-topped
coffee table in front of the sofa. She walked over to him. “You should see that
bathroom!”


“I plan to,” he said, giving her one
of his wicked grins. “With you.” He chuckled at her blush. “It is one of the
reasons I thought I might like this place.” He patted a spot on the sofa,
beside him. “Come sit. I’ve hooked the camera up to my computer. We’ll replay
the meeting in Chinatown and listen to what Chen and Yancy have to say to one
another.”


A chilled bottle of wine and two-long
stemmed cut-crystal glasses sat on the coffee table, next to the computer. Nick
poured the wine he’d bought on the way over into the glasses and handed Hanna
one. “To success.”


In agreement, she touched her glass to
his.


“Here we go.”


Hanna leaned forward to rest her
forearms on her knees, holding her wine glass with both hands as she watched
the laptop’s screen.


Despite the low light in the teahouse,
the visual was very clear. She could easily make out all the parties at the
tables. The audio was also very good. After their initial greeting, Chen spoke
first.


“It was remarkably stupid of you, Mr.
Masters, to reveal so much over the phone the other day. If Colonel Kelly is
searching for his brother, he has undoubtedly tapped your phones.”


“You think my phones are tapped?” Yancy questioned redundantly.


“Your phones, your house, your bar,” Li Chen assured him scornfully. “Kelly
is Special Forces, after all.”


“Well, he wouldn’t be here snooping
around at all if you hadn’t abducted his brother.” Masters was angry about that fact. “Why
the hell did you decide to hang onto his brother?”


“Colonel Kelly killed my brother two
years ago at one of our field labs in Thailand.”


“Christ almighty!” was Yancy’s reply. “He was trying
to close your operation down before?”


“His little band of Special Forces and
the DEA. The military in your country join forces with your DEA all the time.
Two years ago, they were operating in the Triangle. They raided a series of our
labs. My brother, Wu, was overseeing one that had been having problems. I saw
Kelly shoot Wu. Now it is time for him to lose his brother. What is it you
Christians say— an eye for an eye....”


“So you’re jeopardizing a billion
dollar operation for revenge?”


“What I do with my operation is none
of your business, Mr. Masters.”


“The hell if it isn’t!” Yancy shot back. “I just paid you
a ton of money for my last shipment, and by the time I resell the stuff, it
will be worth twice what I paid you. That makes me a major player in this
operation, Mr. Chen.”


“Without my supply, you would have
nothing!” Chen
hissed. “Do not make yourself more important than you are.”


“And without buyers, you would have nothing.”


“Buyers are a dime a dozen. You can be
replaced— easily, swiftly. And what I do with Lance Kelly and his brother is
none of your concern. You have no part in any of it. For your sake, forget I
even have Lance Kelly.”


“What about the two containers of
China White that I paid you for and never received?” Yancy demanded belligerently.


“I had them delivered. My men said
they delivered ten containers. I gave you what you paid for. The transaction is
completed.”


On camera, Hanna could see that this
was the point where Yancy shot to his feet. The reaction from the three
bodyguards was also caught on tape.


“I paid for ten containers and I got
eight!” he argued,
throwing down a piece of paper that looked like a receipt of some sort. “You
signed off on the payment. See— there’s your signature. Now I want my product,
all of it!”


“You had better look elsewhere for it,
Mr. Masters, because I have already told you I sent you ten containers. This
matter is closed. Speak to me no more of it.” Li Chen’s voice sounded very calm, but coldly
threatening.


“We’ll see how closed it is, Mr.
Chen.”


That was the end of the conversation.
Yancy left abruptly, then Chen and his men left. There was nothing else the
camcorder had picked up.


Nick pushed his laptop back, then
picked up his glass of wine, sipped from it, and stared pensively the blank
screen. Hanna swiveled towards him, tucking one leg beneath the other.


“There’s no hint given of where Lance
is being held,” she pointed out needlessly, disappointed.


“No, unfortunately.” Nick frowned,
obviously disappointed as he sat beside her with his forearms resting on his
knees, his head bent slightly, and both hands still wrapped around his wine
glass.


“Where do you think Li Chen is keeping
Lance?”


“I have no idea at this point.
Following them today fizzled out.” He finished his wine on one long gulp, and
then set his glass down on the table with a loud clink.


“Nick....” The catch in Hanna’s voice
made him lift his head and look at her. “This Li Chen seems like such a
ruthless man. Do you think he’s hurt Lance?”


“Aw, Hanna, you don’t want to dwell on
that.”


“I want to know what this Li Chen is
capable of!”


“He’s capable of anything.”


“And Lance? Do you think he might be
injured, maybe drugged?”


“Maybe.”


“Oh God!” 


Hanna couldn’t stand thinking of her
friend and Christopher’s father being mistreated. And he’d been detained for a
month! She put her hand to her face and rubbed her forehead with her
fingertips.


Nick reached over and pulled her into
his arms. “Don’t torment yourself this way,” he said, rubbing her back and
pressing her close. “There’s nothing we can do until we find him. Rest assured
Li Chen won’t kill him until he has me there to witness it.”


Tears glittered in her green eyes.
“And that’s supposed to make me feel better?”


He brushed a tear track off her cheek.
“What should make you feel better is that I’m not going to let Li Chen kill
Lance. Christopher is going to get his daddy back.”


“But you don’t know where Li Chen is
keeping Lance.”


“I’ll find out.”


“How?”


“I’ve been giving that some thought.” Nick
regarded her pensively. “I’m going to trade Yancy his two containers of heroin
for Lance’s location.”


Hanna shot him a troubled look.
“That’s putting millions of dollars of heroin into his hands to distribute and
sell.”


“Yeah, I don’t like that, either, but
if we shut him down right away afterwards, maybe we can keep it off the
streets.”


“Do you think Yancy would make such a
deal with you?”


“He wants that heroin that he already
paid for pretty badly. I think he’ll deal with me. The question is whether he
knows anything.”


Hanna was quiet for a moment, then
asked, “If Li Chen wants you to find Lance and witness his death, why doesn’t
he just contact you and tell you where to find him?”


“It’s all in the game.”


“Excuse me?”


“Li Chen wants me to have to work to
find my brother; to wonder if he’s alive while I’m looking. To agonize over it.
He enjoys the game. Revenge is sweeter if it can be drawn out. And like I said,
these drug lords, particularly in the Chinese Triad, are big on revenge.”


That kind of hatred was beyond her
understanding. “I can’t believe our families have gotten caught up in such a
mess!”


“I should have realized Chen was a
threat to my family. I’m going to call Mom to let her know we won’t be home
tonight. I don’t want her to worry, especially under the circumstances.”


She completely agreed with that, even
though it meant the families would know that she and Nick were spending the
night together. “Go ahead,” she told him. “I’m going to get ready for bed.”


“Without me?”


She pushed off the couch and looked
toward the bed behind them, then back at him. “There’s only one bed, so unless
you’re planning on sleeping on this uncomfortable sofa or the floor, I guess it
won’t be without you, just before you.” Before he could respond, she gave him a
provocative look and walked into the bathroom where she’d left her backpack.


While she was getting undressed, she
heard him talking to his mother. He said something to Jessie about not telling her
anything again that he wanted kept a secret. She must have chastised him back,
because she heard him laugh, then tell his mother it had all worked out okay.


Once she was undressed, Hanna put on
the little ivory sleep set Christine had bought her. Standing in front of
mirrored wall, she looked at herself, turning to judge each angle. The tap
shorts were silk and lace versions of men’s boxers, and they contoured her
round bottom to perfection. The matching camisole was scalloped in a deep
plunge of pink lace that barely hid her nipples. The tiny double straps were a
thin ivory satin rolled ribbon.


Never in her life had she worn
anything so daring or sexy. It was beautiful, and deliciously decadent against
her skin, but she was afraid to step out of the bathroom in it. The lingerie
was a clear announcement to Nick of what she wanted. But was that such an
outrageous thing? She wanted Nick to make love to her again. And who knew?
Maybe Christine was right, and this little number could make him wonder about his
total dedication to the Corps. It was worth a try. All she had to do was pull
it off without blushing. Yeah, like she was capable of that!


Just walk out there and act cool,
composed, and in control— like it was no big deal to go to bed dressed in such
sexy lingerie. But,
lord, she’d known Nick all her life! He’d seen her in flannel pajamas. He’d
just laugh at her attempt to look alluring, wouldn’t he?


Oh, for crying out loud, what a big
idiot you’re being!
She was thirty-four years old. Women her age seduced men all the time. Just
because she was inexperienced didn’t mean she couldn’t try. Yeah, if you
don’t make a fool of yourself, the little voice inside her head laughed. Go
for it! Be brave, her more courageous side said in rebuttal. You love
the man. Go after him.


At the door, she heard him on the
phone, this time to Kurt. Glad that he was distracted, she walked casually into
the sitting area, past the fireplace, around the coffee table, and over to the
sofa, where she sat down and picked up a magazine. Nonchalantly, she curled her
legs beneath her, then took a peek at Nick over the top of her magazine. She
caught him staring directly at her. She smiled coolly back at him and went on
reading, ignoring the wild racing of her heart.


“Kurt, I’ll want that information from
you, but let me get back to you tomorrow,” he said to his friend. “I’ve gotta
go. Bye.”


“I didn’t mean to interrupt your
conversation.” Hanna put the magazine down that she really hadn’t been reading.
“What did Kurt have to say?”


His eyes were traveling over every
inch of her. “I ... a... told him about today, and....”


“And? Can he help you find Li Chen?”


He was definitely distracted,
disturbed, and he had yet to look at her face. “Yeah.... Maybe. He’ll check
with Seth and....” Finally, he lifted his eyes to hers. “Damn, Hanna, where did
you get that?”


His question worried her. “It was a
gift from Christine.” She searched his face, assessing his expression. “It
isn’t me, is it?”


“No. I mean yes, it is. You look
beautiful in it.”


“Really? Well— thank you.” She felt
herself grinning like an idiot.


“Maybe you should move a little
closer.” His voice was getting deeper and huskier. The color of his eyes was
getting darker.


Compelled by the growing desire she
saw reflected in them, she scooted closer. His hand came up to caress one bare
shoulder, then strayed to the lace scalloping and followed it to the middle of
her chest. His fingers slid over the ultra-soft silk and gently molded the
shape of her breast. Hanna closed her eyes, sighing. His hand slipped inside to
cup her naked breast, gently squeezing. With a groan, he drug her onto his lap
and sought her lips.


Fingering a nipple, he hooked a
muscular arm around her waist and pressed her closer. His kisses were deep and
penetrating, parting her lips so his tongue could delve inside to tangle with
hers. He kissed her until she was breathless and boneless in his arms. She was
aware of the little moans coming from her throat, but she was helpless to halt
them.


Liquid heat washed over her in waves.
Needing to touch his warm bare skin, she shoved his snug black t-shirt up to
his armpits. Her hands immediately wandered over every inch of exposed muscle.
Her action broke his contact with her breast, but she didn’t care. The need to
touch him was desperate and overwhelming.


She wanted to make love to him... to
seduce him, to rock his universe, to make this the most unforgettable night he
ever experienced. When he left her for his precious Marine Corps, she wanted to
make sure he carried indelible images of her around in his head.


The little voice in her head
laughingly told she was too inexperienced to rock his world, but she chased the
thought away, determined she’d just do what felt natural. She’d learned a lot
from him several nights ago when he’d made love to her in a number of different
and intoxicating ways. Now she’d just use it on him.


Determined to be bold, she urged him
to lift his arms. When he complied, she shoved his t-shirt the rest of the way
off, over his head, and then tossed it backwards, onto the floor. He chuckled.
She settled herself more squarely on his lap, throwing one leg over his to
straddle him. Her fingers slowly wove through the silky dark hair that lightly
contoured his chest.


Leaning forward, she pressed her lips
to his collarbone, then moved them slowly along the weather-roughened column of
his thick neck. She kissed the Adam’s apple that she never failed to find so
sexy and masculine. She kissed his chin, then nibbled her way up along his
sharply defined jaw, to the area beneath his ear.


She heard a deep rumble in his throat,
then the sweet sound of her murmured name. She smiled with pure female
satisfaction. She, shy, inexperienced Hanna Wallace, was turning handsome Nick
Kelly on. The awareness gave her added courage.


The tip of her tongue found his ear.
She traced the outer shell, two, three times, felt him shiver, then used her
tongue to delve inside. She felt his reaction between her legs. His sex hardened.
Her teeth tugged and gently bit his earlobe. It must have been a particularly
sensitive spot for him, just like it was for her. He shuddered and dug his long
fingers into her bottom almost painfully, pulling her even closer. Her laughter
was muffled against his neck, then her mouth slowly moved across his handsome
face to his other ear. Before she got there, though, she had to stop at his
cheekbones, then his eyes, closing them so she could caress his long thick
eyelashes with her lips.


Butterfly kisses traced the length of
his hawk-like nose, then descended to his lips. She felt the rapidness of his
breathing. Pleased, she traveled up the other side of his face, giving it the
exact same treatment. Finally, she found his other ear. While she nibbled on it,
she unzipped his jeans. By that point, he was breathing raggedly, his skin
flushed and damp with heat.


He tried to push her down on the sofa,
to get her beneath him, but Hanna wasn’t ready to end the foreplay and her
seduction. Scooting backwards off his lap, she slipped to her knees, in front
of him, between his legs. For a long moment, she just stared up at him.
Shirtless, with his jeans unzipped, he looked so sexy that he stole her breath
away. This was how she wanted to remember him when she lay in her bed, alone,
after he left.


That thought brought a sheen of tears
to her eyes, so she lowered her head, unwilling to reveal them to him. She
might not have any more than this, but he was here with her now. It was enough.
It had to be, she told herself a little too desperately.


Anxious to please him, she put her
hands on his knees and slid them slowly toward his open zipper. Her fingers
spread the opening wider, then slipped inside the fly of his boxer shorts. The
crisp hair at his groin felt incredible beneath her fingertips. She allowed
them a few moments of exploration, and heard him suck in a sharp breath. Then
with a boldness she never would have guessed she possessed a month ago, she
lifted him free of his shorts and his jeans.


His erection jutted before her
magnificently. She swayed forward and put her lips on him. He groaned loudly as
his hands went to either side of her head. For a moment, she thought he’d push
her away. Then his fingers began caressing her scalp, while she caressed his
penis with her tongue and lips, then very gently with her teeth.


It was much more thrilling than she’d
ever imagined. He was hot, velvety smooth, and oh so hard! The sensuality of
the act was a wonderful surprise to her. She hadn’t expected to be so aroused
herself by it. She suddenly felt she couldn’t get enough of him. Her mouth
became more aggressive, sucking and swallowing. She wanted to consume him, and
much to her surprise, she found she loved the smell of him there.


“Aw… Hanna! No more!” With shaking
hands, he pulled her mouth off of him and looked down into her eyes.


“Why? Didn’t you like that?”


“Damn it, yes! Too much!” Lifting her,
he set her on his lap again and buried his mouth against her neck. “I just
can’t take any more of that particular torture without....” He couldn’t seem to
finish what he was about to say, his breathing was so ragged.


He held her tight against him for a
long moment, cradled on his lap until his heart stopped racing, then set her on
her feet and reached down to pull off his boots and socks. She watched him rise
off the sofa and push his Levis down to step out of them. Then he took her hand
and moved around the room to turn off all the lights. He left the gas fueled
fire burning. It cast a soft romantic glow over the now darkened room.


At the door to the bathroom, he looked
toward the big marble bathtub, his eyes widening. Then, he tugged Hanna inside.
“I’ve been envisioning us in a bubble bath all evening,” he said, grinning at
her lasciviously. “Shall we light the candles, fill it, and try it out?”


She nodded, mesmerized by the silver
fire in his eyes. While he searched for matches, she put the stopper in the
tub, turned the water on, then poured the bubble bath and scented salts in.
There was a switch on the wall for the Jacuzzi. She turned it on, then set the
timer on for as long as it would go. By the time Nick found the matches and lit
all the candles around the tub, the water had risen to an adequate level.


Hanna stepped out of her skimpy silk
boxers as Nick turned to switch off the overhead lights, throwing the room into
a luminescent glow of flickering candle light. She pulled her camisole off
while he stepped out of his shorts. He was still impressively aroused, she
noticed, and wondered naively if it hurt him to remain so for this long.


They stood in front of one another,
silent and staring, while the sound of the Jacuzzi jets filled the room.


“I better get a condom,” Nick said
finally.


Hanna shook her head. “I’m not
ovulating. We’ll be okay.” She touched his chest and splayed her fingers wide
to caress him. “I want to feel the real you in me tonight. No barrier.”


“Oh geez, Hanna!” He reached out to
caress her cheek, then took her hand and guided her to the tub. After stepping
over the high rim into the steaming, effervescent water, he swiveled to help
her step in after him. They sank together into a thick froth of lavender
scented bubbles. Nick scowled as he reclined back against the end of the tub
and drew her over him. “I’m going to smell like a damned flower tomorrow!”


Hanna looked back over her shoulder at
the clear glass enclosure behind her. “We’ll shower before we leave.” But the
image of his big muscular frame half submerged in a tub full of bubbles made
her laugh. “I imagine this is your first bubble bath.” With a playful giggle,
she scooped up two fingers of bubbles and placed them on the tip of his
classically Roman nose.


“Actually, it isn’t.” One hand emerged
from the bubbles to trace her lips, leaving them wet and glistening. “I’ve been
in a tub of bubbles before.”


Hanna’s giggles disappeared. Thinking
of him in a bubble bath with another woman hurt. She knew he’d had other
lovers. He’d told he had plenty of experience, being a soldier. He was
thirty-eight, after all. But it was an image she didn’t want to acknowledge.


Nick watched her emotions change and
cupped the back of her neck to pull her forward for a kiss. “When Lance and I
were kids, we got into a bottle of Mom’s bubble bath and had a hell of time in
the tub.”


His explanation brought forth a burst
of relieved laughter from her as she envisioned the two little boys and their
mischief. She leaned forward and kissed him again, looping her forearms around
his neck. God help her! She loved this man so much!


She broke the kiss and tipped her head
back to search his expression, wondering what he felt for her. He was watching
her as closely as she was him. I love you was so much on the tip of her
tongue that she had to bite her lower lip to keep from uttering it. Nick was
everything she wanted in life! Tears threatened to fill her eyes, her emotions
were so close to the surface. She ducked her head to hide the raw emotion she
was feeling run riot through her.


With a low throaty growl, he lifted
her and set her on his stone hard length. It was a long slow slide down until
she was firmly seated on his lap. Heavens, he felt incredible! He was so big,
so hard. He filled every inch of her. He fit her perfectly. Or maybe, it was
she who fit him so perfectly. She couldn’t decide. Then nothing mattered but
the sublime sensation of him, pushing deeper and deeper until there was nowhere
left to go inside her.


Flexing his long fingers, he squeezed
her buttocks, the blunt tips meeting in the seam between, assisting her to ride
him. It was slippery, but they managed. When she rose higher out of the
bubbles, Nick moved his hands to her breasts and held her upright. His thumbs
rubbed wetly back and forth across her erect nipples. The needy little sounds
coming from the back of her throat told him just how turned on she was getting.


Glancing at herself in the mirrored
wall on the side of the tub was nearly as erotic as what Nick was doing to her
wet, soapy, naked body. She braced her hands on the bunched muscles of his
shoulders and arched backwards, seeking maximum sensation for both of them. She
had to do all the work because he had little purchase in the slippery tub, but
she didn’t mind. Controlling this session of lovemaking was what she’d wanted
from the start.


With her knees braced on either side
of him, she rose up and down on him, clutching him tight with her inner
muscles, deliberately squeezing every long hard inch of him. He fit her snuggly,
and the way he thrust as she rode him brought her rushing to the brink.


Teetering on the edge, Hanna threw her
head back, giving into the glorious climax that began shivering through her
body. The convulsions of her inner muscles drove Nick to his own. Thrusting
upwards into her with a deep throaty shout, he joined her in a consummation
that was so acute and excruciatingly powerful, it was utterly overwhelming.


Hanna cried out his name and shuddered
atop him, closing her eyes and biting her lip. She hadn’t worn her glasses into
the bathtub, but she didn’t need to see him. She felt him everywhere— in her,
around her, along every sensitized inch of her.


When it was finished, she fell,
drained, onto his chest. His arms closed around her to hold her tight. Her head
rested on his shoulder, her face turned to his neck. They remained that way
until the Jacuzzi jets finally went off and the water cooled, the bubbles long
gone. It was this sweet aftermath that Hanna cherished— just holding one
another, without speaking, while their hearts settled into a joint rhythm.


When they finally stepped out of the
bathtub, Nick took a towel off the heated rack and proceeded to dry Hanna off
slowly and carefully. She reached around him, grabbed another towel, and
wrapped it around his wide shoulders. She wasn’t sure she got him too dry,
though, before he wordlessly scooped her up in his arms and carried her to the
big canopied bed, behind the sofa.


The room was warm from the fire,
glowing with soft light, like the candlelit bathroom. Setting her on her feet,
Nick whisked the quilt and bedcovers aside, then slid into bed and pulled her off
her feet towards him.


She landed face down, on her stomach.
Her giggles were buried in the thick pillows. She tried to roll over, but Nick
had other ideas. He placed a hand on the small of her back and held her in
place. Then bending over her, he lifted her hair and kissed the back of her
neck.


“My turn,” he murmured against her
warm, still damp skin.


Hanna relaxed completely, deciding to
just let him have his way. She folded her arms under her cheek with a blissful
sigh. Sated and sleepy, she was sure Nick could change all that, and she was
curious to find out how he would arouse her so soon again.


“Go for it,” she laughed lazily.


“Aw, compliancy! What a wonderful
thing from a stubborn woman,” he teased her, his mouth and tongue doing
wonderful things to her spine.


“I am not stubborn!” she protested,
looking back at him over a bare shoulder.


When she tried to get up and argue
further with him, Nick straddled her hips from behind and pushed her back down,
laughing. “Okay, you’re not stubborn,” he retracted. “Just sweet and obedient and
acquiescent.”


“Oh, geez, that sounds worse!”


He shifted his position slightly. The
drag of his long hard shaft along her backside touched intimate places that
robbed her of further rebuttal.


His own laughter faded as he shifted
again and bent to resume kissing her. From the nape of her neck, his lips moved
slowly down her spine until they reached the small of her back where he gave
the tiny indentation there long wet licks, like a cat licking cream. While his
tongue tasted her, his hands wandered in slow caresses up and down the back of
her legs, gliding over her calves, then her thighs, learning the shape of her
hips, finally coming to a halt over her buttocks, where they rubbed sensuous
slow circles over each cheek.


Hanna groaned. His fondling was so erotically
delicious she was floating in euphoric bliss.


“Do you like that, then?” he chuckled
as he pressed his erection gently between her buttocks.


“Oh, yes!” she gasped. “It’s
heavenly!” Her eyes were closed as she concentrated on each glorious sensation
he enticed her with.


“I don’t want to put you to sleep,
Doctor.”


“Ummm.... ” What he was doing with his
hands, his whole body as he rubbed it along her backside was just too
mind-numbing to think of a coherent reply.


To her disappointment, he quit rubbing
her bottom and turned her over onto her back.


“Hey, I liked that!” she protested. “I
wasn’t going to sleep!”


He chuckled at the pout she gave him.
“And I’m not ready to let you get too relaxed.” His long fingers crept up from
her waist to cover both her full breasts, which fit perfectly in the cup of his
big hands.


She smiled playfully at him as he
hovered over her. “Then you’ll just have to get me all excited again, won’t
you?”


“I think I can manage that— with
pleasure.”


To start with, he lowered his mouth to
her breasts. His hands lifted and positioned her peaked nipples. He licked
them, looked at her, blew on them ever so lightly, looked at her again, then
grinned at her expectant expression and took a gentle nibble of one. Hanna
arched beneath him with a drawn-out groan of pure pleasure.


He met her challenge of getting her
all excited again superbly. Within moments, he built an insatiable need within
her. His teeth tugged with exquisite tenderness. His tongue swirled roughly and
wetly. His lips caressed, then suckled until she was writhing and twisting
beneath his body, grasping at him with clawed fingers, begging him to come
inside her with each gasp and moan. Lifting his head every so often, he watched
her growing arousal and grinned with pure male satisfaction, taunting her and
holding her firmly, yet gently, in place beneath him.


“Have I told you how beautiful your
breasts are?” he asked, admiring their flushed, rose pink color. “They’re so
incredibly soft. So round and full. So responsive.”


She heard his erotic words of praise,
but she was too aroused to respond. One hand slid from her breast to cup the
gold hair between her parted legs. She shivered with anticipation. He inserted
one long finger, very, very slowly, then his thumb, swiveling it around the
little nub at the top, while his middle finger ventured deeper.


“Nick....” She moaned his name and
arched her hips. Desire was clawing at her like an insatiable beast.


Oh, good heavens, the things he could
do with that big hand! Mercy, he was a skilled lover! At least she assumed he
was since she had no one to compare him with. He certainly knew all her hot
spots. And he was doing a magnificent job of awakening her all over again.


So magnificent, she was beginning to
get desperate. Finally, he slipped both hands under her bottom, settled more
snugly between her legs, and lifted her to his piercing entry. By this point
she as so sensitive that she cried out with almost desperate pleasure and
encircled her long legs around his waist, locking her ankles at the base of his
spine. Her arms rose to entwine around his neck, her hands clutching his head.
She wasn’t going to let him move away from her this time. She wanted him
pressed along every over-sensitized inch of her!


“Hanna! It feels so damn good inside you!”
he ground out against her lips, nose to nose with her, his gray eyes locked on
her green ones. “I can’t think of a single, damn thing that has ever felt
better!”


She managed a luminous smile and a
strangled response. “And you feel absolutely perfect... You fit so....”


He was still, but it was costing him,
she could tell. His breathing was labored and his forehead was beaded with
sweat. “Oh yeah, we fit ... per...fectly,” he breathed in, then out on the last
syllables.


Neither of them could say more. Embedded
deep inside her, Nick began to move more forcefully, penetrating her over and
over with thrusts that pushed her deeper and deeper into the soft mattress.


His arms were now braced on either
side of her, his biceps bulging and straining with his powerful strokes.
Hanna’s hands had moved to fiercely grip his muscle-hard buttocks. They were
tight and firm, nowhere near as soft as hers. Her short, well-trimmed nails dug
into his smooth skin, her fingers flexing repeatedly as she came closer and
closer to the tumultuous climax Nick had so slowly brought her to.


The desperate, fiercely coiling ache
in her lower body radiated outward from the core of her to every nerve ending,
torturing her with the incredible climb to the peak. She felt the goose bumps
rise on Nick’s bare flesh, signaling his impending ejaculation. His hips rocked
against her, while her hips ground against him. The rhythm of his thrusts grew
faster. Desire turned to unadulterated lust, pleasure to torment, need to
unbearable craving.


“Nick!” She shouted his name. She was
so close, she couldn’t stand it.


His mouth slammed down on hers just as
his body slammed into hers. He drove into her once, twice, felt her climax
starting, and couldn’t delay his a moment longer. Her inner muscles tightened around
him like a soft fist. He exploded inside her in long shuddering convulsions.


When it was over and Nick lay holding
her in his arms, her perspiration damp body pressed alongside his, he knew with
startling clarity that he couldn’t walk away from her one more time. It had
cost him dearly three years ago. He couldn’t do that again. Somehow, he was
going to have to reorder his life so that she had a place in it.


Then he reminded himself that she
still hadn’t told him how she felt about him. Having great sex together didn’t
necessarily mean anything would come of it. He might have been her first lover,
but he might not be her last, and that thought didn’t sit well with him. He
sure as hell didn’t want her doing this with anyone else!


He looked over at her. Her head was
lying in the curve of his shoulder and chest. Her face was half covered by her
hair, and she was sound asleep. He’d worn her out, he guessed. And while that
made him smile, he wished he could ask her what she wanted out of their
relationship.


Did they have a future together? Or
would it all end the moment they found his brother? Lord, she was so precious
to him! How was he going to be able to let her go when he had to return to
duty? Could he ask her to follow him from one assignment to the next, from one
base to the next? Would it be fair to her to leave her alone for months, maybe
even a year at a time in some strange city? She was so close to her family.
Colleen probably really needed her now that Dylan was gone. And Hanna had such
a great career here. What did he have to offer her? The military was hard on a
wife and kids. He knew that from bitter personal experience.


Damn! He didn’t have any answers, and
he wasn’t sure he could ask her about all this stuff in the morning. He felt
torn between her and the life he had created for himself, a life he wasn’t
ready to abandon. But damn, he wasn’t ready to leave her, either. He might be a
battle-hardened Marine, but he figured she could easily bring him to his knees.


Taking the easier way out, he decided
to wait for time and circumstances to reveal what kind of future he and Hanna
had together. They were very close to finding out where Lance was, and that was
the task they both needed to focus on for the time being.
















 


CHAPTER
20


 


BRILLIANT SHAFTS OF SUNLIGHT burst
through the double French doors off the balcony, sparkling like prisms through
the beveled panes of glass. Conditioned to rising at dawn, although he
suspected it was well past that, Nick turned his head to look at the woman
lying naked beside him.


Partially covered by the bed sheet,
Hanna was still soundly asleep, curled on her side against him, one hand
touching his chest, as if to reassure herself he was still next to her. She had
a knee thrown over his, and one narrow foot buried between his calves, while he
had one arm hooked under her neck, his hand resting on her bare shoulder. 


Her face was mostly obscured by her tousled
gold hair. Gently, he brushed it back from her eyes and tucked it behind a jade
studded ear. She was so incredibly lovely!


It pleased him she wore the earrings
and necklace that he’d sent her for her last birthday so often. His gift wasn’t
a sailboat, but the set seemed to be her favorite pieces of jewelry. Not for
the first time, Nick wondered what that meant. Maybe he’d have to find a ring
that matched.


Or maybe he’d have to find her a ring
of a different nature— perhaps an engagement ring? He let the notion rattle
around in his brain for a few minutes and discovered it definitely bore serious
consideration.


Mrs. Nick Kelly. He liked that. Having
Hanna in his life permanently, taking her back to San Diego with him still
sounded pretty damn good to him. He might not be able to wake up to her sweet
warm body every morning if he was overseas or out in the field, but he sure as
hell could look forward to having her there when he came home. And, hell, he
was more than due for some state side deployment for a change.


Now that he was a colonel, he could
expect some less dangerous assignments, couldn’t he? He was in the process of
wondering if his commander might agree to some stateside deployment when she
opened her gorgeous green eyes and looked up at him with a drowsy smile.


“Good morning, Colonel.”


“Good morning, Doctor.”


His fingertip traced a leisurely path
down her nose and around her parted lips. “You look so pretty in the morning.”
He had to make a second slow outline of her mouth. It was just too soft and
inviting to resist.


Her thick dark lashes swept downward,
then lifted to reveal a glittering gaze that scanned his bare torso. “You look
pretty good yourself in the morning.”


Nick propped his head on a fisted
hand. The added elevation allowed him to see more of her. His assessing gaze
swept her thinly veiled nudity. It hit him then that this was the first time
they had awakened in each other’s arms.


“I like sleeping with you all night ad
waking up beside you,” he informed her huskily. “Having you snuggled up against
me, naked, is pretty damned nice.”


She stretched, wanting to purr like a
contented cat. “I like sleeping with you, too.” Her fingertip followed the deep
muscular indentation in the center of his wide chest that marked the space
between his well-cut pectorals. “I wish we could spend all day in bed, like
this.”


“Yeah, I do, too.” But at least they
weren’t in any big hurry to go somewhere.


As she edged closer to his big body he
hooked his arm around her waist, turned to fully face her, and pulled her to
him, securing her up against his long muscular limbs. Her breasts got crushed
against his hard chest as he kissed her, his mouth slanting over hers, his
tongue sliding inside to tangle with hers. When he felt he had given her mouth
a thorough treatment, he moved to her cheekbone, then her eyelids, closing
them. Hanna sighed in sweet surrender and stroked the whole length of his body
with hers, slithering against him.


His lips slid to her temple as he
nuzzled into her hair. “God, you feel good!” he groaned, his mouth and breath
tickling her. “You smell good, too. Like lilacs— and me.”


Hanna caught her breath, then giggled.
“You smell like lilacs, too... and me.”


He groaned in dismay this time. “So, I
pretty much smell like a flower pot?”


“Pretty much.”


He ruffled her hair. “Aw, my sweet
Hanna, what’s happening between us after all these years?”


She tilted her head back and looked up
at him. “What do you think is happening, Nick?”


He stared down at her and shook his
head, perplexed. “Something more than friendship, I think.”


She smiled softly. “I’d say so.”


“Love?”


He felt every muscle in her body tense
and freeze, and wondered why. Was that an unpleasant or frightening notion to
her? He tried to read her expression. He had no experience at analyzing a
woman’s feelings, so he didn’t know what her reaction said. He tried to ask
her.


“So what do you think?” He lifted her
chin so she’d look at him. “What’s happening here?”


She wouldn’t hold his inquisitive gaze
and glanced away with a nervous laugh. “I can’t tell you how you feel, Nick.”


He felt her move away from him and
hated it, so he teased her to lighten the mood. “Why not? You’re the genius.”


She shot him a sharp, defensive look.
“I’m not a mind reader. And I’m not a genius.”


Nick heard the anger in her voice and
figured he’d blown it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make it sound like....” He
rolled onto his back and stared at the ceiling. “I don’t have any experience
with all this relationship stuff,” he sighed in self-disgust, then looked over
at her. “Let’s just enjoy ourselves and see what happens, shall we?”


“Sure.”


But she didn’t sound too thrilled about
it. Nick rolled onto his side again and pulled her back into his arms. “Screw
all this talk,” he finally decided. “I’d rather make love to you one more time
before we check out and catch the ferry home.”


He looked so adorable in his
confusion, then his eagerness to keep it simple, she had to laugh. “You sound
so male!” she chided him. “If it gets too complicated, just get back to the
basics, right?”


“Damn right! Keep it straight and
simple.”


“Oh, it’s straight, all right!” 


She snuggled into his big, warm, hard
body, and they didn’t get out of the bed until an hour before check-out time.
Then they almost missed that because they showered together and took advantage
of the tiled seat.


By the time, they got on the ferry to
return to Port Angeles, they were both physically drained. After parking the
Harley on the lower deck, they went up to the top floor lounge and found a
vacant, cushioned bench seat in a quiet corner. Nick sat down with his back
against one wall and his legs outstretched along the seat. With one knee bent
to rest against the wall behind the seat, he positioned Hanna to sit in the vee
of his long legs. She settled herself against him and laid her head back
against his chest, then closed her eyes. His arms closed around her as he
closed his, too, with a deep yawn. His chin dropped to rest on the top of her
head. Comfortable and thoroughly content, they both fell asleep for the
duration of the ride across the strait.


 


NICK KNEW WHAT HE HAD TO DO if he was
going to find his younger brother. As much as he deplored it, he had to make a
deal with Yancy Masters. Li Chen wasn’t going to announce where to find Lance.
The drug lord might want them both dead, but he also wanted to play with them,
like a cat with a mouse before the kill. Chen needed to feel he was superior
and that he completely controlled the situation. It was the way he operated.


Nick had learned over the years that
if you wanted to capture an adversary, you had to know how he thought and
behaved. And he’d gone after a lot of enemies in his career as a Force Recon
Marine. Hunting and apprehending military foes, terrorists, and drug kingpins
had been one of his primary duties. That part of his military career was always
highly classified. This time it was highly personal.


Li Chen had been holding Lance for
over a month now. There was no telling what kind of condition his brother was
in. Knowing the Triad, they were drugging him, torturing him, or just plain
beating the crap out of him on a regular basis. He was done playing by Chen’s
game plan. Since Yancy was a multi-million dollar customer of the drug lord, he
had to know where Chen’s base of operations was located. If Nick had to put a
few million dollars’ worth of heroin into Masters’ hands to get his brother
back, he would. Temporarily, at least. Yancy could be tracked down by the DEA
afterwards and relieved of his product, hopefully before it was sold on the
streets.


With this in mind, Nick called Yancy
at his bar. The biker didn’t sound surprised to hear from him. He greeted Nick
with an angry tirade about the wiretaps he’d uncovered. Nick dismissed the
reaction, pleased that Yancy hadn’t found all his bugs, only his phone taps.
Instead, he told Yancy that he had something that he was looking for.
Intrigued, the bartender arranged a meeting.


When Nick entered his mother’s kitchen
that evening, he stopped abruptly in the doorway. Unnoticed by the women and
children, he stared at the scene before him. His heart tightened involuntarily.
Katie was in a high chair, gumming a biscuit, and Christopher was sitting in the
chair beside her, trying to feed her Cheerios. His mother, Colleen, Christine,
and Hanna were putting the finishing touches on dinner.


He was a lucky man to have such a
wonderful, close-knit family and such good friends. Not every man was as lucky.


He wanted to come through for the
people before him. He wanted to bring his brother home safe and sound for his
mother and nephew. For Colleen and her granddaughters, he wanted to clear
Dylan’s name and bring them justice so they could have some closure. They were
depending on him, and he vowed not to fail them.


His gaze slid to Hanna. He’d spent the
night in her arms on three occasions now, and while he cherished their sexual
intimacies and wanted more of them, he also realized now that a long distance
friendship wasn’t going to be enough anymore. It had been hard to leave her three
years ago. Now, he figured it damn well might be nearly impossible to leave her
behind, here in Port George, when he received his next duty station and
assignment. Even though his mind was filled with plans to rescue his brother,
it was also filled with thoughts of a future together with Hanna. How they’d
work that out had yet to be determined, but he was considering the
possibilities. Her career was as important as his, and he had to figure out how
the two might blend together.


Not surprisingly, Christopher was the
one to finally spot him. “Uncle Nick!” He set aside his box of Cheerios and
rushed into his uncle’s out-stretched arms.


Nick swung him high up in the air and
kissed him. He loved his nephew so much, he dearly hoped he would be able to
reunite him with his dad in a few days. God forbid he’d have to take Lance’s
place, but if the worst happened, he knew he’d do that in a heartbeat.


Once he set him on his feet, he let
Christopher take his hand and walk him over to the kitchen table, where they sat
down next to Katie in the high chair. She was another precious little package
he had fallen in love with over the past three weeks.


“So, what are we eating here,
princess?” He eyed the bits of gooey, gummed food and grimaced. “Looks nasty.”
The baby grabbed his forefinger and pulled it to her mouth instead. She sucked
on it hard, surprising Nick. “Lord, wait ‘til you get teeth, young lady!”


Hanna came over to the table and sat
down across from him. Her hand slid to cover his.


“Did you get a nap?” Her smile was
tender, concerned.


Nick wanted to drown in it. “No. I
called Yancy.”


The smile disappeared. “And?”


“And I’m meeting him later tonight to
talk about a trade.” His voice was low, but the other women heard what he said
to Hanna. Jessie came over to the table and asked him what was happening. Every
woman at the table was staring at him now. Each was interested in reply to
Hanna’s question. “I have some heroin Yancy wants,” he informed them because
Hanna was the only one who knew that. “I’m going to give it to him if he’ll
tell me where Lance is being held.”


“Oh, Nick, I hate to see him get more
of the stuff,” his mother exclaimed, troubled. “And do you think he’ll even
know where Lance is?”


“It’s likely he will,” he assured his
mother. “And I’m going to make sure the DEA picks Yancy up as soon as possible
after I get what I want.”


“Where are you meeting him?” Hanna
asked.


“At his place on Shelter Island.”


“With all those armed men?” Her face
was creased with worry. “Take me.”


“No.” His answer was emphatic. “It’s
much too risky.” He stared at her and enfolded her hand in both of his. “I’ll
be fine, Hanna. I promise.”


Christopher was watching, big-eyed.
“Uncle Nick? You going to get Daddy?”


Nick ruffled his hair. “Real soon,
sport. Real soon.”


 


NICK TOOK THE ZODIAC TO SHELTER ISLAND.
He drove it up to Yancy’s private dock at eleven o’clock that night and stopped
under the single pole light, cut the engine, then leaped over the side to tie
the craft off. In the backpack he shouldered, there were the two tubes of China
White, only not quite as full as Nick had found them.


Where the pier met the beach, there
was a small boathouse that had been renovated into a guardhouse. Two armed men
stepped out and frisked him, then searched his backpack. Failing to find the Ka-Bar
inside his boot, they escorted him up the path to the house.


The big turn-of-the-century house had
been completely remodeled. Yancy lived very well for a bar owner, but then Nick
had been in the house before and already knew how the dealer lived. Only a
crooked sheriff and police chief would fail to question where a man such as
Yancy Masters got the money to live so lavishly. It sickened Nick that the
community he had grown up in was run by such men. But he meant to change that
soon. As far as he was concerned, tonight was the first step in making that
change.


The two guards, one behind Nick and
one in front of him, walked him through the house, to a room at the back. Big
double doors opened into a richly appointed office. Yancy sat behind a large
oak desk in an Italian leather swivel chair. He didn’t bother to greet Nick
when he entered. He just motioned him to a chair in front of the desk.


The guards stepped back to stand
behind him, one on either side of the double doors. Having them at his back
made Nick uneasy. He angled his chair so he could keep the men in his
peripheral vision.


“Let’s see what you brought me,” Yancy
prompted.


Nick took the two tubes out of his
backpack and set them on the desk in front of him. He watched Yancy rise out of
his chair to unscrew the lids on the tubes and pull out the plastic bags
inside.


“This isn’t all of it, Kelly! What
kind of game are you playing?”


Nick lifted an eyebrow at the display
of temper. “One that guarantees my health until I get what I came for. This is
a trade, isn’t it?”


“Yeah, it is.” In a mercurial change
of mood, Yancy laughed and sat back down. “Damn, too bad you’re a straight
arrow, Colonel. I’d rather do business with you than that slant-eyed Chinaman.”
He gathered the bags and tubes close to him, then looked over his desk at his
guest. “So when do I get the rest?”


“It’s already here. I’ll tell you
where once you tell me where to find my brother.”


“Been out here before, have you?”
Yancy commented, chuckling. When Nick only stared at him, he added, “We found
all the little bugs you planted.” Opening his desk drawer, he pulled out a
plastic bag of small electronic devices. “What I want to know is who you shared
all this information with that you collected? That pretty little doctor you been
hanging around with? The feds?”


“Is this part of the trade?”


“Not really.” Yancy moved his big
shoulders in a shrug. “I’ve decided I’m not doing business here anymore. My
partners have turned uncooperative and unappreciative. Time to move on— with a
twenty million dollar start. And I figure you don’t want the feds involved in
this until you get your brother back. By then, I’ll be long gone.”


“You figured right,” Nick concurred
dryly. “So, do you know where my brother is?”


“I think so.” Yancy got up and walked
to a cabinet behind his desk. After unlocking it, he returned with a map of
Vancouver Island, which he laid out on his desktop. “I don’t like what Chen is
doing with Lance anyhow. It mucked up the whole operation, and Lance didn’t
need to be involved in this. If Li has a beef with you, he should take it up
with you, the way I see it.”


Nick didn’t respond to the man’s
opinion on the matter. He rose from his chair, went around the desk to stand
beside Yancy, and leaned over the map he had spread out. Yancy directed his
attention to a particular spot on the map, pointing to it with his
diamond-ringed forefinger.


“Chen’s got a compound at the northern
end of Vancouver Island, on the western side, below Cape Scott Provincial
Park,” he stated. “Here, five miles beyond the fishing village of Stormy
Harbour. I’ve been there once. I was taken in by helicopter. There’s a private
landing strip on the property. The house sits on a bluff overlooking this
finger shaped inlet, at the mouth of Quatsino Sound. The only way to reach the
compound is by boat, airplane, or on foot.”


“That’s pretty damn remote country,”
Nick commented, surprised that Li Chen had chosen such a place to do business
from. “Why is he operating out of somewhere like that?”


“His freighters can bring their loads
over from the Triangle, sail up this little sheltered inlet,” he indicated,
moving his finger on the map, “anchor in the bay below his house, then be
unloaded by his men. The remoteness of the region suits Chen. He’s well hidden,
and he can fly his refined product out when it’s ready for distribution in
Vancouver, or he can send it back out on the freighter to us. It’s a perfect
location really. He’s got a big house up there, quarters for his men, a lab and
processing plant, an airport— like I said, a compound.”


“How many men?”


Yancy shrugged. “I don’t know— maybe a
couple dozen and the workers at the lab.”


“Do you know for a fact that Lance is
being held here?” Nick lifted his narrowed eyes to Yancy.


“I haven’t seen him, but Chen says
he’s with him, and that’s where Chen is all the time.”


“He doesn’t operate out of Vancouver
at all?”


“Not personally. That’s why he never
gets caught. He isn’t where the stuff is distributed.”


Nick remembered a similar operation in
Thailand two years ago. “Just where the stuff is manufactured,” he commented
more to himself than the man across from him.


Yancy nodded and sat back down.
“That’s right.” He gave Nick a long considering look. “You know, Colonel, your
chances of getting your brother out of that place are slim to none.”


Nick stared back at him and sent him a
quick mirthless grin. “We’ll see.”


“Well, strange as it sounds, I wish
you luck. Chen is a nasty arrogant bastard. I’d like to see you take him down
for good.” Yancy stood up and walked around his desk. “Now where can I find the
rest of my product, Colonel?”


Nick rose. The meeting was obviously
over, as far as Yancy was concerned. “Your men gonna let me leave here in one
piece?”


“You have my word on it.”


Nick nodded. “The remainder of the
heroin is in your maintenance shed out back, the one with the double lock on
it. There are two bags in the empty redwood barrel.”


Yancy exploded with laughter and
slapped Nick on the shoulder. “I suppose you didn’t have any trouble gettin’
past those locks, did you?”


“Not too much.”


The two men at the double doors,
stepped aside as Yancy ushered Nick out. “Well, damn, Colonel! Hope you get
Lance back safe and sound. But that’s something I’ll probably never know since
I’ll be long gone by the time you leave for Vancouver Island.”


The four men walked to the front door
together, then separated. Yancy and his men went around to the back of the
house, while Nick retraced his steps to the pier and his Zodiac, surprised that
he didn’t see any of Yancy’s guards along the way.


 


HANNA WAS SITTING AT THE KITCHEN TABLE
with Nick’s mother when he came through the back door at one o’clock in the
morning. He smiled when he saw them.


“This is getting to be a nice habit—
the two of you two waiting up for me. Better be careful. I might get used to
it.”


Hanna’s smile was warm and tender and
relieved. His mother’s was anxious.


“What did Yancy tell you, son?”


Nick took a seat between the two
women. “He thinks Chen is holding Lance on Vancouver Island. He showed me the
compound on the map.”


“Do you think the information is
accurate?” Jessie asked worriedly.


“From all he told me— yes, I do. It
would be the ideal location to hold someone without anyone finding out.”


“Do you want a cup of coffee?” Hanna
checked. When he shook his head no, she asked, “So, exactly where on Vancouver
Island is Chen keeping Lance?”


Nick raked a hand through his short
hair tiredly. “At a compound he owns at the northwestern end, just below Cape
Scott. It’s above a little fishing village called Stormy Harbour. Have you ever
been there?”


“I don’t think so. If it’s where I
think, I’ve probably sailed by it, though.”


“Just north and east of the mouth of
Quatsino Sound,” Nick clarified. “There’s a finger shaped inlet that hooks
around and above Stormy Harbour.”


Hanna’s brows were furrowed in
thought. “I’ve sailed into Quatsino Sound and south to Port Alice. It’s
gorgeous country, but very rugged and remote. The weather’s really
unpredictable, too, although less so in the summer. Lots of rain and wind.”


“We used to dive with Sean off the
northern end of Cape Scott— where all those old sunken ships are, off Shipwreck
Point, remember?” Nick asked.


“Yeah. I’ve dived there with Lance. He
likes to salvage in that area.”


Nick stared at her for a long moment.
There it was again. Another reference to what she and his younger brother did
together. He didn’t remember her ever mentioning so many shared activities with
Lance in her letters.


Sighing, Jessie rose slowly and
stiffly from her chair. “Well, I’m going to bed, you two,” she informed them.
“Let me know when you’ll be leaving to get your brother, son.”


“Uncle Nick?” Christopher’s sleepy
little voice came from entryway into the dark living room. “Did the bad men
tell you where to find Daddy?” The little boy rubbed his eyes and climbed up onto
his uncle’s lap, looking trustingly up into his face.


Nick smiled at him and enclosed his
thin flannel-clad frame in his arms. “Yes, they did. Now I’m going to go to get
him and bring him home, sport.”


The smile that lit up the
ten-year-old’s face was luminous. “I know you’d do it!” He threw his skinny
arms around his uncle’s neck and gave him a big bear hug. “When Daddy be home?”


“A couple of days.” Nick stood up with
him and hoisted him onto his shoulders, making Christopher squeal with delight.
“Now you need to get back in bed. It’s way past your bedtime.”


“I sleeping with grandma,” the boy
informed him. “Read me a story.”


Jessie reached out and rubbed her
grandson’s leg as it dangled over Nick’s broad shoulder. “I’ll read you one,
honey. Nick is tired.”


“No,” the little boy insisted, angling
his brown-haired head down and to look upside down into his beloved uncle’s
face. “I want Uncle Nick to read to me.”


“It’s okay, Mom. It won’t take long.
He looks pretty sleepy.” Nick turned to Hanna, who was still seated at the
table, smiling up at the three of them. “Wait for me, and I’ll walk you home.”


“I can walk home by myself, for
goodness sakes.”


“Wait for me,” he insisted, every bit
as stubborn as his nephew.


“Okay,” she conceded as she pushed her
dark-rimmed glasses up onto her nose. “I’ll wait.”


“Thank you.” He winked at her, then
left with his mom and Christopher, bending at his knees into a squat, duck-walking,
to get through the doorway with the little boy on his shoulders. Hanna’s gaze
followed them until they disappeared into the darkness.


Nick’s relationship with Lance’s son
was so very touching that it made her eyes water. Christopher trusted his uncle
to rescue his dad and bring him home safe and sound. For that matter, they all
had been doing that from the day Nick had arrived home.


These were such dangerous men that had
entered their lives. And their leader had a personal vendetta against Nick. She
didn’t want anything to happen to either of the Kelly brothers. She loved both
of them, though one differently from the other. And Lord help her! Now that she
and Nick had become lovers, she would never be able to bear losing him.
















 


CHAPTER
21


 


HER GRANDMOTHER’S HOUSE was completely
dark as she and Nick entered through the back door and strode quietly upstairs.


Hanna looked back at Nick over her
shoulder and barely suppressed a giggle. “I feel like a teenager sneaking a boy
into her room.”


Nick caught her around the waist and
brought her to a halt at the top of the stairs. “You never did that, did you?”


“What do you think?” She made a face
at him over her shoulder. “Of course not. I didn’t have any boyfriends in high
school, remember? No one wanted to go out with a brainy underage geek, like
me.”


Nick whirled her around to face him.
“I did!” Even in the dark, she could see the adamant, half-angry look on his
face. “I admit you were too young to get serious about, but that doesn’t mean I
didn’t consider it.”


She stared up at him in wonder and
disbelief. “You had so many girlfriends all through high school,” she reminded
him, remembering how each new one had hurt.


“Yeah, but after taking you to our
prom, things were different, at least, for me. That summer after graduation....”
With a slight shake of his head, he gazed down at her. “Remember how much time
we spent together all that summer? Camping, sailing, and diving? Hanging out
together?”


“Dylan and Lance were there, too,” she
reminded him. “They went everywhere we did.”


“You were too young to be alone with
me.” His eyes became very intense, and his voice dropped lower. “I had the
experience to know what could happen. You didn’t. Geez, Hanna, you were barely
fifteen!”


She was speechless. What a revelation!
He’d been attracted to her way back then? She’d had no idea.


They were at her bedroom door when
Christine emerged from her room across the hall. There was an empty baby bottle
in her hand. She looked over at them and grinned.


Hanna was grateful for the darkness.
She could feel herself blushing all the way to her toes. It was obvious Nick
was intending to stay the night. He had his shaving kit in one hand and a
change of clothes in the other. He’d asked her to spend the night at his
mother’s, but Hanna didn’t think that was a good idea because of Christopher.


“The baby still wakes up once in the
while, hungry in the middle of the night,” Christine explained with an astute
grin. “Don’t let me disturb you. Colleen went to bed a couple of hours ago.”


“Good night, Christine,” Nick replied
as he opened the door for Hanna. “Give Katie a good night kiss for me.”


“See you in the morning,” she
finished. “Stay for breakfast.”


Hanna took that to mean that neither
Colleen nor Christine would be shocked if Nick spent the night. She whispered
good night to her sister-in-law then went into her room.


Nick shut the door behind them, then
dropped his things in a nearby chair and swung around to catch her in his arms.
“I need a kiss,” he murmured as she struggled to suppress another giggle. “No―
more than just a kiss, pretty doctor.”


Hungrily, he took her mouth in a
bone-melting kiss that rendered her weak in the knees. His lips moved over
hers, along her arched neck, back and forth between her collarbone and earlobe,
his teeth taking little nibbles along the way.


Her body bent backwards as her arms
wound around his neck, her fingers splaying into his short hair. She pushed her
fingers upwards, to where his hair was longer, to the back and top of his
well-shaped skull. She luxuriated in the soft silky warm feel of his hair.


Her caresses brought his head closer.
His kiss intensified, if that was possible. Her lips parted once again in
invitation, and his tongue thrust into her mouth. It mated with hers, coaxing
and cajoling. She felt the burn all the way to her toes. It was such a fierce
kiss that she uttered a hungry, shameless groan.


With an answering growl, Nick swung
her off her feet and carried her to her bed, where he fell backwards onto the
mattress with her still wrapped tight in his arms. Their kiss continued even as
they twisted sideways to face one another. It was ravenous, unending, defying
them to breathe, to separate.


Nick pushed his hands into her hair,
turning her head this way and that for the deepest access he could find. While
he was rapidly sending her into oblivion, she struggled to lower the zipper on
his jeans.


She had to wedge her knee between his
to gain purchase, then because she just had to feel even more of him, she
pushed her knee higher to rub back and forth against his groin. He shuddered
when she came into contact with his swollen shaft.


Understanding her message of need, he
pushed her onto her back, finally broke his contact with her mouth, and began
to unbutton her blouse. He disposed of all the buttons and stripped it from her
with amazing speed, then began working on the zipper to her jeans. Hanna kicked
off her sandals and nudged Nick’s sneakers off his feet.


She was surprisingly good at getting
them off, considering how tangled their bodies were. By that point, he had her
jeans around her ankles, so she wiggled out of them. Twisting against each
other, they both managed to get him out of his jeans. Then Nick rose above her
to tear his polo shirt off over his head and toss it backward carelessly, onto
the floor.


A squeaky laugh of delight escaped her
as he emerged from his shirt, bare-chested and nearly naked. She actually had
on more than he did. She was wearing the stretchy lace bikini panties and
demi-bra Christine had given her, and discovered the true value of such
seductive attire when she saw Nick notice them and suck in a quick breath. 


His dark eyes filled with heat as he
slowly scanned her figure. Sending her pulse racing, he bent his dark head to
the pale thrust of her breasts that rose above the delicate lace. His tongue
sketched their full sloping shape. Through the sheer lace, his lips closed over
a nipple. Hanna arched, moaning, against the erotic pull of his teeth and lips.


One hand slipped beneath the satin and
lace of her matching panties. His fingers found her unerringly. She writhed and
twisted beneath his fondling caresses, his name breathlessly falling from her
lips with each assault he made on her senses.


Her climax spiraled to the surface.
Her world spun dizzily. Her body bowed upwards, nails dug into the sheets. To
silence her cry of ecstasy, Nick pulled his mouth from her breast to cover her
lips.


Before she had time to float back
down, he stripped her of her underwear, then his own, and entered her with the
same surety his fingers had. Hanna loved that moment when he first entered her.
All her empty places were filled with him. He became so much a part of her, she
wondered how they could return to two separate beings. For her, the fusion of
their bodies was a fusion of their souls, of their essences.


Clutching him to her, she felt the
hard flex of the muscles in his back. Her fingers slid across his shoulder
blades and along his spine. They molded the smooth hard curve of his waistline,
sculpted the round firm shape of his buttocks. With her nails digging into warm
skin, she grasped him tight as he rocked forcefully in and out of her. Because
she knew he loved it, she wrapped her long legs tight around his waist. It
locked her hips to his. His pace quickened. Sweat slicked his chest, his arms,
his entire body.


His stamina was wondrous. Hanna
reveled in it, glad she was in good enough shape to enjoy it. As far as she was
concerned, he could love her all night like this. She rotated her hips against
his, making the circular motion she had discovered drove him wild, savoring the
feel of his pelvic hair against hers and the deep groans that rumbled in his
chest.


Her tongue came out to lick the sweat
from his arched neck, his collarbone, his Adam’s apple. He tasted salty.
Inhaling his gloriously masculine scent, she nuzzled her nose in the light
dusting of dark soft hair on his broad chest and breathed deeply. Her lips
found his male nipple, then her teeth, gently biting him. His thrusts became
urgent, hard, and fast.


Another climax rose inside her, hotter
and more intense than before. She felt his building, and anticipated it as much
as her own. Shivers turned to deep shudders. They were slipping wetly against
one another. The telltale goose bumps rose on both their sweat-slick flesh.
Hanna’s long lithe body arched one final time, then dipped into the mattress
beneath the final fierce thrust of Nick’s. Their voices blended in a cry of
muffled pleasure. Consummation was so intense it rocked both of them.


Little quivers racked their limbs for long
moments afterwards. Nick reluctantly shifted his weight to her side. Not
wanting to be separated by even the merest inch, Hanna turned with him and
locked her arms around his waist to trap him as close as she could get him. He
found a similar hold on her. It seemed forever that they held each other that
way, Nick breathing heavily into her hair, Hanna doing the same into his chest.


At long last, their bodies cooled
enough to need the blankets pulled up. Beneath them, they rolled onto their
backs to stare at the ceiling silently for a moment. In the dark, their hands
found each other’s, fingers locked and intertwined.


She had no idea if making love was
this absolutely wonderful with any other man, but she knew it was beyond what
she had ever dreamed of with Nick. Either because she loved him so much or
because he was an amazingly skilled lover, or maybe both, having sex with him
was the closest to heaven she imagined she would get while she lived on this
earth.


Finally, he turned to her, rose up on
one elbow and caressed her cheek with his knuckles. “How am I ever going to do
without this? Without you?”


She frowned in a mixture of
consternation and joy. Was he preparing himself to leave her? Or was he telling
her that he couldn’t? “You don’t have to do without me,” she told him quietly.


“I don’t, huh?” He stared at her
thoughtfully, his mouth curved into one of those crooked grins she loved so
much. But there was also a slight frown wrinkling his forehead.


“Can you still retire?” she ventured.


“Yes, and I could do so with full
benefits.”


But she could hear the hesitancy in
his voice. “You don’t want to, though, do you?”


“Not really.” His head fell back onto
the pillow, and he stared at the ceiling once again. “The Corps is all I know.
It’s my life, my career, but I want things to change. I want there to be more
to my life than all these long overseas’ field deployments.”


It sounded to Hanna like he’d been
thinking about a new direction in his career. But it also sounded like he
hadn’t come to any decisions yet. She didn’t want to press him. She figured that
if he wanted her in his life on a regular basis, he’d have to come to that
realization in his own way and time. She’d waited twenty years for him. She
could wait a little longer. And even though he hadn’t told her he loved her, he’d
been telling her with his body how much she meant to him. She’d let that be
enough for now.


She finally scooted up to sit against
the pillows. When she was comfortable, she reached over to turn on her beside
lamp. Then she grabbed her glasses and a navigational map out of the night
stand drawer.


“So, show me where Lance is?”


She unfolded the map and smoothed it
over her quilt-covered lap. She was still wearing her bra. Either Nick had left
it on her on purpose, or he’d forgotten about it.


He plumped his pillows and sat up next
to her, letting the quilt fall around his waist as he checked his wristwatch.
“Feeling energized, are you?”


“I thought we’d make some plans so we
can get started on this rescue mission.” She saw his frown and knew what was
coming. “And don’t even think about telling me I’m not going along with you.”


“Hanna....”


“Colonel!” Her chin set stubbornly.


“These are dangerous men. They’d just
as soon shoot you as look at you. I have experience with situations like this.
I’m trained for this. You’re not. I can’t put you at risk by letting you come
on this mission with me.”


“You need help.”


“I plan on asking Kurt to go with me.”


“I’m a doctor. Lance may need me.”


That stopped him for a moment. Then he
shook his head in disagreement. “I have enough medical training to treat any
injuries temporarily.”


She didn’t have an argument for that
because she knew that he did have EMT training. “I can’t let you go without me.
There has to be something I could do for you. I’ve learned to operate all the
special equipment you’ve had me use. And I want to help bring Lance home.”


She looked so adorable sitting next to
him in her little lacy black bra and disheveled hair. As he stared at her
pleading expression, his heart twisted with love. Yeah, he loved her, he
finally admitted to himself. And not just as his best friend. This woman was
incredibly important to him. He was torn between giving her what she wanted and
deserved, and what he wanted, which was to keep her out of harm’s way. He knew that
she was smart and capable enough to be of assistance to him, but somehow he had
to keep her away from the real danger.


“Okay, you can go— up to a point. I’ll
take you with me to the island, but not necessarily inside the compound.”


Her eyes sparkled with a happy smile
before she cast them to the map spread out on the queen-sized bed. She pointed
to a place on the north end of Vancouver Island that was entitled Stormy
Harbour. “Is this where Yancy told you Lance was?”


Nick nodded as his index finger joined
hers on the map. “Just above Stormy Harbour, right about there, below the
northern most tip of Holberg Inlet. Yancy said the place sits atop a high rocky
headland overlooking the bay. The whole thing is surrounded by an electrified
fence. I’m going to call in for some satellite photos of the area tomorrow.”


“You can do that?”


“I have the clearance and the
authority. Depending on the weather and the clarity, the photos may give us a
picture of Chen’s property, maybe even some good close-ups. I’ll match the
pictures up with a variety of topographical maps. I also want to check the nautical
maps, like this one of yours. We’re going to need to see a map of the logging
roads, too. We’ll find the best way to approach and enter the complex.”


“Won’t you have to find out exactly
where Lance is being held?”


“It would help. We should be prepared
to set up a bare minimum camp close by; some place well-hidden, while I conduct
some on-site reconnaissance.”


“Are we hiking in then? Backpacking?”


“No, I think we ought to rent ATV’s.
That way we don’t have to carry all that gear in, and we can get out faster if
we need a speedy escape, although it would be nice to get out by boat.”


After a moment’s contemplation, Nick
swung out of bed and walked across the room to her desk. Hanna looked up from
her map to enjoy the view. Naked, Nick was an absolute pleasure to behold. From
behind, his back rippled with muscle. His shoulders were broadly cut. His waist
narrowed smoothly to perfectly round tight hard buttocks that Hanna loved
running her palms over and squeezing. Below them, his legs were thick with
sinewy bands of muscle along his thighs, tapering to calves that bulged hard as
rocks. At six foot four, his two hundred and forty pound frame was all hard,
sculpted muscle, distributed on his long big body in perfect proportion. He
looked incredibly strong, and yet she knew, first hand, how very gentle he
could be, with her, with his mom, with Christopher, and with tiny Katie. It was
no wonder she loved him enough to have waited this long for him. How many men
in the world were there like him?


When he came back to her bed, he had a
notepad and pen in his large hands. He sat back down next to her, oblivious to
the fact she had been so openly admiring all his attributes.


“I’m going to make a list of all the
equipment we’ll need, and you can help me start putting it together tomorrow.
We’ll start with a float plane.”


“A float plane? Why not my Emerald
Mermaid?”


“A plane is faster— for getting there
and getting out.”


“Can you fly a float plane?”


“I can fly anything I have to,” he
answered her without conceit. “So can Kurt.”


“I guess there isn’t anything you
recon guys can’t do.”


“Not after twenty years in the field,”
he said, again smiling without arrogance at her. “Eventually, we’re trained to
do just about everything and anything that needs to be done in the military.”


“So, we’re going to travel by plane
and all-terrain vehicles. What kind of camping gear do you want?” she asked,
watching as he jotted down more items. “Everything we take needs to be
waterproof. It rains a lot at the northern end of Vancouver Island, even in the
summer. Much of it is rainforest, just like the Olympic National Park.”


“We need good waterproof backpacks,
coats, and shoes; zip locked food and gear.”


She continued to watch his mind and
hand work to formulate a list, which, at the moment, consisted of a small
arsenal of weapons. There were several different types of grenades, which she
asked about.


Nick described them for her. “There’s
the standard fragmentation type that kills or severely injures anyone in its
range of detonation. We’ll take a few of those. Then there are the flash-bang
grenades that stun and create a sudden bright light that temporarily blinds and
disables all within its range of flash. Then, one I imagine we’ll particularly
need, that’s called a chaff grenade. It spreads a tiny cloud of metallic pieces
that disrupt any electronic equipment like surveillance cameras and radios.
Maybe a few smoke grenades for escape.”


Hanna studied his growing list. “Where
are you going to get C4 Semtex from, for heaven’s sake?”


He grinned at her. “You recognize
that?”


“I’ve heard of it. It’s used to make
bombs, right?”


“Yeah,” he responded, then elaborated.
“We’ll take it to use as a satchel charge, and with some remote detonators, to
create distractions or destruction, whatever it is needed as we retreat.”


“Can we transport it safely?”


“Yeah, that’s not a problem until we
wire it.”


The next items on the list were guns.
Hanna had already seen the one that Nick preferred. It was the lethal looking
Glock. But he also had a note to bring a spare 9mm.


“Is that for me?”


He stopped writing to look over at
her. “Can you use a hand gun? A 9millimeter?”


“No and no,” she answered honestly.
“But you could show me how to use one. I can shoot a rifle.”


“I remember.” He was referring to the
fact that the boys themselves had taught her when she’d gone hunting with them.
“But I don’t really want you in a situation where you’d have to use a gun.”


“Well, I’d rather not use one,
either,” she agreed quietly.


The rest of his list of equipment
included extra ammunition, two semi-automatic assault rifles, a sniper rifle
with a couple of different scopes, three sets of thermal night vision goggles,
and three radios with tiny headphones and lip mikes for communicating with one
another. In addition to all that, his SATCOM cellular phone, his handheld GPS,
extra batteries, his compass, and the directional microphone were added to the
list.


The last item made her frown. “Why the
directional microphone?” 


“I’m hoping to use it to find Lance.”


“I guess you better be electronically
competent to be in the military anymore.”


Nick laughed and added more equipment
to his list. “I want to be prepared for anything, and all these gadgets can
help get the job done more safely and efficiently.”


“Are we really going to need and use
all the weapons you’ve listed?” 


“Maybe not, but I always go in more
prepared than less. Plan for the worst, and come out alive. Forget that, and
some small screw up will kill you.”


Hanna shuddered to hear him talk so
matter-of-factly about dying. “You have a good track record of keeping your
teams alive, don’t you?” she asked, then wished she had thought before she had
blurted out the question. The last time he’d been home, he’d been in such bad
shape because he had lost nearly everyone on the team he’d been heading.


He smiled at her, then decided she
needed a reassuring kiss on the cheek. “Yes, I do. The only time I messed up
was three years ago, and there probably wasn’t much I could have done about
that. I found out later that the target had been warned we were coming. That’s
why they were ready with that ambush.”


Hanna shivered again, recalling how
close Nick had come to dying in that disastrous mission to capture a terrorist
leader. She was glad he had come to realize he wasn’t to blame for that failed
mission. 


“I think I can still shoot a rifle or
a shotgun,” she volunteered bravely. “Are these military ones that much
different from hunting ones?”


“Yes and no, but you won’t be carrying
a weapon, or using one, I’ve decided,” he informed her gravely. “You’ll be far
away from any firefight.”


Hanna frowned, wondering how far away
he meant.


He caressed her cheek, trying to chase
away that frown. “My intent is to go in unseen and silent, get Lance out, then
all of us out, without them ever knowing we were there. A swift and silent
extraction, nothing more.”


She put her hand in his and stared at
the image of her smaller one enfolded in his larger one. “Nothing deadly?”


“Not if I can help it.”


After squeezing her hand reassuringly
again, he checked his watch. “It’s after three. I think we better get some
sleep, don’t you?”


Nodding her agreement, she turned out
her table lamp and settled snuggly next to Nick in her bed. The thought of
their upcoming rescue of Lance filled her with as much trepidation as
excitement. There was no doubt in her mind that it was going to be dangerous,
but by the grace of God, Lance was still alive, and she felt confident that
Nick would get his brother home. With God’s help, it would hopefully be done
without harm to anyone. As she held on a little tighter to the man beside, she
said a silent prayer for a safe and successful outcome.


Nick turned sideways to adjust the
angle of his body to Hanna’s. She laid her head in the warm crook of his
shoulder and arm. It was a lumpy pillow, but she had no desire to lay her head
on any other. She hooked her arm around his waist to keep him close. Her
fingertips stroked the tiny indentation at the base of his spine.


“When do we leave?” she whispered in
the dark as her hand drifted over the much-loved shape of his buttocks.


“Probably Friday morning. We need to
spend tomorrow getting our supplies appropriated. I’ll call Kurt first thing in
the morning so he can get the time off to come with us.”


“Unofficially?” Hanna felt Nick
unclasp her bra.


“For now.”


The tips of her breasts were freed to
snuggle against his warm, bare chest. The downy mat of hair there tickled her.
Content to spend the rest of eternity in such an intimate position with him,
she closed her eyes on a soft sigh.


“Will you stay for breakfast?” 


“Will Colleen be shocked?” His mouth
and nose were buried in the silky tangles of her hair, nuzzling it.


“No.” And Hanna was certain of that.


“Think she can hear us up here?”
Nick’s lips moved across her face.


“I don’t know,” Hanna giggled against
his chest. “You were careful not to rock the bed the first time.”


“This time it’s your turn to be
careful not to rock the bed,” he teased as he rolled beneath her and lifted her
on top of him. “Be gentle.” His muffled laughter died beneath a groan as she
began to move above him.
















 


CHAPTER 22


 


SHERIFF JEFF THOMAS made sure Phillip
Douglas was alone before he entered the Chief of Police’s office. “You look a
little queasy, Chief. Could it have anything to do with the two who just left the
building?”


Phillip rose from his leather chair
and walked around to the front of his desk to face the sheriff, a man he wished
heartily that he’d never met. “Kelly just got out on bail. Judge Wolcott signed
the order. Seems he’s an old friend of Colleen McHenry.”


Thomas shrugged. “Well, we figured we
wouldn’t be able to hold Kelly for long.”


The police chief scowled. “Hell, I
just arrested him this morning! He wasn’t in that jail cell more than a couple
of hours.”


“I didn’t expect too much with
Master’s crew as witnesses. How believable are those damn bikers? Geez! None of
them can lie worth a nickel. Worthless shitheads!”


“Who really slit Master’s throat?”
Phillip demanded in a lowered voice.


Again Thomas shrugged. “Don’t know.
Don’t care. His death works for me.”


Phillip Douglas blew out a disgusted
breath, and watched the sheriff finally take a seat in the chair next to his
desk. “Yeah. I’ll just bet it does. His death puts you in charge. Don’t get too
comfortable, though. Doctor Wallace came in to have a little talk with me
before posting Kelly’s bail. She told me that Kelly and she know that we’re all
involved in drug smuggling. She warned me to wash my dirty hands of the whole
sorry mess before it was too late, for heaven’s sake!”


“Kelly was at Masters’ house last
night, selling him heroin. He didn’t like what Yancy wanted to pay him for it.
Master’s crew told you that they saw the Colonel slit his throat.”


“Apparently Judge Wolcott wasn’t too
impressed with the evidence.”


“He only set bail. He didn’t dismiss
the charges. You and I both know Kelly will go after Chen. The minute he
crosses the border into Canada, he’ll be in big trouble with the feds, not to
mention his own superiors in the Marine Corps. If he takes the pretty doctor
with him, he’ll make her complicit, too. In fact, I have a feeling that they
may take off for good once they leave the States. Don’t worry. Chen will handle
the matter for us from that point on.”


“Just who the hell is this Chen?”
Phillip demanded as he moved behind his desk to sit down once again. Nothing
Thomas had said yet made him feel any better about the whole sorry mess.


“A big shot in the Chinese Triad.”


“Oh fuck!” Phillip raked a hand
through his light brown hair. “This is a lot worse than I thought. I figured you
and Yancy were just pushing this stuff through those bikers that hang out at
Masters’ bar. I thought that maybe they were the ones who really killed Yancy
last night— a deal gone bad or something. But shit! The Triad! I can’t be
involved in that!”


Jeff Thomas rose from his chair slowly
and braced his two beefy hands on the police chief’s desk. It placed him
eye-to-eye with Douglas. Like Yancy, he was a large man, tall and husky. Only
he was a lot meaner and nastier than the man he’d probably just disposed of
himself.


“You arrested and charged Kelly with
the murder of Yancy Masters,” the sheriff said, enunciating each word. “He was
trying to sell Masters some China White he’d acquired from somewhere. You’ve
got witnesses and the evidence. When he skips bail, he’ll look even guiltier.
It’s not likely we’ll ever hear from him again.”


“And Doctor Wallace?”


“Will be taken care of. Chen never
leaves loose ends,” Thomas growled, slamming his fist down on the desk. “Buck
up and don’t lose your nerve, Douglas.”


Phillip shook his head. “This is too
much— too goddamned much!”


The older man pulled the Police Chief
out of his chair by his open shirt collar. “Get it together, Douglas, or we’ll
have a nice accident arranged for you, too. And for your pretty wife and cute little
kids.”


 


EVERYONE WAS SEATED AT JESSIE’S DINNER
TABLE THAT EVENING. For the next few days and nights, Colleen, Christine, and
Katie were staying at the Price house, under the protection of a rotating shift
of carefully chosen sheriff deputies. The day’s events and the imminent
departure of Hanna and Nick for Vancouver Island had rattled both families.


Nick had insisted that they have
protection, and had called a few of Dylan’s friends in the sheriff’s department
for help. Their superior officer was not aware of the extra duty of a handful
of his deputies. Once Nick had informed the older deputy he’d met at the
hospital of their boss’ involvement with Li Chen, most of officers had wanted
to help in any way they could. Rather than seek the sheriff’s arrest, they had
all agreed to give Nick time to rescue his brother first.


It had been a long tumultuous day for the
whole family. Hanna and Nick had gone downstairs this morning to discover Port
George’s police chief, Phillip Douglas, and a couple of his officers in
Colleen’s living room with an arrest warrant for Nick. They’d been informed
that Yancy Masters had been killed last night in his home on Shelter Island.
Several of the men who worked for Yancy on the island had told the police about
Nick’s late night visit, only they had claimed to witness the murder. A drug
deal gone bad were the words they had used for it. Two of the men had told
the police chief that their boss had refused to pay the price Kelly was asking
for the two bags of China White heroin that he was trying to peddle. As a
result, they had witnessed him slitting Yancy’s throat in his attempt to escape
the island property.


Yancy’s murder had shocked and even
saddened Nick, but he hadn’t been surprised at being arrested for it.
Obviously, the sheriff and police chief knew he was on to their illegal drug
ring. At this point, Chen must also know he was coming after his brother. The
time wasted sitting in a jail cell, uncertain whether he could get bail, had
nearly shot his plans for the expedition to Chen’s compound to hell, but much
to his elation, Hanna and Kurt had managed to salvage it and pull it all
together.


Once he’d heard of Nick’s arrest, Kurt
had assisted in getting him out of jail, then he and Hanna had arranged for and
gathered the remainder of the things they needed for their departure. Hanna’s thorough
efficiency had surprised him. She’d attended to the list he had made the night
before with the competence of a seasoned quartermaster.


During dinner, Nick thanked Colleen
again for putting up his bail. “I’m sorry you had to back it with your house
and property.”


Colleen waved his concern aside. “I
have complete faith in you, Nicholas. I know you will bring in those
responsible for my grandson’s death, as well as return Lance to us. I’ve known
Phillip Douglas since he was a boy. The man’s become a disgrace to his family
and his community. I told him so this morning, too.”


Nick chuckled. Hanna had told him how
Colleen had railed at Chief Douglas. She’d also mentioned that she had said
nearly the same thing to the man. She had leveled some bitter and blunt
accusations at her old nemesis. Nick was a little worried about it. Her
confrontation with the police chief and her honesty put her in more danger, but
at least she was going with him to Vancouver Island where he could protect her.


“I told Judge Wolcott that you have
been looking into Dylan’s death and Lance’s disappearance,” Colleen went on. “I
told him what you have uncovered so far. Your friend at the FBI office in
Seattle talked to the judge, too. Mr. Palmer vouched for you and told him about
the investigation that is being conducted. After that, the bail was nothing
more than cover. Once the judge knew the whole story, he figured you didn’t
kill Yancy Masters.”


“And he’ll keep all you told him
hush-hush until we nail this down?”


Colleen nodded. “He’s been a friend a
long time. He’s an honest man. I trust him. He’s had his suspicions about
Phillip Douglas and Sheriff Thomas for a while. He’s been hearing rumors of
corruption.”


“We still have to prove all this.”


Colleen smiled and reached out to pat
the back of his hand. “You will.”


After dinner, Nick and Hanna left to
pack the gear and clothing that they were taking to Vancouver Island. Because
they were meeting Kurt and the floatplane he had rented early tomorrow morning,
they returned to the Price house to check in one last time with their families.
When they re-entered the kitchen, everyone was still seated around the big
table, even the baby and Christopher. There was a sheriff’s deputy sitting with
them.


Jessie introduced the young man and
explained he was taking the first guard shift. “Since you’ll be heading out
early in the morning, we all wanted to wish you good luck and a safe return.”


Colleen set down her coffee cup and
rose to give Nick a hug. “I know we’ve placed a big burden on your shoulders by
expecting you to solve Dylan’s murder and find Lance, but you remember, we don’t
want you to put your own life at risk. I will not countenance you dying on this
mission, Nicholas Kelly. Take care of my baby girl, too.” Hanna saw the emotion
glittering in her grandmother’s eyes. Her voice was noticeably husky as well.


Nick hugged Colleen firmly in return.
“I promise you that I’ll keep her safe.”


“Thanks for not insisting that I stay
home, Grandma.” Hanna stepped up to hug her grandmother once she was free of
Nick.


“Oh, I know you’d never be able to do
that, sweetheart.”


“I have to help bring Lance home.”


“I know you do, baby, but do what Nick
says, and be careful.”


Jessie concurred with a nod and a
smile. “Stay out of harm’s way, honey. I expect to see all three of you, safe
and sound, for a big celebration dinner on Sunday. Invite that FBI agent who is
helping you, too.”


Nick bent down to give his mother a
kiss. Christine reached over and gave both Hanna’s and Nick’s hands a squeeze.
“Good luck, you two. Take care.”


Nick noticed Christopher was strangely
silent, just staring up at him and Hanna. He squatted down to eye level with
his nephew. “Don’t you worry, sport,” he reassured him. “Your dad, Hanna, and I
will be back here with you in no time at all. Get the football out. We’ll have
a big game before dinner on Sunday. How’s that?”


Christopher threw his arms around his
uncle’s neck, clinging for a few seconds. Nick stroked his head and reassured
him with kisses.


When he finally rose to his feet, he
looked over at the off-duty deputy. “Take care of my family and friends.”


The man stood to shake Nick’s hand.
“Will do, Colonel. Good luck. And don’t worry about your people. We’ll make
sure nothing happens to them while you’re gone.”


He nodded, then motioned Hanna to the
back door. As they were leaving, Katie, in the hushed quiet of the kitchen,
said, “Bye-Bye,” lifting her pudgy little hand in the semblance of a wave. Nick
turned to blow her a kiss, then laughed as the grandmothers and her mother began
a litany of wonder over the infant’s first such gesture and words.


Hanna and Nick spent the night at
Colleen’s house. By ten o’clock, Hanna had reached the end of her energy
supply. She helped Nick as long as she could, then collapsed on the sofa and
promptly fell asleep while he finished his planning and equipment tinkering.


At midnight, he came in to pick her up
off the sofa and carry her up the stairs to her room. She was so soundly sleep,
she didn’t stir, although she did utter a few slurred, sleep-drugged comments
as he undressed her. Not bothering with her pajamas, he laid her on her bed
naked, pulled up the covers, then stripped tiredly out of his own clothes. As
soon as he joined her under the covers, she snuggled against his naked body. He
turned to enfold her in his arms, then fell asleep as he mentally reviewed his
preparations one last time.


 


WHILE NICK AND HANNA WAITED for Kurt
Palmer to show up with the floatplane, they fixed breakfast. All the gear Hanna
had assembled the day before had been checked, rechecked, packed securely, and
stacked on the back porch. Inside the duffle bags, everything was packaged in waterproof
plastic to ensure it stayed dry and useable. The sun had been up only a short
while when Kurt came up the path from the beach and through the back door.
Breakfast was waiting on the table for him, and the three ate in quiet
discussion and review of the mission. Three cups of coffee later, they were
ready to lock up the house and leave.


Kurt helped them carry their gear to
the beach, where a Sleek Cessna 208 Caravan Amphibian floatplane was anchored
to Colleen’s dock.


“Nice.” Hanna was impressed. “Where
did you get this?”


“From a friend who runs a flight
service out of SEATAC.”


“Pretty slick,” Nick commented as he
walked down the wooden dock to the plane’s rear cargo door. “Here’s hoping we
can get it back in one piece.”


Kurt caught Hanna’s look of alarm and
chuckled. “We’ve been known to come back with less equipment than we went in
with,” Kurt explained. “But replacing this baby would put us in the poor house,
buddy, so let’s keep her out of harm’s way, shall we?”


Hanna handed her duffle bag to Nick,
and he hoisted it inside the rear of the six passenger plane. After putting in
the other two bags, he and Kurt went over the items the FBI agent had brought
with him. Nick was more than pleased that Hanna had made sure everything on the
list that he’d drawn up two days ago had been procured.


Quietly gratified by the praise, Hanna
watched the two men check the weapons they’d be using. Both were dressed in military-style
olive green pants, long-sleeved black t-shirts, combat boots, and all-weather
black flight jackets. Underneath the jackets, they both wore a nylon mesh vest
that seemed to have a host of pockets. Black gloves and black knit caps stuck
out of their outer coat pockets.


Hanna was dressed for the expedition
the way Nick had asked her to dress— in dark clothing. She was wearing black
denim jeans, a black turtle neck sweater, a navy blue down-filled vest and her
Gore Tex dark green hooded jacket. She also had a pair of leather gloves and a
black stocking cap tucked into her coat pockets. On her feet, she was wearing
her well broken-in hiking boots.


She looked ready for the mission, but
she wasn’t entirely sure she felt ready. When Nick swiveled sideways, Hanna saw
his Glock in the shoulder holster under his jacket. Earlier, she had seen him
slip another handgun into a holster inside his lower pant leg. He was also
armed with that wicked looking knife he always carried or had available. This
time, it was sheathed on his belt. She assumed Kurt was carrying similar
weapons. It seemed they were armed to the teeth, although she had no idea what
a rescue mission usually required in the way of weapons.


But seeing all those guns, grenades,
and explosives that Kurt had brought made it clear just how dangerous and
potentially violent this rescue mission could turn out to be. She’d asked to go
along, but she now realized that she wasn’t really prepared for this kind of thing.
The thought of what could happen frightened her enough to make her wonder if
she should stay behind.


Some of her trepidation must have
shown on her face because when Nick was satisfied they had packed and loaded
all the equipment he thought they would need, he turned to her and frowned.


“Are you having second thoughts?”


Yes, but she didn’t want to tell him
so. He’d make her stay, and she didn’t want to sit here and worry about him,
either.


Nick took her hand in his and rubbed
the back of it with his long fingers. “You don’t have to go. Kurt and I can
handle this, and he’s arranged to have Web Montel and some other DEA agents
waiting off shore on a Coast Guard cutter. The Canadian authorities will be
nearby, too.”


“Won’t all that law enforcement spook
Chen and his men?”


“They’re going to keep a low profile
until we call them in.”


She nodded and looked from their
entwined hands to his face. “I want to go. I guess seeing all those weapons
just made me a little nervous. Will my going put you in more danger?” She
didn’t want that to happen, either.


“No.” He sent her a reassuring,
crooked smile. “I’ll make sure I stash you somewhere safe before any firefight
starts.” His grin faded, replaced by a more serious expression. “I’m going to
do my best to avoid any confrontation, though. We’re just going in to get Lance
out. The DEA and Canadians can take care of putting Chen and his operation out
of business. This isn’t a drug raid. This is an extraction. Different tactics.”


The FBI agent came up to stand beside
them. “An extraction is a sneak and snatch mission, not a gun battle. If we all
go in quick and silent, we shouldn’t have any trouble.”


“What if Chen is expecting you?”


“I’m sure he is expecting us,” Nick
told her. “In fact, I’m planning on it, but he doesn’t know exactly when or
from where.”


“Hey, and a bunch of drug thugs are no
match for a couple of Force Recon Marines,” Kurt added. “So, what do you say,
folks? Shall we get this show on the road? I’ll bet Lance is more than ready to
come home after a month of Triad hospitality.”


That thought strengthened Hanna’s
resolve. Lance had stuck his neck out for her, suffered a lot because of it,
and now she needed to make sure that he got back home safely to his son.


“What is it you guys say when you’re
ready to go?” she asked, squaring her shoulders.


“Hooyah,” Kurt supplied.


“Okay then. Hooyah!” she echoed with
enthusiasm. “Let’s do it!”
















 


CHAPTER
23


 


QUATSINO SOUND, near the northwestern
end of Vancouver Island, British Columbia, was over three hundred miles from Port
George, Washington, but by air, it didn’t seem that far. The flight up the
western coast of the long island was non-eventful. Although they were flying
too high to sightsee, every once in the while, Hanna caught glimpses of the
rugged, inlet-riddled land below them. This side of the Canadian island was
more remote than the eastern side. Much of the interior was unpopulated, except
for those communities that sat on the fractured edges of the great Pacific.
Isolated, but wildly beautiful, they stood alone against thousands of miles of
ocean.


Hanna sat in the rear seat of the
Cessna, while Nick sat in front of her, in the co-pilot’s seat, and Kurt piloted
the sleek six passenger amphibian. For most of the flight, both men discussed
and studied the satellite photos that Kurt had procured of Chen’s compound and
the surrounding area.


Every once in the while, Nick swiveled
around to check on her. Each time he did so, he smiled at her reassuringly. He
was undoubtedly worried about her. She was determined, though, not to be a
hindrance or burden. She didn’t want to be a distraction, either. He had enough
to worry about. She didn’t want to add to it. Except for the weapons, she was
physically capable of doing this, and she wanted to help.


By the time they reached their
destination, the weather had turned overcast and gray. Rain clouds were chasing
away what had begun as a sunny day, and the temperature was rapidly dropping.
It would begin raining within the hour.


Past the wide mouth of Quatsino Sound,
Kurt flew northeast to the tiny coastal village where they were going to land. At
the lower knuckle of a finger-shaped inlet of water, Stormy Harbour was an
outpost community of about twenty people. From the air, it looked like there
were less than a dozen homes along the waterfront.


This far north, it was true wilderness
territory. Thick, nearly impenetrable forests grew to the water’s edge. Cape
Scott Wilderness Park lay to the north of them, and beyond that, the vastness
of the Pacific Ocean. They were nearly at the northern most end of Vancouver
Island. The locals called it the End of the Road. There were no highways
or cities, and very few residents— just publicly accessible logging roads, old
growth rain forest, and tiny communities, dependent on forestry, fishing, and
the eco-tourists who enjoyed hiking, camping, and boating in the region. It was
rugged land, and trekking through it was not for the novice adventurer. The
only access to the area was by boat or seaplane or in some locales, four-wheeled
drive vehicles. It was an ideal place to seek solitude or conceal a drug
operation.


As the plane dipped toward Stormy
Harbour, Nick pointed towards the inlet branching off to the right. “Before we
land and unload, let’s fly over Chen’s compound.” Hanna knew from studying the
map that the compound was midway up the inlet, a few miles east of the village.


Nick checked the map he’d been
studying and gave his ex-recon buddy some headings. “Fly low enough to get a
good overview, but not so low as to be suspicious. We don’t want to get shot
at.”


Past the fishing village, they flew
along the coastline of the sheltered inlet that was one of many that flanked
Quatsino Sound. At a bend in the body of deep blue water, they veered inland. Almost
immediately, they spotted a complex of buildings that sat atop a high, fractured
headland that overlooked the second knuckle of the inlet. The sides of the
promontory were carved out of sheer rock, bare of any foliage. At the bottom,
the waves crashed against a boulder-strewn coastline. But around the eastern curve
of the bluff, there was a small sheltered bay where the water was calmer. A
long wooden dock had been constructed in the cove and a half dozen motor boats
were anchored to its sides. At one end of the dock, nestled against the cliff
wall, there was a large guardhouse. Four guards patrolled the length of the
dock, and two more sat inside behind a big picture window.


Kurt flew over them, and a couple of
the men briefly glanced upwards. The plane swung wide and high.


“How do they get down there?” Hanna
asked, peering out the window. “I don’t see any steps down from the top.”


“That’s something we’ll definitely
have to discover,” Nick answered her. “It might be a quick way off the compound
if we need it. Getting back to Stormy Harbour by boat would be faster than
backtracking out of the compound, then driving out on our ATV’s.”


At the top of the bluff, the ground
had been leveled, cleared, and landscaped, pushing back the dense forests that surrounded
three sides of the complex. The headland was fractured into three sections,
each connected to the other by artfully constructed bridges between the rock
fissures.


A large two-story cedar-planked house stood
at the edge of the forest, at the far end of the bluff, overlooking the inlet
below. Three smaller houses formed a half-circle beside the mansion.


“The main house and probably guest
houses,” Kurt commented from his pilot’s seat. “Seth Haru tells me Chen enjoys
showing his operation off to his clients.”


“Is he still undercover?” Nick asked,
referring to the DEA agent they’d met a few weeks ago in Kurt’s office.


“Yeah,” Kurt responded. “But he’s
stuck in Vancouver, at that end of the operation. He didn’t have any luck
getting sent out here. We’ll be on our own down there, until you give the okay
to call in the task force waiting offshore.”


“After we get my brother out safely.”


On the middle section of the bluff,
there was a long metal building resembling a very large Quonset hut. Hanna
heard Nick and Kurt take special note of it, and assumed from their comments
that it might be a laboratory and storage facility.


“Chen had a lab that looked like that
in Thailand,” Nick commented. “They refined and cut their heroin in it.”


Finally, on the last section of bluff,
there were several barrack type buildings, each connected to the other by
cement walkways. Vehicles, mostly four-wheeled drive SUV’s were parked between
the buildings and off to one side.


“Staff quarters,” Kurt speculated.


Hanna recorded all of it to memory.


The plane banked and made a high wide
turn so they could get a better view of the entire complex. A dozen guards with
automatic rifles slung over their shoulders patrolled the area. They walked
from building to building and around the perimeter. They crossed the wide
wooden footbridges, and watched an area to the rear of the compound, where more
vehicles were parked. The entire complex was surrounded by a high chain link
fence, topped with rolled barbed wire, no doubt electrified, the men decided.
Amid the trees that covered the rest of the headland, a wide swath had been
cleared for a private landing strip. A Cessna twin engine airplane sat on the
runway. A small helicopter was parked farther away, but there was no sign of
the Lear jet they had seen the other day. There wasn’t a fence around the
little airport, but there were six guards patrolling the tarmac.


“Shall we circle and take another
look?”


Nick shook his head. “No. It’s too
risky. They might notice this time. I don’t imagine they get too many fly overs.”


“There’s bound to be some, though,”
Hanna commented. “Cape Scott Provincial Park is just north of here, and there are
a lot of outfitters who fly tourists in for the day or night.”


“That’s probably why we didn’t attract
their attention. Let’s head for Stormy Harbour now and pick up those ATV’s.
Didn’t you tell the outfitter who brought them over from Port Hardy that we’d
pick them up around 1400 hours?”


“Yeah.”


Stormy Harbour got its name from the
shelter it offered mariners from the storms in the Pacific. Besides a refuge
for boaters, it was primarily a fishing village and a starting point for those
adventuring into the northern interior of Vancouver Island. It had served as a
seaport haven since the 1800's, and yet had never grown much past its current
size. There was a rustic campground at one end of the harbour, but the populace
it added was strictly seasonal and transitory.


Like many of the coastal settlements,
it was a boardwalk community. The houses that lined the waterfront were built
on stilts, linked by a boardwalk over the water and silt.


Kurt landed the floatplane in the bay,
then steered it toward the government wharf, Hanna gazed out the front window
of the plane, her chin resting on Nick’s left shoulder.


“I can’t believe I’ve never stopped in
here when I sailed by. It’s so picturesque.”


“And remote.” he reminded her,
swiveling to plant a kiss on her forehead.


Rising up from the free-floating wharf,
there was a second, permanently anchored dock ten feet above it. The Harbor
Master’s house sat at the farthest end like a control tower at an airport. It
was named the Maritime Center, a lofty name for the cedar house with big glass
windows. A sign on the building indicated it also served as the post office.


After lining the floatplane up with
the dock, Kurt and Nick climbed out to tie it off, then Kurt left for the
Harbour Master’s to secure two days’ anchorage for the seaplane and pay
whatever fees were required. While he made those arrangements, Nick and Hanna
unloaded their gear and managed to lug it up the steps to the upper dock. Once
Kurt returned, he and Nick walked to the end of the marina, where the outfitter
Kurt had contracted was waiting with three all-terrain vehicles.


The sky was growing darker by the
minute, and it was getting colder, windier. Low, thick clouds of gun-metal gray
were threatening to drop their load of rain. Hanna pulled on her stocking cap
and yanked the hood of her waterproof jacket up over her head, then dug out her
gloves, and put them on. By tonight, there would be pea-soup fog blanketing
this end of the island. She certainly hoped they managed to find somewhere dry
to camp for the night.


Within half an hour, the three ATV’s
were loaded with their gear. Following Nick, who was in the lead and appeared
to know exactly where he was going, she drove her ATV off the wharf, onto the packed
dirt road that headed out of the hamlet. Kurt followed her, bringing up the
rear.


Despite the drizzle that had begun, they
rode through beautiful country. Narrow knotty trails wound sinuously through the
heavily wooded terrain. As they climbed higher to grassy wind-swept hilltops,
Hanna caught glimpses of the rocky shoreline along the white-capped Pacific
Ocean to the west.


They were headed away from the rocky,
driftwood-strewn coastline, though. Old growth forests of cedar, hemlock, fir,
and pine surrounded them on all sides as they ventured deeper into the interior.
Trails were not always available, and Hanna saw Nick use his GPS frequently.
The sound of the ocean breaking against a jagged coastline was replaced by the
hushed quiet of the rainforest. Thick undergrowth carpeted the ground and
absorbed the sound of the vehicles. The unpopulated wilderness that surrounded
them was hauntingly beautiful.


They had been riding under the canopy,
protected from the drizzle. When they at last emerged into a large clearing, Hanna
finally felt how hard it had actually begun to rain. The wind, which had been
non-existent in the groves of trees, blew the rain into their faces. Nick
quickly led them into the shelter of a thick stand of ancient Sitkas. Kurt and
Hanna pulled up next to his ATV. While he checked his map and compass, Kurt
studied his own GPS device. They conferred with one another, swapping location
data, and Hanna took the opportunity to check her clothing. Her jeans were
damp, but not soaked. She hoped they stayed that way since she hadn’t brought a
change of clothing. Damp would dry. Soaked― not so much in this humidity.


She dug her water bottle out of the
small waterproof knapsack that she had strapped over the handlebars of her ATV.
Inside she carried what she always did on her excursions – her water bottle,
her energy bars, and her eye glasses, which she didn’t need at the moment
because she was wearing her contacts.


“Would either of you like a drink?”
she asked Nick and Kurt. “I also have some chocolate chip granola bars.”


Nick smiled and took the water bottle
from her out-stretched hand, while Kurt took a granola bar. She waved another
one at Nick.


“Come on, Mr. Sweet-Tooth,” she teased
him. “I know you want one, too.”


Nick laughed. “Yeah, toss me one.”


She did, then got one out for herself.
“I have more in my duffle bag.”


“You do come prepared.”


Nick’s comment made her smile. “I want
to be useful.”


He arched an eyebrow. “You want to
cook tonight?”


She laughed. “Sure. Why not?”


“Good, because this isn’t going to
hold me long.”


Hanna looked over her shoulder to
check on Kurt, who was again reading his GPS while he ate his granola bar.
Since he wasn’t paying them any attention, she got off her ATV and walked over
to Nick’s.


Smiling mischievously, she looped her
arms loosely around his neck and leaned forward to whisper in his ear. “If
you’ll join your sleeping bag with mine, I’ll hold you all night. We’ve been
camping together lots of times, but we’ve never done that, you know.”


Nick nuzzled his way inside the loose
hood of her jacket and pressed little kisses along her wet cheek. “You’re
right. We haven’t.” With the rough pad of his thumb, he rubbed her lower lip.
His slate gray eyes were locked ruefully on her upturned face. “I’m afraid I
can’t enjoy the pleasure tonight, though, Doctor. I need to do some
reconnaissance.” The way he wiggled his eyebrows at her made her laugh. “I will
need to get some sleep tomorrow, though, before we all go in. You can join your
sleeping bag to mine then.”


Her laughter faded, and she lifted her
gloved hand to his cheek. “Be careful tonight, Nick.”


His hand rose to cover hers. “For you,
always.” Sliding his arm around her hips, he hoisted her up onto his thigh. His
rain wet lips met hers in a long drugging kiss that sent his tongue deep into
her mouth.


Shifting onto his lap, Hanna returned
his ardor in full measure. A little moan of desire passed from her to him, and
he swallowed it ravenously.


“Uhhh.... Excuse me, folks.” Kurt
cleared his voice behind them. “We gonna set up camp sometime today?”


Nick started to set her on her feet,
then changed his mind and gave her one more, way-too-short, but very
tantalizing kiss before shaking his head regretfully. “There just never seems
to be enough time for this, it seems,” he said in a low, husky voice. Then
clearing it, he set her down and looked over at his friend. “Let’s find
someplace sheltered and dry for the night.”


By dinnertime, they had set up their
overnight campsite inside a low domed cave that was carved deep into the hill.
The region around Quatsino Sound was dotted with caves. Most of them were
underground, as was this one if they chose to venture farther into it.


Hanna was thrilled to be out of the
rain and wind, but she had no intention of exploring the cave as Nick and Kurt
did initially. She had never liked caving. It gave her feelings of
claustrophobia. Aware of her dislike of underground places, Nick had Kurt help
him park all three ATV’s deeper inside the cave.


In order not to attract unwanted
attention, they used a small single propane burner to make coffee. Dinner was
simple and needed little prep. From one of their backpacks, Nick chose three
slender tube packages of chicken stew. Kurt called them MREs.


“What’s that stand for?” Hanna asked,
tearing hers open with her teeth.


“Meals Ready to Eat,” Nick answered her.


“Or Meals Rejected by Everyone,” Kurt
added with a laugh.


Hanna squeezed hers out into a metal
bowl and took an experimental bite of the military field meal. “It’s not bad.”


“Some aren’t,” Kurt relented.


“Unless you’ve been eating them for
twenty years,” Nick complained as he took his and sat down next to Hanna on the
sandy soil of the cave floor.


Kurt dropped down across from them and
tossed his buddy a look of rebuke. “If you’re crazy enough to spend most of
your twenty years in the field, you deserve an MRE every night.”


Nick didn’t respond, but Hanna thought
Kurt may have hit a nerve because he didn’t look too pleased by his friend’s
observation.


Hanna leaned back against the wall of
the cave and wished they could have had a fire to dry her clammy damp jeans.


As soon as it was dark enough, Nick
packed his surveillance toys into his backpack and left for Chen’s compound.
According to him, it was less than a mile away. After giving Hanna a brief
kiss, he faded into the fog. Kurt stayed with her and took first watch. A
couple of hours past midnight, after sleeping restlessly, Hanna relieved the
FBI agent for watch.


Within fifteen minutes, he was sound
asleep, snoring. Hanna sat just inside the entrance to the cave, her legs
tucked under her chin, hugging her waterproof jacket around her damp jeans,
staring out into the near absolute darkness. If there was a moon, it wasn’t
visible. Fog shrouded the damp ground and rose into the trees. It wafted in
thick puffs across the mouth of the cave. Just as she had predicted, it was as
thick as pea soup. A wolf howled in the distance. A few moments later, another
answered its lonely call.


In this remote wilderness of temperate
rainforest, coastal mountains, and deep cold water, bears, wolves, and cougars
claimed territory man only visited. Hanna shivered, from the cold as much as
the isolation of the night. She wondered how Nick could even see, let alone
find his way in the fog and darkness.


She fretted for a moment about him
getting lost, but quickly realized how ridiculous that was. Kurt had told her
that most missions involving stealth and reconnaissance were done at night. All
Spec Ops men did their best work at night, in the dark. Nick had twenty years
of experience and training at being a ghost. He’d welcome the blanket of thick eerie
fog.


Before crawling into his sleeping bag,
Kurt had also told her that Nick always did his own on-site intel, usually
solo. And, any intelligence he received second hand, he always verified
whenever he could. It was what made him a commander men wanted to serve under.
He didn’t leave decisions about other people’s lives up to anyone but himself.


Loyalty. That’s what Hanna had heard
in Kurt’s voice. Loyalty and respect. It had only confirmed for her what an
extraordinary man Nick Kelly was. As she sat in the dark, she wondered yet
again what was going to happen between them after they found Lance. Nick had
been on leave for over three weeks now. Surely, his CO would want to reactivate
him as soon as he heard Lance was home safe.


Where would he be sent this time?
There were so many places in the world that a military man could be sent to
these days— so many volatile, dangerous places for him to lose his life in.
Rather than getting more peaceful, the world was getting more violent and
dangerous.


Hanna wished with all her heart that
Nick would just retire. She thought something special had developed between
them these past few weeks. But he hadn’t brought up the future, other than to
mention several times that they needed to spend more time together. How could
they do that, if he didn’t retire and come back home to live?


And even though they had spent a lot
of time loving each other the past three weeks, he hadn’t said he loved her.
But then she hadn’t told she loved him, either. She knew why she hadn’t; she
was protecting her vulnerable heart. But would keeping the words to herself
really make the hurt less painful if he did leave her again? Not if, when,
she reminded herself sternly. And that would probably happen within a week, so
she had better start preparing for it now.


Tears slid coldly down her cheeks. Oh God,
how was she going to watch him leave this time, then return to life as it had
been before? She wasn’t sure she could handle this next separation. If they
weren’t going to have a future together, as more than just long-distance
friends and sometime lovers, she really needed to give him up once and for all.


Originally, when they’d first made
love again, on her boat in Seattle, she’d thought she could handle a long
distance, once-in-the-while love affair with him. Now, she knew that was
impossible. She loved him even more now than she had before. What she had
desired all her life had finally happened, and it was too incredibly wonderful
to lose.


If he went back to California, then
overseas, and she didn’t see him again for another three years, she was going
to have a terrible time coping with it. She had always worried about him and
the dangerous life he led. But now? How could she bear wondering if he was dead
or alive between letters? It really was better to desire something you’d never
had, than to have something which you treasured and couldn’t keep.
















 


CHAPTER
24


 


THE SUN WAS JUST BEGINNING to rise and
cast its diluted light into the cave when Kurt crawled out of his sleeping bag
and walked over to Hanna. She was sitting at the entrance, her knees drawn up
to her chest with the side of her head resting on them.


“You were supposed to wake me after a
couple of hours.”


“Hey, I’m a good sentry.” She smiled
tiredly at him. “I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d let you.”


Kurt nodded toward the edge of the
forest. “Here he comes, safe and sound, just like I told you he would.”


Hanna lifted her head and looked
through the slowly evaporating fog to see a tall figure coming toward them. Carrying
a small backpack over his broad shoulders, he was a truly welcome sight. With a
big smile directed his way, she rose stiffly to her feet.


“Shall I make coffee?”


“No.” Nick attempted a smile in
return, but exhaustion dulled it. Blowing out a breath through the side of his
mouth, he massaged the back of his neck. “I’m beat. I need a few hours of
sleep. Guess I’m getting too old for this all night stuff.”


Kurt caught his attention. “You might
want to take her with you. She’s been awake most of the night waiting for you.”


Nick hooked an arm around her waist
and kissed the side of her head. “Yeah, she does that when she’s worried about
me.”


“I’ll tell you, buddy, it’s damn nice
having somebody care enough to sit up worrying about you like that.” Kurt gave
his friend a meaningful look. “Makes you feel kinda special, you know.”


Nick grinned at Hanna. “Yeah, I’ve
recently discovered that.” 


He guided her to a spot deeper inside
the cavern where their sleeping bags were unrolled on the ground. While Kurt
proceeded to fix himself coffee and breakfast, Nick and Hanna zipped their
sleeping bags together, then crawled inside. Nick used his rolled up jacket as
a pillow, but Hanna used the muscled curve of his armpit. He helped her get
comfortable and adjust her position. Finally, she turned toward him and settled
close against his side.


The clean, damp, masculine scent of
him mixed with the warmth of his body. His cheek rested atop her head, and she
felt her hair catch on the stubble of his unshaven jaw. He stroked her arm and
kissed her forehead, pushing aside wisps of her hair. Within moments, she heard
his deep resonant breathing and knew he had fallen asleep. Exhausted herself
after being up all night worrying about him, it wasn’t long before she joined
him.


Hanna awoke to the smell of something
being cooked over the single propane burner. Tipping her head back, she looked
to see if Nick was awake.


He smiled at her lazily. “Feel
better?”


“Yes. And you?”


“I’ve never slept so well on the hard
ground before. Can I sneak you into my sleeping bag on every mission?”


“Absolutely.”


He rolled onto his side and cupped the
back of her head to pull her mouth to his. His kiss was instantly deep and
hungry, with absolutely no trace of sleepy lethargy. He was completely alert
and focused on her. She gave herself completely to his kiss and barely stifled
a moan. It was awhile before he eased back from her kiss-swollen lips and
gently pushed his long fingers into her hair.


“We should get up. It smells like Kurt
is fixing something besides MREs.”


“Ummm.” Pushing herself up on one
elbow, she outlined the shape of his wide masculine mouth with the tip of her
finger. His lips were damp from hers. She couldn’t resist just one more taste.
Inside their double sleeping bag, her knee rose to rub against his groin. “Are
you sure?”


“No.” He growled low and deep against
her lips and rotated his hips against hers. “I’d rather stay right here, but we
better get up while I still can.”


Hanna touched his cheek and tenderly
caressed it. “Nick....” She wanted so very badly to tell him that she loved
him. They’d be rescuing Lance soon. Nick was going to be putting himself in
harm’s way. She wanted him to know how she felt about him, but she couldn’t
bring herself to say anything. She was still such a coward! What if he didn’t
love her the way she loved him? What if this was just all about sexual pleasure
for him? It would destroy her to open her heart and not have him return her
feelings. 


He gave her a quizzical look, then sat
up and started to push out of the sleeping bags. She touched his forearm,
stopping him. “Nick— be careful tonight.”


He rose to his feet, then pulled her
to hers. Enfolding her in his arms, he hugged her tightly for a long moment.
“Don’t worry, honey. Everything will be fine. Promise.”


Dinner was a surprise. While Nick and
Hanna had been sleeping, Kurt had gone fishing in one of the numerous streams
that flowed from the interior’s higher elevations into Quatsino Sound. A fat
fully matured salmon was grilling in a fry pan coated with oil The delicious
aroma drew Nick and Hanna to the edge of the cave, where Kurt was scooping
dinner onto metal camp plates. Besides the salmon, they feasted on bowls of
rehydrated rice and vegetables from the MRE kits.


Once they had finished eating, over
second cups of strong black coffee, Nick filled Hanna and Kurt in on what he
had discovered on his night reconnaissance of Chen’s compound.


“I found a way in, but we may have to
find a way down to their dock and take one of their boats back to Stormy
Harbour. It was tricky enough just getting myself back through their security
fence. If Lance is in a weakened condition, it will be hard backtracking and
getting us all out the way we entered. We’re going in around 2400 hours
tonight, after the compound’s quieted down for the night,” he informed them.


“So I get to go with you and Kurt?” 


Nick smiled ruefully. “It isn’t safe
to leave you here alone. The guards do leave the compound to do perimeter
searches. They might come this far. The only place it would be safe to leave
you would be in the lower cave.” He saw the look of panic that briefly widened
her green eyes and immediately relieved her of it. “Don’t worry. I’m not going
to do that. I know how you feel about being underground. We’ll leave the ATV’s
here, though. I can arrange for someone to pick them up and return them later.”


“So, I’m going to help you and Kurt get
Lance out?” Hanna checked again, wanting to clarify that Nick wasn’t going to
leave her somewhere else.


“Yes.” She could tell that he was not
wholly at ease with his decision. “But I’m keeping you out of any real
dangerous situations, so if I ask you to stay put somewhere, you need to do
what I ask. Agreed?”


“Agreed,” she assured him readily,
just happy not to be left behind.


“I hope I don’t regret this.”


Her smile was full of relief. She
hadn’t really expected Nick to let her go inside the compound. “Did you find
out where they’re holding Lance?”


“Yeah, I’m pretty sure I did.”


“Did you have to search every building
to find him?” Kurt asked.


“Pretty much.” Nick swallowed the last
of his coffee. “I checked out the three barracks. It looks like there are about
two dozen workers and another two dozen guards that live in them. The Quonset
hut is the lab and warehouse. No one was in it last night. I got in and looked
around. Looks like a fully functioning refining operation. There were crates
full of those fishing rod cylinders, by the way. It appears a big shipment is
going out soon.”


Kurt nodded, rubbing his chin. “Seth
said he thought something big was going down. Everyone in Vancouver has been
getting their distributors ready for it.”


Nick grimaced. “Maybe we can stop it
before it hits the streets.” Holding out his tin cup, he accepted the coffee refill
Hanna offered him. “It was the middle of the night by the time I searched the
main house. Everyone had gone to bed, except for two guards that sat inside by
the front door and four that patrolled the perimeter of the house outside. I
heard one of the guards talking about Chen. He’s definitely in residence. After
that, I searched the guest houses. They were all empty, but one. The one
closest to the main house was heavily guarded. I didn’t go inside, but I got
close enough to use the directional mike. I heard someone, a guard probably,
talking to Lance.”


“Did you hear Lance say anything?”
Hanna asked, filling Kurt’s empty cup.


“No, just someone using his name,
talking to him.”


“And?”


Nick wasn’t about to tell her that he
had heard his brother getting the crap kicked out of him. It had been nearly
impossible to leave him to his treatment. But a plan was only as good as how
well you followed it. And he hadn’t made one just to abandon it in a moment of
personal fury. Payback would come soon enough.


“It wasn’t real clear what they were
saying to him,” he evaded. While he sipped his coffee, he outlined the
evening’s operation. “We’ll get set up while it’s still light, wait for dark,
then enter the same way I did last night. It’s a long trek across those
footbridges, from one end of the compound to the other, and we should probably
set charges so we can blow them if needed. Pack plenty of C4 and remote
detonators,” he told Kurt. “We’ll have to get out fast after we rescue Lance,
and it will probably help to have a few distractions.”


Hanna was listening intently, watching
Nick, as she sipped her coffee from her tin mug. “Did you find a way down the
cliff, to the dock and the speedboats?”


Nick laid out a drawing he had made of
the compound. He pointed to the edge of the bluff, above the dock that they had
seen from the air yesterday. “Yeah. The main house and the guesthouses are
connected to the docks via an underground tunnel. I explored some of it last
night. It runs to an elevator that goes down the cliff, to the dock. We’re
going to need chaff grenades to disable the security cameras that are mounted
in the hallway along the tunnel.”


“Got plenty of those,” Kurt assured
him. “Damn, you got a lot done last night, Colonel.”


Nick shrugged and shook his head
ruefully. “I might be getting too old for these all-nighters, though.”


Hanna was equally impressed with
Nick’s thoroughness. It didn’t sound like there was much he had overlooked.
What amazed her was that he’d done all that surveillance, alone, without being
spotted.


“How exactly are we getting in?” Kurt
checked.


“We can breach the fence without being
seen back her,” he said, pointing to a spot along the perimeter fence he’d
drawn, “behind the barracks. The security lights don’t reach that far out, and
we’ll have fifteen minutes to get in and get to cover between patrols. We’ll
have to jump over the fence, though, because it’s electrified. It’s also topped
with concertina wire. But I chose a spot that will be an easy jump.”


An easy jump? Over barbed wire and
electrified chain-link metal? Hanna felt a frisson of real fear slide down her
spine.


“Is that how you got in and out last
night?”


“It’s the way I got in, but I came
back out through their little airport. There was a breach in the fence in the
area. It looked like it had been damaged recently by some large animal trying
to get through the fence. They hadn’t put it back on line yet. I got lucky.
Tonight, though, it will be easier and faster to take the elevator to the docks.
It will probably be messy, though.” Nick leveled a determined look on his FBI
friend. “We’ll have to keep Lance and Hanna between us. Hope it hasn’t been too
long since your training on extracting civilians.”


Kurt laughed. “I still operate in the
field, and extracting civilians is too often part of it.”


 


PREPARATION OF THEIR GEAR, choosing
what they were going to take into the compound with them and what they were
going to leave behind was meticulous. The wind was blowing in another batch of
drizzle and bone-chilling fog that was already thickening. The moon was hidden
behind a veil of clouds and the temperature was rapidly dropping. Conditions
were nasty, but that would surely help their mission.


For the first time, Hanna felt what it
must be like to be a soldier going into battle; what Nick had felt all of his
adult life. Besides being dressed entirely in black, each of them also smeared
black and green paint all over their faces, although Nick assisted Hanna with
hers. Afterward, she wished she had a mirror to see herself. Nick assured her
that no skin showed to reflect any light as he tucked every strand of her
blonde hair under her dark stocking cap.


Having chosen to wear her contacts in,
she prayed that they’d remain securely set and not hinder her. Just in case,
she also packed a pair of her eyeglasses.


Before Nick moved on to his weapons
check, he tenderly traced the lines of her face with his fingertips. When they
reached her lips, he bent to give her a gentle reassuring kiss, no words
needed.


As she rechecked her knapsack, she
watched Nick and Kurt arm themselves.


Nick shoved his 9mm Glock into his
shoulder holster, then adjusted the sheath on his belt that held his Ka-Bar
knife. They were all wearing bulletproof Kevlar vest, at Nick’s insistence. Before
he zipped his dark quilted nylon flight jacket, he stuffed all his pockets with
ammunition and grenades. Finally, he put his arms through the shoulder straps
of his backpack, slung his semi-automatic assault rifle over his shoulder, and
picked up what Hanna assumed must be a sniper rifle that had a very high tech,
fancy scope on it.


“I can carry that,” she offered,
thinking all that gear he was carrying had to be heavy and cumbersome.


“I don’t want you armed.”


“But I’m wearing a bulletproof vest,
too, and I’m pretty sure I could fire something,” she volunteered bravely.


Nick was adamant. “Nothing is truly
bulletproof. Remember that, and stay between us where we can make sure you’re
safe.” He ran the back of one gloved knuckle along her grease-painted cheek.
“Follow my hand signals when we get into the compound. No talking, except on
the headsets when I indicate that it’s okay. I’m going to put our com devices on
whisper mode, but you should be able to hear me just fine. If you don’t
understand a hand signal, watch Kurt.”


Nick had been practicing the hand
signals with her since they’d left Port George, and Hanna thought she knew them
pretty well.


He handed her the small headset that
hooked over one ear and curved toward her mouth. Little wisps of hair stuck out
where she had moved her cap, and Nick tucked them back in before handing her a
small Leatherman knife. It was a familiar multi-functional tool that was nearly
indispensable to a good outdoorsman. She stuck it in the front hip pocket of
her jeans.


“Got your share of the C4 and
detonators?” Kurt asked as he put a suppressor on the end of his own assault
rifle to muffle the noise and flash from the weapon.


Nick gave a quick, “Roger that.” He
checked the laser sighting on his rifles and their silencers, then stuffed two more
grenades into the pockets of his flight jacket.


“I could put a couple of those
grenades in my pockets,” Hanna offered. “How about the flash-bang ones, the
ones that stun, or the chaff ones that knock out electronic equipment. They can’t
be too dangerous for me.”


Nick laughed at the way she put it.
“Okay,” he relented. “Take a few chaff grenades.”


“Got the stuff to make a couple of
satchel charges?” Kurt checked with him.


“Yeah, I do.”


“Thermal goggles all set?” This time
Kurt was checking with both Hanna and Nick, since she wore a set of goggles
over her knit watchman’s cap. She’d already learned how and when to use them.


“Yep.” They both answered the FBI
agent.


“Let’s get going then and get your
brother back!” 


Kurt’s exuberance was infectious. Nick
gave him another “Roger that” as he took the lead and motioned Hanna behind
him.


Bringing up the rear, Kurt called
ahead to Nick on the headset. “Just checking in to see if everything is working
okay.”


“Roger that,” Nick repeated into his
mouthpiece. “Can you hear us, Hanna?”


“Clear as a bell… Roger that,” she
laughed softly and heard Nick chuckle.


“Good. Stay close.”


 


IF THERE WAS A MOON OUT TONIGHT, it
was invisible. It didn’t take them long to reach the ridge that overlooked the
rear of the compound. Nick led them to an area of dense foliage that concealed
their presence, then squatted down and unfolded the map that he’d made of the
compound. It closely reproduced what they’d seen from the air yesterday. His
memory and eye for detail were excellent, Hanna noted as she and Kurt knelt
beside him.


“Beyond the fence,” Nick pointed out, “we
need to take shelter here until the guard patrol passes. Then we make our way
quickly across the first footbridge. We’ll sneak around the warehouse here.
After that, we cross another footbridge to the big house and guest cottages.
We’ll have to be careful to stay out of the lights in front of Chen’s
residence. We’ll make a wide sweep around the house— here.” With his
forefinger, he continued to point to specific locales on his map. “There are
shrubs, rocks, and tall grasses to hide in as we move through this open area.
We’ll be crawling on our bellies, staying low until we get clear of the
patrolling guards.”


Hanna was sure that he was going into
detail on her account. Kurt surely didn’t need to be told to belly crawl.
“How many guards did you say worked the compound?”


“As far as I could determine twelve at
night.”


“Is there a back door to the guest
houses?” Kurt asked.


“Strangely, no. The tunnel that runs
off the basement must be the back door.”


“What about the tunnel? Are there
guards down there?” Hanna asked.


“Not that I could see. Just security
cameras mounted every twenty feet or so. We can use the chaff grenades to knock
them out temporarily. What I’d prefer, though, is to sneak past them, or rather
under them.” For Hanna’s benefit, he explained. “If you watch which direction
they’re scanning, you can time yourself to move under and past when they’re
scanning away from you. Kurt and I will help you. They will never know we’re
there if we don’t have to tamper with the cameras.”


“Looks like the fog is thickening.
That will help.”


Once Nick’s briefing was done, Hanna rolled
onto her belly, took the night vision binoculars from him and scanned as much
of the compound as she could see from where they waited. The fog made the
security lamps look yellow and hazy, but there was enough light from them for
her to make out the backs of the barracks that served as housing for the
laboratory workers and guards. The long Quonset hut beyond the barracks was too
far away to make out clearly, but she did see a few of the roving guard patrols.
Finally, she handed the small but powerful binoculars back to Nick so he and
Kurt could study the area.


As a doctor, Hanna knew that the
powerful painkiller morphine was made from opium, and that it was also the
first stage in making heroin. The task of making the high-grade end drug was
complex, according to what she’d read. It required more than just mediocre chemists.
The chemicals that were added to the morphine stage to make China White, as
Nick called it, were volatile, and the chemist really had to know what he was
doing. Any mistake could mean a powerful explosion and instant death.


She wondered what kind of people the
chemists were that worked for Lee Chen. Didn’t they care that what they were
making made people addicts for life, even killed them? The money they made must
be significant. She shook her head, knowing that she was surely never going to
understand the evil things people did in this world because of greed.


This big beautiful island was a place
of pristine water, nearly untouched land, and magnificent skies, a place where
spectacular snow-capped mountains met the wild windswept coastline of the Pacific
Ocean. Gray whales, sea lions, and otters made their homes in the sheltered
inlets, like Stormy Harbour. Animals all but driven out of the lower continent
thrived here. Ancient rainforests and magnificent landscapes ruled, not some
foreign drug lord who used the remote area to manufacture death and misery.


Once they got Lance out of here, this
terrible perversion had to be shut down. Kurt said the DEA, the FBI, and the
Coast Guard, in addition to Canadian law enforcement were off shore, where they
couldn’t be seen, waiting to come in once they were given the signal that Lance
had been safely extracted. Hanna prayed everything would go as planned. Nick
looked so confident. She couldn’t imagine him failing. He was highly decorated and
trained; an elite soldier whose skills had been honed to perfection in the
field for twenty years. If anyone could get them through this safely, it was
him.


The plan was to wait another half hour
before going in. The timing had all been worked out in advance by Nick, dependent
on the guard patrols. With nothing else to do except wait, the three of them
sat down against a huge monolith of a boulder that squatted between the trees.
Kurt laid his head back and pulled his stocking cap down over his eyes for a
brief nap. Hanna pulled her legs up to her chest and rested her forearms on her
bent knees. She tried to relax, but after a few moments, she got up and walked
away from the ridge, deeper into the trees.


Nick followed, sensing she was feeling
uneasy. She’d never done anything like this. He shouldn’t have brought her
along. But he’d keep her out of harm’s way— one way or the other, he’d keep her
safe. He’d said that to himself so many times it had become a mantra. Hell, he
couldn’t have left her behind once he’d seen they would have to escape by boat.


She was leaning against a tree when he
reached her. He put his hand on her shoulder.


“Are you okay?”


She turned to him. “I think so...
maybe. Oh, hell! I don’t know! I just don’t know if I can do all this stuff.
And I don’t want to be a burden, or put you and Kurt in danger.”


Nick pulled her into his arms and
cradled her close. “Everything will be okay, Hanna. You won’t be putting Kurt
or I in danger. It’s more likely, I’m putting you in danger, but I’m damn sure
going to do everything I can to keep you safe, honey.” With his hand at the
back of her head, he pressed her face to his shoulder and fervently prayed he’d
be able to keep that promise.


The three of them stayed concealed on
the hilltop for another half hour. Nick watched through his binoculars for
guard activity, then rose and led them to the area where they were going to
breach the fence, giving Hanna a whole set of new doubts. Below the ridge they
were perched on, there was a wicked looking line of concertina wire strung
across the high chain-link fence. Beyond that, there was a wide expanse of
native grass that carpeted the rear of the compound.


Nick looked from Kurt to Hanna. “The
grass makes it a fairly soft landing on the other side.”


“It’s not the landing I’m worried
about,” Hanna confessed. “If I miss and hit the fence, I’ll be toast!”


Nick tossed her a reassuring smile.
“I’ll go over first and show you how to do it.”


Hanna wasn’t reassured.
















 


CHAPTER 25


 


NICK TOOK A RUNNING JUMP off the
flat-topped bluff, vaulting over the rolled barbed wire that topped the chain
link fence. Once he cleared it, he tucked, then rolled to


land like a big cat on his feet. His
white teeth appeared amid his darkly painted face as he looked up at Hanna and
grinned. She stared back hopelessly. He’d cleared the electrified barrier so
easily!


She was fairly athletic and in decent
shape, but she really didn’t think that she could do this. She wasn’t trained
to do things like this. What if she missed and touched the charged wire? Would
she survive the voltage of electricity? Would she become ensnared in the coiled
concertina wire? Technically, all she had to do was run and make a long wide
jump down. But it was dark, and she was wearing contacts. Could she trust her
corrected vision to be reading the distance accurately?


Kurt came up behind her. “You can do
this, Doctor. Nick made it okay. He’ll catch your fall on the other side.”


“It’s not the fall I’m afraid of,” she
protested again, her voice betraying her anxiety. “I don’t want to get fried if
I touch the fence going over.”


“Just run and jump out as far as you
can. Pull your legs into a tuck going over. You’ll be okay.”


She groaned. “You make it sound so
simple.”


“Nick wouldn’t ask you to do this if
he didn’t think you could.”


She was scared, but Kurt’s last
statement helped ease her anxiety. Nick wouldn’t ask her to do something that
was too risky or beyond her capability. They had grown up together, and he knew
the extent of her physical skills.


“Okay.” She gathered her courage and
stepped backwards. “Run, jump, and tuck,” she reminded herself. “Here goes
nothing.”


What good were her eyes in the dark
anyway? She backed up as far as she could, then ran as fast as she could. At
the edge of the bluff, she pushed off with both feet, imaging her legs were
springs, and jumped out as far as she could, pulling her legs up into a tuck,
so she wouldn’t touch the fence with her feet. As soon as she realized that
she’d cleared the fence without mishap, she let out an elated breath, then
immediately panicked. Oh, shit! The ground was coming up fast. Get ready to
roll, her brain screamed a bit too late.


She braced herself to hit the ground
hard, but Nick was there to snatch her out of the air. He rolled with her
momentum until he brought them both to a halt. Lying in his strong arms, she
opened her eyes to his darkly painted face and his slashing white-toothed grin.


“I made it!” she said proudly. “Thank
you for catching me.”


“Always.”


She buried her face in his neck for a
moment and hugged him tight, absorbing some of his formidable power and
strength. After helping her to her feet, he reeled her in and gave her a
fortifying kiss, whispering against her lips, “You’re doing great so far.”


Hanna beamed, then suddenly realized
she couldn’t see clearly. “Uh oh! I think I lost my right contact on impact.”
She looked futilely around the ground for it, but in the dark and fog, knew it
was a futile search.


“Did you bring your glasses?” 


“Of course.” She bent over and removed
the contact still in one eye, then pulled her dark-rimmed glasses out of her
breast pocket where they had safely survived the jump and the landing.


Kurt came over the fence, rolled,
landed to the side of them, and quickly got to his feet. “See, I told you it
was a piece of cake, Doctor!” he immediately congratulated Hanna.


She smiled. “I’ll try to have more
courage.”


“You’re doing fine,” Nick reassured
her again. “Let’s go before the guard comes around.” He checked his wrist
watch. “Follow me. Stay close. When you’re near the light, Hanna, keep your
head tucked low so your glasses won’t reflect back the light.”


It was getting progressively foggier,
and it was so dark, it made it difficult to see one another, so Hanna stayed as
close to Nick as possible, close enough that her fingertips periodically
brushed the back of his jacket. They got out of the open as quickly as they
could, easily avoiding the guard patrol in the area, and took cover behind one
of the barracks. Nick raised a clenched fist, indicating a halt, and they
stopped there.


Over their headsets, Hanna heard him
point out an eight by ten foot metal shed ahead of them. “That’s one of the
places where they keep their ordnance,” he informed them. “Put one of the
satchel charges at the back of the building,” he directed Kurt over their
communicators. “And make sure you conceal it well. We may or may not need to
detonate it, and I don’t want anyone finding it.”


Standing side by side, pressed up
against the wall, Nick and Hanna watched Kurt complete his task. While they
waited, Nick reached down for Hanna’s gloved hand and squeezed it. She smiled
at his blackened face, and in response, he brought her hand up to kiss her
leather-covered knuckles.


There were two more sheds beyond the
armory. They used them as shelter to conceal themselves as they crept past the
barracks. At the last one, they stopped again. Nick tapped his watch and
whispered guard over their headsets, indicating it was time for a guard to
patrol past the area. Silent and still, they waited. Eventually, the dark
shadow of a solitary man passed by, between them and the fence. Satisfied that
nothing was amiss, he moved on down the fence line.


The first footbridge was ahead of
them. Nick made sure the open area was clear, then signaled them to follow him.
As Hanna crept across, holding onto the guardrail, she looked down into the
deep fissure beneath her. She could hear the ocean waves crashing underneath,
beating against the sheer walls of the narrow canyon. The deadly view paralyzed
her for moment.


“Hanna!” Nick’s commanding voice came
over her headset. She hurried toward him.


On the other side, he directed her to
a low outcropping of boulders between the cliff’s edge and the warehouse. The
three of them squatted behind the rocks, which barely concealed their bent
forms.


Nick turned to Kurt. “I’m going to put
some C4 just under the lip of that footbridge,” he informed them, pointing to
the bridge they’d just crossed. “I’ll wire it with a remote detonator. I think
it would be a good idea to blow it later if we are pursued. It will limit the
number of guards that they can send if they discover us.”


“Roger that.” Kurt gave his friend the
thumbs up in the dark.


Nick returned moments later,
surprising Hanna with his quick efficiency. Emerging carefully from behind the
boulders, the three crept slowly to one dark corner of the Quonset hut. Still
in the lead, Nick brought up his fist to bring them to a halt until a
patrolling guard duo disappeared around the other side of the big metal lab.
When he was sure it was clear, he circled one hand a couple of times to
indicate a ‘follow me’ signal. Hanna and Kurt were in close formation
behind him as they traversed the second footbridge.


On the other side, Nick signaled for
Kurt to set the remote charge this time, while he and Hanna took cover behind a
stand of spruce. “Now we head for the guesthouses and the main house,” Nick
informed them both over their headsets as soon as Kurt returned. “Stay low and
close. Drop to the ground if I do. We’ll be out in the open, but in the
shadows. Stay sharp on our six, Kurt.”


“Gottcha.”


The three of them carefully stayed out
of the security lights illuminating Chen’s residence. There were several guards
posted around the house, but Nick had planned in advance how to avoid being
seen by them. Seeking cover behind rocks and shrubs, sometimes dropping to
belly-crawl across the damp rough ground, sticking to the shadows, they finally
reached the rear of the first guest house. Luckily, it was utterly black and
dark behind the cottage.


Still, Hanna’s stomach felt like it
was fluttering with a million butterflies as she stood pressed to the wall
between Nick and Kurt, waiting for one of the perimeter guards to pass by. The
fence line he followed was only a few feet away. The dense, swirling fog helped
to conceal their presence, but she still felt extremely vulnerable. There was
no cover, other than the darkness between them and the guard. When he finally
moved past, she released the breath she’d been holding.


Nick looked at her and gave her
shoulder a squeeze. “You did good,” he whispered. “Now I want you to go with
Kurt.”


“Why? Where are you going?”


“Inside the last guesthouse to get
Lance. I’ll probably need to take out the guard at the front door and a couple
of others inside. I want you away from that, with Kurt.” Turning from her
startled wide-eyed expression, he gave the FBI agent directions. “I want you to
get us a fast boat. The two of you will need to get into this guesthouse or the
next one. Both were empty last night. Go to the basement. It opens to the
underground tunnel. At the far end, going south, there’s an elevator that takes
you down the cliff to the dock.” Nick was giving all his directions over his
headset, which reduced the chance of being heard. “Be sure to watch the
surveillance cameras in the tunnel. When you get to the bottom, leave Hanna in
the elevator, door locked and closed. When you’ve taken the guards out at the
dock and secured a boat, give me a call, but use code. Voice silent. Just in
case.”


“Just in case of what?” Hanna
whispered into her tiny mike.


Nick hesitated a moment. “Just in case
I get caught and they’re listening on my radio. I don’t want them to know who’s
with me, or where you’re located. Once we separate, coded messages only.”


“Shouldn’t you at least take Kurt, so
you don’t run the risk of getting caught? And do I know the code you’ll be
using?”


He looked at Kurt. “Use Morse code so
Hanna can signal if she needs to.” Then he turned to grin at her, a slash of
white in his darkened face. “Do you still remember it?”


They’d learned it from Sean and played
around with it as kids. “I hope so.”


He refreshed her memory on a couple of
signals, like SOS and all clear. “Anything else you forget, ask Kurt.”


She put her gloved hand on the side of
his stockinged head. “I’ll stay here, out of sight, if you want to take Kurt
with you. You can pick me up on the way back, after you get Lance.”


Nick took her hand and kissed her
gloved knuckles again. “I can handle Lance’s extraction alone. I want Kurt to
get us a speedboat. Follow his lead. We’ll meet up at the docks as soon as I
get Lance.” She nodded, reluctantly agreeing. He pulled her into his arms for a
quick hard embrace. Over her head, Nick pushed his mike aside to speak
privately to his ex-Recon buddy. “Take care of her, bud. Keep her out of any
dangerous situations. Remember to leave her in the elevator while you disable
the guards at the dock. There might be a guard posted somewhere along the
tunnel. Hide her in a box or a closet if you have to.”


Kurt nodded. “I will.”


It was obvious Nick was worried about her.
She heard it in his hushed voice, felt it in his tense body. “Plant another
satchel charge on top of or under the elevator so that I can detonate it with a
remote after Lance and I come down, just in case anyone decides to follow us or
is hot on our heels.”


“Copy that, Colonel. Good luck.”


Hanna hated leaving Nick. She caught
his hand and gave it a final squeeze, then turned to go with Kurt. Nick waited
until they got to the back of the second cottage.


Through the dark and fog, Hanna just
barely managed to see him give them a thumbs up signal before he crept to the last
cottage. She wondered anxiously if he would slit the guard’s throat with that
awful looking knife he carried, or if he’d just knock the man out. It wasn’t a
thought she wanted to dwell on. Just come back to me, my love, she petitioned
in a silent prayer.


Kurt tugged on her sleeve and motioned
her to follow him around to the front of the second cottage. At the door, which
was thankfully unguarded, she plastered herself to the wall and waited for Kurt
to pick the lock. They were inside within seconds.


The interior was vacant and dark. It
was also cold enough to indicate no one had been in it for quite a while. They
looked around quickly to be sure they were indeed alone, then found a narrow
stairway that led down.


At the bottom, Kurt held up a fisted
hand in the “freeze” signal. She froze on the last stair step, while he
inspected the two tiny basement rooms. When he was satisfied no one was in
either of them, he went to a door on the back wall and opened it slowly to peek
through the sliver of light he’d created. A few seconds later, he motioned
Hanna to him.


“The tunnel to the elevator,” he
whispered. Then he pointed silently to a small rotating camera mounted near the
ceiling, in the hallway.


Made of cinder block, the corridor was
lit by bare, low wattage bulbs that left shadows and created uneven light. Big
wooden crates and odd pieces of discarded furniture littered the hallway here
and there, stacked at various heights along the walls. The corridor itself was
long and straight. It was obviously a connection from the three guesthouses to
the main house to the lab to the elevator. It was very likely the way they
transported their containers of refined heroin from the warehouse to the
freighters that anchored in the sound.


Kurt watched the camera closest to
them for a few seconds, then turned to Hanna. “See how the thing rotates from
side to side?” She nodded. “When it points away from us, toward the right, move
out and get under it. Then when it rotates to the left, move quickly to the
right. They have a specific range of vision, so stop where I do, then we’ll
move on to the next one the same way. We can use some of those crates as
cover.”


Kurt went first, and Hanna stayed
close on his heels. Keeping their eyes on the cameras, they moved down the
corridor slowly and cautiously. They passed under three cameras undetected,
their timing flawless, and then had to stop for an unexpected surprise.


Near the end of the dimly lit
corridor, there was a guard station of some sort, built into the wall, adjacent
to the elevator. Apparently, Nick hadn’t come quite this far last night because
he hadn’t mentioned it. Kurt had Hanna hide behind a tall stack of wooden
crates, then Kurt moved out and eased along the tunnel wall until he reached
the big plate glass window that fronted the guard station. With his back
pressed to the wall, in a squat, he did a quick peek inside the room, then just
as covertly returned to Hanna.


“There’s a bank of security screens
inside and a single guard monitoring them,” he whispered to her. “I’ll have to
disable the guard before we can get in the elevator. You stay here, behind
these crates and out of range of that camera.” He nodded to the one he meant.
“I’ll come get you when it’s clear.”


After he left, Hanna tried desperately
to listen to what was happening, but she heard nothing. A few moments later,
Kurt came back to her. They waited for the surveillance camera overhead to turn
left, then proceeded right, away from it. There were no cameras in front of the
elevator, nor were there any in the little security room— only an unconscious Asian
man.


“Is he dead?” Hanna wanted to know as
she stared at the prone body on the cement floor.


“No, just tranquilized for several
hours.” Kurt pointed to a tiny needle-like object sticking out of the man’s
neck.


Hanna looked up from the man and saw a
row of television monitors lining the back wall of the room. There were a dozen
of them. They displayed various places, indoors and outdoors, on the compound.
A series of images cycled through them, and at this hour of night, there was no
activity on any of the screens, except one.


To her horror, she saw Nick and Lance,
in a cell-like room, with three men. The brothers were on their knees, with
their hands tied behind their backs. One of their captors walked up to Nick and
rammed the butt of his rifle into his stomach. A moment later, he raised it and
slammed it down across Nick’s upper back.


Hanna made an inarticulate sound of dismay.
Hearing it, Kurt spun around. He was just in time to see the same guard ram a
fist into Nick’s face, then turn to Lance and punch him in the gut with the
rifle butt when Lance made a protest against the beating his brother was
getting. There was no sound attached to the images, but Hanna could tell the
guard with the rifle was shouting questions at Nick. Kurt confirmed her
thoughts.


“They’re probably trying to get Nick
to tell him who he brought with him.”


“How would they know he brought
anyone?”


“The communicator.”


Hanna looked more closely and saw that
another guard behind the brothers held Nick’s headset in his hands. A third
guard stood by Nick’s confiscated weapons.


Even though the image was black and
white, Nick appeared to have blood coming from his mouth, nose, and ear, and
Lance was bent over, in pain, his blonde head hanging nearly to the floor, his
hair matted with something, probably blood. Tears filled Hanna’s eyes. Fear
laced her voice as she turned to Kurt, who was standing behind her.


“We’ve got to get back there and help
them!”


The room Nick and Lance were in looked
like one of the basement rooms in the cottage she and Kurt had come through. It
appeared that the three guesthouses were all built to resemble one another, so they
probably had the same floor plans. Since Nick had gone into the guesthouse
closest to the main house, they could assume he and Lance were in the basement.


Staring at the image on the screen
before him, Kurt rubbed the back of his neck, the way Nick did when he was
pondering something.


“So what are we going to do?” Hanna
demanded.


“Wait.”


“Wait?! Chen won’t wait to kill them,
now that they’re together! He was only waiting for Nick to show up, so he could
kill Lance in front of him, in retribution for the death of his brother.”


“I know, but we need to secure that
boat before we go back to help them. We need a way to get off the rock. They
may have already alerted the guards on the dock. I need to get down there
before they call in anymore.”


“They could be dead by then!”


Kurt gave her shoulder a reassuring
pat. “Nick will stall them to give us time.”


She looked disgusted with that logic.
“How do you stall someone intent on killing you, especially with your hands
tied behind your back?”


“Hanna, let me go down and secure our
escape as quickly as possible, then I’ll go back to get Lance and Nick.
Meanwhile, stay here in this room. If you hear anyone coming, get into the
elevator and beep an SOS on your radio. Wait inside the elevator, jamming the
doors, until I tell you to open them.”


She whirled to fully face him. “All
that’s for my safety. To hell with that! Let’s go back for Nick and Lance, then
go to the dock for a boat.”


“Nick doesn’t want you involved in any
dangerous situations. He told me to keep you safe, even if I have to lock you
in a closet.” He looked around and couldn’t find one of those. Apparently the
elevator was the best he could come up with.


She smirked. “I will not be safe at
Nick’s expense.”


“Want me to tie you up?”


She threw both arms up in
exasperation. “All right, then, go! Get the damn boat and hurry back so we can
get Lance and Nick out of there.”


“So I can get Lance and Nick out of
there.”


“Okay. Okay. Just hurry!”


Kurt turned to the elevator, then
glanced back over his shoulder. “Watch those monitors for anyone coming.”


“Okay,” she said, shooing him on.
“Go!”


“Nick will give us time. He’ll be
okay, Doctor.” He gave her a thumbs up signal, then hurried to the elevator and
got in, to descend to the dock below.


Hanna checked her watch, then turned
back to the monitor. The arrival of Li Chen and another man made Hanna’s blood
chill. Chen walked up to Nick, grabbed him by his hair to yank his head up,
then snarled something at him. Hanna gasped when Chen pulled a handgun out of
his shoulder holster and positioned it squarely between Nick’s eyes. For one
awful, heart stopping second, Hanna thought Chen would pull the trigger. But he
didn’t. He just laughed, then whirled around to deliver a vicious side kick
that slammed into Nick’s jaw. It sent him sprawling onto his side on the floor.
Chen said something to the man who had delivered the initial beating, then left
with two of the four guards.


Hanna thought they would leave Lance
and Nick alone after that, but they yanked them to their feet and pushed them
backwards, where there were two steel rings attached to the wall by lengths of
chain. Each brother was then handcuffed to a ring. Lance was able to stand, but
Nick, who looked partially unconscious, dropped to his knees. One guard yanked
him upright and the other raised a fist to hit him in the head, but Lance was
able to deflect the blow by kicking out at him. As a result, Lance received
another vicious blow. After that, the two remaining guards withdrew from the
room.


With tears swimming in her eyes, Hanna
was torn between doing what Kurt had told her and going to help Nick and his
brother. She checked her watch several times. It seemed like it was taking Kurt
forever to finish his business at the dock. Of course, he could be in trouble
or have his hands full with the guards down there. Damn, there didn’t seem to
be a monitor for the dock!


After several minutes of agonizing, Hanna
couldn’t take it anymore. Either Chen was going to come back at any minute to
shoot Nick and Lance, or his henchmen were going to beat them to death just for
the fun of it. And damn it, it simply wasn’t possible for her to watch that
kind of violence committed against the man she loved, without doing something
to stop it!


She looked around the little room and
saw a weapon that looked like the assault rifle Nick and Kurt carried leaning
up against the wall in a corner. It must have belonged to the unconscious
guard. She picked it up. It was equipped with a laser sight and a suppressor,
and there was a strap on it. She slung the rifle over one shoulder, then
withdrew a couple of chaff grenades from her quilted vest coat pocket. She
didn’t have the time or patience to carefully elude the damn cameras again!


She was still wearing her night vision
goggles over her ski cap. Nick had warned her not to use them if she threw a
chaff grenade, or she would be temporarily blinded by the bright metallic
particles. But she decided she might still need them, so she kept them on.


Before she stepped out of the security
room, she flipped the corridor lights off, then peeked around the corner to
look back down the long tunnel. She threw one of her chaff grenades, then waited
for it to discharge. The tiny metallic particles that exploded into the air and
floated all over immediately disrupted all the electronic signals from the
cameras. They rotated back and forth crazily. Hanna ran like mad down the
center of the corridor, staying clear of the shadowy shapes along the wall
where crates had been stacked, watching the cameras as she went. She wasn’t
sure how long the particles would disrupt them, so when the metallic flakes
started to settle, she threw another grenade.


Praying that she was correct about
Nick and Lance’s location, she ran to the door next to the one where she and
Kurt had come through earlier. It was closed. The tunnel was still dark, though
not so dark it made it impossible to see. Calming her breathing and her nerves,
she lifted the rifle off her shoulder, checked to make sure the safety was off,
then slowly opened the door a little bit to peer carefully inside.


Good lord! She wasn’t a soldier. She
had no idea what she was doing. Her only strength lay in the element of
surprise. If she could just scare the guards into unlocking Nick’s chains, she
could let him do the rest. She said a little prayer, then silently eased the
door open a little further.
















 


CHAPTER
26


 


TO HANNA’S IMMENSE RELIEF, the
anteroom on the other side of the door was empty. Still she crept in
cautiously. There were two small rooms off the one that she was standing in.
The doors were closed to both. Overhead there was one bare light bulb that
dimly illuminated the room. Wooden crates were stacked high against the stone
walls, casting creepy dark shadows.


There was a switch on the wall, but
she wasn’t sure if it was only for this room. If it turned the lights off in
the other rooms, the guards would know she was coming. Hanna chose a lone crate
to climb up onto. It gave her the height she needed to unscrew the single bulb.
Once the room was cast into darkness, she pulled her night vision goggles down
over her glasses and carefully climbed off the crate. Now the room was cast in
a weird green light that disorientated her for a few seconds. Once her eyes
adjusted, she crept to one of the closed doors and listened for a bit. She
heard muffled voices on the other side. It sounded like Nick and Lance talking.
But where were the guards? The last time she had seen them, they had been
leaving.


She went to the second closed door and
listened. Inside, she heard men speaking in Chinese, laughing occasionally. The
clank of utensils against plates told her the guards were taking a meal break.
That meant Lance and Nick might be alone, which was good and bad. She could
enter their little room without interference, but she needed the guard with the
keys to release them.


She still had the element of surprise.
Should she execute it now or wait until the guards returned to the room Nick
and Lance were in? She finally decided they probably wouldn’t have any need to
go back until Chen returned. She might be able to get Nick released before
then, so he could deal with Chen. She certainly wouldn’t be any match for the
martial arts skills she’d seen the drug lord use on Nick.


Having finally figured out a plan of
sorts, she kicked hard at a tall stack of crates. Luckily they all toppled
easily, making a loud crashing noise in the process. The two guards came
bursting out of the room. Hanna had the advantage of sight, while they stumbled
around, bumping into the crates, falling over one in the darkness. Well
positioned, Hanna shouted at them to halt and drop the handguns they carried.
When one moved toward the sound of her voice, she poked him sharply in the
chest with the point of her rifle and repeated her order to drop their weapons.
This time they both did so without further hesitation.


With the stock of the rifle braced
snugly against her shoulder and her finger on the trigger, she told the guards
to open the door to the second room and to step inside. Behind them, she saw
Lance and Nick, their backs braced against the cinder-block wall, their arms
chained above their heads. As soon as Hanna entered, their attention snapped to
her. Since the room was lit, she yanked off her night vision goggles with one
hand, while keeping her rifle trained precisely on the men in front of her.


“Which one of you has the keys?” she
demanded in the same altered, husky voice she’d been using on them. From the
moment she’d spoken, she been praying they wouldn’t be able to tell she was a
woman. When they didn’t immediately respond, she shoved her rifle into the back
of one of the men.


“Keys! Now!” To her utter
astonishment, her voice actually sounded threatening, revealing none of the
trembling fright she was feeling. She brought the barrel of her rifle up to the
back of the man’s head. “I’ll kill you and get them myself.” Thankfully, he
took her seriously, immediately pulling a set of keys from his pocket.


“Ha....” It finally dawned on Lance
who she was, but Nick silenced his brother with a kick to keep him from giving
Hanna’s gender away. She took a quick peek at both brothers. Their faces were
cut and bruised, their lips swollen and split. Nick’s paint-smeared face was
bloodier than Lance’s, and one eye was nearly swollen shut. Beneath the blood,
his expression was grim, set in taut lines of absolute concentration on her and
the guards. Only his eyes showed his alarm.


“Now, unlock them!” she growled. As
the first guard did her bidding, she shifted the barrel of her assault rifle to
the second guard.


Keeping her eyes trained on both men,
she stood her ground resolutely until Nick was unchained. Hanna expected him to
drop to the ground from his injuries. Instead, he rushed to her and took the
rifle from her. She relinquished it with a sigh of trembling relief.


“Good gawdalmighty, Hanna!” He spared
her only a brief glance before he swung her behind him and focused his full
attention on the guards.


Meanwhile, the guard with the keys
unchained Lance, who rose more slowly than Nick, clutching the region around
his ribs with a forearm. His face was drawn with pain, and pale as a sheet.
Hanna started over to him, but Nick’s arm shot out and slammed into her
stomach, stopping her.


“Chain them to the wall, and check
them for weapons,” he ordered his brother. Again Hanna went to help. Lance
moved like he was really hurting. Again Nick pushed her back. “Stay behind me, damn
it!”


When both guards were relieved of a
couple of hidden knives, then chained to the wall, Nick went to the door to
look into the anteroom. Hanna hurried over to Lance. She slid an arm around his
waist to help him catch his breath. He turned to her and pulled her stocking
cap off. He looked absolutely awestruck to see her. Out of the corner of her
eye, she saw the guards’ eyes widen with surprise. Feeling elated with her
success, she winked at them, then turned back to Lance and hugged him.


“I’m so glad to see you! We’ve been so
worried about you.” Cautiously, she touched the lower side of his chest, her
touch knowledgeable and gentle. “Is it your ribs?”


He winced and nodded. “Shit, Hanna,
what the hell are you doing here?”


“Rescuing you.”


“You shouldn’t be here,” he growled,
then coughed, which nearly doubled him in half.


“Well, I am! You could at least thank
me for saving you both another beating.” Her eyes swept from Lance to his
brother.


Still posted near the door, Nick
glared at her, scowling furiously over his shoulder. “Where the hell is Kurt?”


“At the dock, getting us a boat.” She
walked over to him, pulling her stocking cap back onto her head as she went.
“Let me take a look at you.”


“I can’t believe you brought her with
you— into this mess!” Lance hissed from behind them. “Holy shit! Can she even
use that gun she was holding?”


“Does it matter? I got you freed
before Chen came back to kill you!” Reaching up with the end of her sweater
sleeve, Hanna wiped some of the blood off Nick’s badly lacerated face. Besides
the cut on his lower lip, there was a long open gash on his right cheekbone,
and another one across his right eyelid. Blood oozed steadily from both
injuries, painting one side of his face red. While trying to stem the flow of
blood with the stretched end of her sweater sleeve, she placed her other hand
on his uninjured cheek to hold his head still and look into his stormy gray
eyes. He was still furious with her.


“There’s a room with security monitors
across from the elevator. I saw the beating you and Lance were getting. Kurt
told me to stay put until he took out the guards at the dock and got us a boat,
but I couldn’t let them hurt you anymore. I was afraid Chen would come back and
kill both of you.”


The hard look in his eyes softened as
he covered the hand that lingered on his cheek. “You took half a lifetime off
me coming in here with those guards at gunpoint.”


“I had to.”


He leaned down to kiss her forehead.
“I know.”


Lance walked up to them. “Don’t you
have any Marines you could have brought with you?” he demanded, angry with his
older brother. “Chen and his gang are a nasty bunch of bastards. Hanna
shouldn’t be here!”


“Well, shit, she is! Now let’s just
get the hell out of here before the bastard returns.”


The signal on his transmitter started
to blink. Nick walked over to where his headset and radio lay on the floor.
After clipping the radio to his belt once again, he put the earphones and
microphone back on. He listened for a few moments. 


“Looks like Kurt secured the dock and
got us a boat. I told him to meet us in the tunnel and that you were with us,”
he said to Hanna. “He wasn’t too happy.” She winced.


His weapons— his knife, 9 mm handgun,
sniper rifle, assault rifle, and grenades were in a far corner in a little
pile. He retrieved them, rearmed himself, then gave his brother the assault
rifle Hanna had brought.


“I’ll take the sniper rifle,” she
volunteered.


“No!” The immediate response came from
both Lance and Nick simultaneously.


“Geez! Fine! Some gratitude!” she
huffed.


Walking over to the two guards chained
to the wall, Nick lifted his sniper rifle and slammed the stock into the man’s
jaw, knocking him unconscious. Then he repeated the action on the other guard. 


When he turned to the door, Hanna was
watching him wide-eyed. “I can’t have them yelling out our position,” he
explained, then cursed in chagrin. In twenty years, he’d never explained combat
actions to anyone, but a superior officer. He strode to the partially opened
door and looked through. “Let’s go! It’s clear.”


At the doorway to the tunnel, Nick
stopped to listen, then eased it open. After slowly scanning the corridor, he
motioned Hanna and Lance to move ahead of him.


The second Hanna stepped through the
doorway, she swung around and tried to step back. “The lights! They shouldn’t
be on!”


Before she could retreat, she was
grabbed from behind and pulled aside. Lance stepped out to snatch her back and
was stopped at the end of a rifle. Nick lifted his assault rifle, and from the
shadows of the anteroom, leveled it on the group of men on the other side.


Li Chen stepped out from behind them,
then reached out and smoothly caught Hanna around the waist. “Come join us,
Colonel Kelly. Hands and gun in the air.”


Nick had been watching everyone’s
back, concerned with a surprise rear attack, not one from a corridor he had
just visually cleared. He wondered where the bastards had come from, then saw
the stack of four big crates farther down the corridor and figured they’d been
hiding behind them.


When he stepped into the hallway,
hands raised, his rifle held above his head, he was immediately relieved of all
of his weapons, knife, grenades, and Glock included. One of the guards stepped
around him to retrieve the sniper rifle he had leaned against the wall. His gut
clenched at the sight of the Li Chen holding Hanna in front of him. One arm was
locked across her chest in an angle from shoulder to armpit, and the other held
a big 9 mm to her temple.


“Well,” Chen mused, his lean face
sculpted in a half-smile. ”What do I have here? Obviously, another rescue
party I wasn’t expecting.” Lowering his gun from Hanna’s temple to her side, he
moved to look into her face. “Feels a little different.” His hand slid out from
under her arm and moved to one breast to mold its shape. Laughing, he yanked
her stocking cap off. Blonde hair spilled out and caught the weak light in
shining disarray. Chen regarded Nick with a contemptuous sneer. “Is she your
backup, Colonel? Is this who was on the other end of your communicator? A mere
woman?” Yanking her by the arm to face him, he swept her figure in a slow
assessment. “Are you a soldier? A DEA agent?”


“I’m a doctor,” she answered him
defiantly, refusing to be intimidated. Her gaze insolently swept the tattoo of
the multi-colored snake that ran up his right arm, beginning on the back of his
hand and disappearing under the short sleeve of his black knit shirt. On the
way back down, her eyes dropped to the ruby and diamond ring on his finger. It
twinkled like an evil eye.


“Well, these two aren’t going to need
a doctor.” He waved toward Lance and Nick, chuckling. “They’re going to need a
mortician.”


Hanna wasn’t amused. Despite his
impeccable grooming, his eyes were cold and hard, and his grin was malevolent.
“Men who worked for you and Yancy Masters, smuggling your heroin, killed my
brother six weeks ago,” she informed him acidly. “He was the provincial
policeman you referred to in one of your phone conversations with Yancy.
His name was Deputy Sheriff Dylan Wallace. He left behind a wife and a new baby
daughter. He was my only brother.”


“Ahh.... Revenge, then.” Chen nodded. “That
I understand. The Colonel killed my brother several years ago. He was also my
only brother.”


Hanna narrowed her eyes at him. “No,
you don’t understand,” she argued fearlessly. “I didn’t come for revenge. Dylan
wouldn’t have wanted that. Unlike you and your brother, he was a law abiding
man. He didn’t deserve to die. I came for justice, and…,” she added, looking
towards Lance, “…to bring a friend home to his ten-year-old son.”


Surprise and a hint of admiration
flickered in his cruel, black eyes. “I may not kill you, woman. I may keep you.
Are you a good doctor? Could I use you?”


“Sure,” she laughed. “Let me operate
on you. I guarantee you won’t make it past the first cut.”


The drug lord threw back his head and
laughed, exposing a small gold hoop earring in one ear, beneath his long mane
of black hair. Grinning, he cast a look at Nick. “Your woman is very entertaining,
Colonel, very courageous. She won’t keep me from finally getting my revenge,
though. Unfortunately, she will also have to die with you and your brother.”


Li Chen aimed his big handgun at
Lance, then at her. “But who first?” He made it a game, and chuckled while he
shifted his weapon back and forth, all the while watching Nick’s tautly drawn
face.


The finger on the trigger of the
handgun was without tremor. Hanna knew for a certainty that Li Chen would have
no change of heart. He’d shoot all three of them in the head, without
hesitation. She glanced at the two guards on either side of him. They both had
their weapons drawn and ready. Maybe she could create a little distraction and
give Nick an opportunity to do something. Since it appeared all three of them
were soon going to die, anything, at this point, was worth a try, she figured. 


Gathering every ounce of courage she
possessed, she yanked her elbow out of Li Chen’s grasp and rammed it as hard as
she could into his stomach. His hand flew upwards, causing him to fire
involuntarily into the ceiling, shooting out the overhead light bulb. Without
the light, the corridor where they were standing went instantly dark.


Hanna whirled out of his reach, and
Nick pivoted his big body, striking Chen in the chest with a powerful sidekick
that knocked the smaller man to the ground.


“Get behind the boxes!” Nick yelled at
her as he went immediately after the guards.


One was helping Chen recover. The
other was shifting around, trying to get a clear shot at Nick, who was moving
so fast in the darkened corridor, it was hard to follow him.


In a whirl of motion, he struck the
guard trying to take aim, bringing his hand down in a swift, fiercely delivered
chop to the man’s forearm that sent his rifle to the floor. He followed with a
knuckle punch to the guard’s windpipe that knocked him to his knees, then to
the floor, unconscious.


Then he went after Chen and the second
guard. The drug lord pushed to his feet in a roar of rage and lunged for Nick. Hanna
watched from behind a wooden crate as Lance went after the remaining guard,
tackling him to the ground.


Nick stepped to the side, avoiding
Chen’s frontal attack, then pivoted and kicked out with the side of his boot. Chen
staggered, trying to regain his balance and equilibrium. Nick took advantage of
the drug lord’s disorientation and delivered a quick succession of punches to
Chen’s face, inflicting a probable broken nose and some deep lacerations that
bled profusely.


Hanna was hesitant to do anything but
watch. Several weapons lay on the floor, near the four still fighting. Lance
was still wrestling with the second guard. The man’s handgun appeared between
them. Hanna was terrified that it would go off as each man struggled for
control of it.


Nick saw that his brother was having
trouble with the guard he was trying to subdue. While Li Chen was distracted
for a moment trying to staunch the effusive rush of blood from his nose and a
cut above his right eye, Nick delivered a brutal axe kick to the guard’s head,
instantly knocking him out. 


“Grab the guns!” he shouted at Lance.
“Get Hanna out of here!”


Chen’s head snapped up. With a fierce growl,
the drug lord came at Nick with a series of amazingly swift moves that
demonstrated he, too, was well-trained in martial arts. Nick deflected each move,
and after a few minutes, Chen began to visibly tire. Nick’s size, skill, and
stamina were greater. Averting any major damage from Chen, he retaliated with
several punishing jabs to the man’s face and abdomen, targeting areas that were
cut and still bleeding profusely. With his vision seriously impaired, Chen
couldn’t see Nick clearly enough to avoid his blows. Finally, Nick whirled his
big body in a savage roundhouse kick that slammed into Chen’s gut. In the next instant,
he reversed himself and repeated the circular attack from the opposite
direction. The moves were so incredibly fast, Hanna would have missed them had
she blinked.


Chen stood for a moment, swaying on
his feet, then crumpled to the floor like a rag doll, unconscious. Nick bent
over at the waist to brace his hands on his knees and suck air into his heaving
lungs. Blood and perspiration had all but eliminated the grease paint from his
face.


Hanna hurried over to him. “Oh my God!
Are you okay?” she inquired as she wiped at his face once again with the sleeve
of her sweater.


Nick didn’t respond at first. Hanna
rubbed his back as he remained bent over at the waist. When he began to breathe
easier, he straightened and looked at her, then at his brother. “Why the hell
didn’t you run when I told you to?”


Hanna replied before Lance could. “I
wouldn’t go without you.”


Nick cussed under his breath. “Did you
get all the weapons?” he asked his brother again.


“All of yours. The rest I dumped into that
tall empty crate.”


“Let’s get out of here then,” he urged
as he rearmed himself.


A friendly hail came from the end of
the corridor. They headed toward the sound of Kurt’s voice. It was still too
dark to see clearly. They hadn’t gotten far when a round of bullets pinged against
the cement wall.


Nick spun around and raised his
assault rifle. He could just barely make out four men running down the opposite
end of the tunnel, in the direction of the main house, toward them. They were
firing as they ran, which was why their shots weren’t accurate.


Nick pushed Hanna toward the wall,
behind a stack of discarded furniture. “Get down! Take cover!”


She hit the wall and dropped
immediately to hide behind an upholstered sofa stacked with several barrel
chairs.


“Lance!” Nick shouted over his
shoulder and threw his brother a couple of smoke grenades. “Cover me!”


Lance threw one grenade, and Kurt
fired at the oncoming assailants, while Nick ran back to Li Chen and hauled him
to his feet. A blanket of thick smoke obscured the distance between the two
groups of combatants. Nick took the few seconds he was given to retrieve the
drug lord and drag him to the stack of furniture Hanna and Lance were hiding
behind.


“Kelly! You’ve violated your bail.”


Nick immediately recognized Sheriff
Thomas’ voice. He laughed. “No shit!”


“I’m going to kill you… for resisting
arrest. The doctor and your brother, too.”


“You better think about that. I’ve got
your boss. The FBI is here, too, Thomas. This operation is finished.”


The only reply was a blind hail of bullets.
The furniture that they crouched behind felt like pathetic cover. More alert,
Chen was struggling to free himself. Nick had his hands full keeping him
secured against his chest.


Kurt finally joined them, but he had
to dive into their location as the four attackers opened fire on him. Hanna was
terrified. When the smoke cleared, the shooting would become more accurate. As
it was, a stray bullet was a distinct possibility.


Eventually, the gunshots ceased.


“Get behind me when I get up, then run
like hell!” Nick ordered Hanna. “Kurt set up cover fire for us, but do it on
the move. Lance, throw another smoke grenade as cover.” He looked over at
Hanna. “This time you go! Don’t stop for anything. Understood?” She nodded.
“Ready?” They all nodded grimly.


Nick rose to his feet and thrust Chen
in front of him, ramming his Glock into the man’s temple, his finger on the
trigger. “Lance, now!” he directed his brother in a low growl.


The diminishing smoke from the first
grenade revealed their pursuers for an instant, and then Lance tossed the
second one. The corridor was quickly blanketed in another thick grayish-white
cloud. Hanna rose to her feet and took one last look at Nick. 


 “Go! Go! Go!” he shouted to her,
starting to jog backwards, with Chen in tow.


“Don’t let them get away!” Chen
shouted to his men.


Nick snarled something at him. The
firing began again, even though there was no way they could see who they were
shooting at. Hanna was surprised that Chen’s men risked killing their boss. But
the Sheriff must have been ordering them to open fire again. It occurred to her
that Thomas probably would like to see Chen dead because it would leave the
operation in his hands.


“Run, damn it, Hanna! Run!” 


She was, but not so fast as to leave
Nick behind. With Chen to pull along, he was moving more slowly, and she was
not about to abandon him.


The smoke was beginning to thin. “Come
on, Nick, hurry!” She looked back over her shoulder and saw a bullet hit him in
the arm. She screamed.


A round struck Chen in the leg. He shouted
and halted to grab his thigh. His momentary paralysis brought Nick to a stop.
He was trying to grab him by his belt and drag him along anyway when Hanna
whirled around and ran back to assist him.


“Get out of here!” he yelled at her
furiously.


“I won’t leave you!” she shouted over
the automatic rifle fire. “You need help.”


Nick swore and reached out to push her
away. She turned to head toward the exit again when she felt a sudden explosion
of pain in her shoulder. She knew instantly she’d been shot. Before she had
time to react, another bullet struck her, this time just below her waist. It
was worse than the first hit. She couldn’t move.


Terror raced through her. “Nick!”
Shock gave way to fierce pain. Her legs collapsed beneath her.


“Aw Christ! Hanna!” Nick’s savage
primal roar echoed off the cinder block walls.


Bullets continued to whiz and ricochet
around her, mostly above her now. Then there was a crushing weight on top of
her as Nick threw his body over hers and returned fire at the men who were
shooting at them. Hanna could see Chen huddled on the ground next to them. They
were all going to die if the shooting didn’t stop soon.


There was a shout from somewhere. It
sounded like Kurt. Then there was a bright flash and a loud bang in the
distance. Maybe one of those flash-bang something or others, Hanna thought in a
daze, beginning to feel numb.


Kurt ran up to them and reached down
to lift Chen to his feet. From her fuzzy vantage point, she could see that his
pant leg was soaked with blood. Nick rolled off her and onto his knees beside
her. She looked into his anguished face. She tried to touch his cheek, but she
couldn’t lift her arm that high. She tried to speak to him, but her voice was
nothing more than a barely audible croak.


Nick ripped off his Kevlar vest. Hanna
heard the loud noise the separation of Velcro made. She shook her head in
horror. He shouldn’t be giving up his bulletproof vest, she thought
desperately. Next, he yanked his long-sleeved black t-shirt over his head. To her
relief, he hastily put his protective vest back on, but quickly balled up his
shirt and pressed it, hard, against her abdomen. The pain was almost more than
she could bear. She cried out in agony.


“I’m sorry, Hanna, but I’ve got to
stop the bleeding and get you out of here fast. Hang on, sweetheart.”


Oh God, it hurt! She tried to block the pain from her
mind. What happened to the numbness, she thought wildly.


She groaned as he rose smoothly and
powerfully to his feet, lifting her, then cradling her in his arms, high
against his chest. She was still aware enough to feel the blood streaming down
his bare arm, onto her. 


“Nick.... You’re hurt....”


“I’m okay. Don’t talk, honey.”


They were moving faster now. It was
bumpy, but Nick was trying hard not to jolt her too much. She could see Lance
up ahead a few feet, looking over his shoulder at her worriedly. Kurt was
running beside them, dragging Chen along with him. Sheriff Thomas and the men
with him must have been temporarily stopped by the second grenade Kurt had just
thrown. No one was firing at them at the moment.


“We need to get her out of here fast!”
Nick called over to Kurt. “Toss that son of a bitch into the elevator and set
up cover fire until everyone’s inside. Lance, make sure Chen stays with us.”


Nick hit the elevator button with the
side of his bloody clenched fist. The door opened instantly. He stepped inside
with Hanna. Kurt threw Chen in, then raised his assault rifle and prepared to
open fire on anyone coming up behind them. Lance dashed in and grabbed Chen,
hauling him once again to his feet. 


“How is she?” Hanna could hear Lance
ask.


Nick looked at his brother and gave
him an expression Hanna couldn’t read. His beloved face was getting harder to
focus on, his image fading with each painful breath she took.


Damn! She didn’t want to pass out. She
was afraid that if she did, she’d never wake up again. She knew she’d been
shot, twice, once in the shoulder region and once below her waist. Nick was
trying hard to staunch her blood loss, but strength and awareness were flowing
out of her as fast as her blood. 


She couldn’t die, not now! She hadn’t
even told Nick yet that she loved him. She wanted him to know that before she
died. She tried to form the words. But nothing emerged except the desperate
whisper of his name.


“Shhh... Honey, it’s okay. I’ll get
you to a hospital as soon as possible.” She was still aware enough to see the
pain and desperate anguish etched on his blood and paint smeared face. “Hang in
there! Do you hear me, Hanna? Hang in there. I’ll take care of you.” But she
barely heard his words this time as she slipped from consciousness, clutching
his forearm.
















 


CHAPTER
27


 


NICK FELT HANNA GO LIMP IN HIS ARMS
and instantly checked for a pulse, placing two fingers at the base of her
throat. Relief washed over him when he found that she still had one, faint
though it was. “We need to get her to a hospital fast!” he growled in savage
frustration.


Kurt had just backed into the
elevator. He hit the button that closed the doors and took them down to the
docks. Nick was still pressing his shirt tight against Hanna’s lower wound, but
she had lost a lot of blood. The bullet that had struck her below the waist might
have ruptured something internal. He couldn’t tell exactly where it was. He had
to get all of them out of here first. The other bullet had struck her in the
shoulder region, and while it was leaking blood, it wasn’t bleeding as heavily
as the lower wound. Thank God, the entry point was above her lungs and heart!
It couldn’t be dismissed, but it didn’t appear as dangerous as the lower one.
Christ, the bullets had gone in just above and below the damn Kevlar vest he’d
put on her! He had to get her some replacement blood as fast as possible. Shit,
she needed the best doctors available and a trained trauma unit! Shaken to the
core of his being, he curled her tighter in his arms and bent to kiss the top
of head. Her lack of response tortured him.


He looked to Kurt. “Get the Coast
Guard on your SAT phone and have them meet us at Stormy Harbour with their
fastest medical evac helo. I want to be in the air to Port George within a half
hour. Then call Trisha and have her round up a top-notch trauma team from
Harbor View. Tell them to get to George Vancouver County General as fast as
they can.”


“How serious are her wounds?” Lance
asked from the rear of the elevator.


“Serious,” Nick answered grimly.


“Let’s fly her to Harbor View then,”
Kurt responded. “They have the best trauma unit in the region.”


“It’s too far to Seattle.”


“Victoria?”


“Port George is just as close,” Nick
snapped back in reply.


“You’ll never get her and yourselves
out of here alive,” Li Chen interrupted with a sneering chuckle. “Give
yourselves up to the Sheriff and let my doctor here take care of her. At least
she’ll live.”


“Shut the fuck up!” Nick snarled. “If
she dies, so will you, even if I have to break into a jail cell to do it.”


“I won’t go to jail. I’m a Chinese
citizen.”


“You’ve just been extradited,” Kurt
advised him with a short humorless laugh. “By now half the FBI, DEA, and the
Canadian authorities in the region have gone into your compound to shut your
operation down.”


Chen paled and said nothing more.


The elevator door opened. “Did you
take out all the guards?” Nick checked, looking at Kurt.


“Every one of them,” the FBI agent
confirmed. “The boat is fueled and ready to take us to Stormy Harbour.”


“You gonna blow the elevator?” Kurt
asked as they rushed out and headed to the waiting speed boat.


“Not yet.”


Nick stepped into the speed boat as
carefully as he could, with Hanna still in his arms. The craft rocked beneath
his feet, but he braced them wide so she wouldn’t feel it, although he knew she
was beyond feeling anything now. While Kurt started the engine and Lance found
some rope to tie Li Chen up with, Nick watched the elevator doors close as the
lift was recalled to the top of the bluff.


“Any chance those men of yours are in
that elevator?” he asked Kurt.


“No, they’re coming in from the landing
strip.” The FBI agent checked his wrist watch. “It’s too soon for them to have
found the tunnel yet.”


“You sure?”


Kurt gave him a funny look and nodded
affirmatively.


“Did you set those charges on the
elevator?”


Kurt nodded again.


Nick reached into his vest pocket for
his remote detonator, withdrew it, waited a moment, then pushed a button. There
was a huge explosion half way up the cliff. Rocks, metal debris, and fire flew
outward from the center. Thomas and Chen’s guards had been in the elevator,
following them to the dock, Nick was certain. A grim smile curled his mouth.
The bastards who shot Hanna were definitely on their way to meet the devil.


Stormy Harbour was only fifteen
minutes away by water. A fog-shrouded sun was rising in the east, bleaching out
the darkness. Gradually, the fog began to dissipate, promising a clearer day
than the two they’d just lived through.


As they pulled up to the government
wharf in the village, fishermen were just getting ready to set out for the day.
Most of the residents appeared to be surprised by all the Coast Guard and
police activity on the docks.


As soon the speedboat pulled up
alongside the wharf, Nick stepped over the side and onto the wooden platform
with Hanna still unconscious in his arms. She was wrapped snugly in a blanket
to keep her warm and prevent her from going into shock. Lance had found a
second one onboard the boat and made Nick drape it over his bare arms, also.


His injuries had stopped bleeding for
the most part, and though the t-shirt pressed to Hanna’s waist was soaked, she
was not bleeding as heavily as she had been. There was probably some of his own
blood mixed with hers. But his wound was only superficial. The bullet had just
grazed his shoulder. And Hanna had nearly died trying to rescue him! God, what
a lousy job he’d done of protecting her!


On the upper deck of the double-tiered
dock, not far above their anchored floatplane, the Coast Guard medevac
helicopter sat silently waiting for them. Nick was relieved to see that it was
their faster jet copter, the Mh-65D model. Two Coast Guard EMTs stood next to
it with a stretcher.


Nick took the stairs to the top level
quickly and gently. His arms ached from holding Hanna so long and so close, but
he was reluctant to hand her over to the EMTs. When he did so, he assisted them
in placing her limp unconscious form gently on the stretcher. Then he helped
lift her inside the big bullet-nosed helo. A couple of IV’s were immediately
started, one with blood to replace some of what she’d lost.


One of the men saw the open wound on
Nick’s shoulder. “Looks like you need medical attention, Colonel. Anyone else?”


“My brother. He needs to be looked
at.”


“Is he shot?”


“No, but he’s probably got a few
broken ribs.”


“Nasty bastards, these Triad gangs,”
the military EMT snarled.


“Tell me about it,” Nick concurred.
“We’ve got their boss and he’s got a leg wound.”


“There are some DEA guys and local
police at the Maritime Center. They can handle it.” The uniformed man pointed
to the cedar house that sat at the far end of the dock. Several uniformed and
flak-jacketed law enforcement officers stood just outside the doorway. Nick
didn’t have the time to personally put Chen into their custody.


Kurt and Lance had followed him up the
stairs to the main part of the wharf. Kurt read his impatience and took custody
of Chen. “I’ll take care of him, Nick. You take care of Hanna and your brother.
I’ll see you at the hospital as soon as I wrap things up here.”


Two British Columbian policemen walked
down the dock to the Coast Guard helicopter, then moved to either side of Li
Chen. One snapped a set of handcuffs on him.


“This isn’t the end of it, Kelly!” Li
Chen shouted into the helo. “You’ll pay for my brother’s death yet!”


Nick stared at the drug lord through
the open door of the helo. “Worry about your own life, especially if she
doesn’t make it!” he snarled back, then hailed Lance, who stood beside Kurt.
“Come on, bro! We need to be off!” As soon as Lance boarded, Nick shouted at
the pilot. “Good to go, lieutenant!”


As they were lifting off, he went over
to where Hanna was lying on the chopper’s medical bed, hooked up to all manner
of portable interventions, and sat down on the bench seat next to her. He’d
flown out of dozens of hot zones with critically injured team members, but none
of them had ever meant as much to him as this woman. His life wouldn’t be worth
a damn without her! As he was strapping himself in, his brother came to sit
beside him.


“Think she’s gonna be okay?”


Nick couldn’t answer. Fear and anguish
had put him somewhere no one could reach. The medic answered instead.


“She’s young, healthy, and getting the
blood she needs. It looks like the bullet opened a femoral vein, not an artery,
which would have been more life-threatening. She’s got a fighting chance, I’d
say.”


“Yeah, she always has been a fighter,”
Lance replied grimly, reaching out to stroke Hanna’s limp hand.


Within a short time, they were in the
air, headed out of Quatsino Sound, over the Pacific Ocean, down to Port George
at maximum speed. Because of the jet engine, the Coast Guard chopper would make
it home in a fraction of the time it took for them to get to Stormy Harbour.


Lance sat next to his older brother
and stared at the woman on the bed beside them, trying to remember every prayer
he had ever learned. If Hanna died trying to rescue him, he’d never forgive
himself!


 


BY NOON, NICK was sitting in the
waiting room, outside the emergency operating room at George Vancouver County
General, staring morosely at the double doors ahead of him. The trauma team
from Seattle had arrived at the hospital an hour ago, not long after the Coast
Guard helo had landed on the rooftop. Hanna had been unconscious, but
stabilized. She had gone into surgery a half hour ago.


Kurt’s wife, Trisha, had rounded up
the best medical team she could put together on such short notice. The
operating surgeon was a friend and mentor of Hanna’s from the University. He
had brought a former student of Hanna’s to assist. Ashley Davis was on the
team, as well as Dr. Penman, the resident ER doctor Hanna worked with.


It wasn’t an impersonal team. They
were her friends, co-workers, and colleagues, people who admired and liked her,
people who would do their best to help her survive her life-threatening
injuries. Nick kept reminding himself of that as he sat waiting for news.


Lance had gone to x-ray, where they
had determined he had several cracked ribs, compliments of the beatings Chen’s
guards had given him during his captivity. Now he was in with another doctor,
getting his ribs treated and wrapped. Hopefully, he was getting a shot for the
pain, too.


Nick had already had his shoulder
wound treated. A round had torn a piece off of him, nothing he hadn’t suffered
before. Under the blood-stained combat vest he wore, a thick bandage covered
the wound. The blood and paint had been washed from his face, and the
lacerations there butterfly-bandaged. After finger combing his hair, he hoped
he wouldn’t scare the daylights out of the family when they arrived.


Exhausted, consumed with guilt and
worry, he waited on the hospital sofa, his forearms braced on his knees, his
head dropped nearly to his chest. Though his eyes were focused on it, he
couldn’t have told anyone what color the carpet was beneath his boots. He
didn’t know how he was going to look Colleen McHenry in the eyes. He’d promised
to keep her baby safe, and he’d failed— miserably. Hanna wouldn’t be in the
operating room now, fighting for her life, if he hadn’t taken her with him to
rescue Lance. He’d been a fool to think he could keep her out of harm’s way in
such a dangerous environment— a goddamned, addle-headed, love-blinded fool! And
what was worse, he knew better, trained as he was.


Knowing that his brother was in the last
guesthouse, he’d sent her with Kurt, figuring she’d be safe headed in that
direction. He knew Kurt would protect her; that he’d stash her in the closed
elevator car until it was clear to get on board one of the speedboats. What he
hadn’t figured on was the damn security monitors, or that she’d see him getting
the shit beat out of him!


He’d been able to take down the guard
posted at the cottage door, silently and swiftly, without any problem. The
right pressure spot earned the man a long sleep. The cottage had been strangely
accessible, though. Once inside, he had known instantly that something wasn’t
right. It had been too easy. It had felt like a trap waiting for him. He’d felt
that gut warning before, in the Pakistan, right before his team had been
ambushed.


Retreat hadn’t been an option, though.
He had promised himself and his mother, he would bring his younger brother
home. It didn’t matter that Chen knew he was coming. He was going to get his
brother out. He’d been in tough situations before. He’d always found a way to
complete the mission and get out alive. Hell, in the world of Special Forces’
operations, there was no such thing as an easy mission!


In spite of whatever awaited him, he’d
been confident of eventual success. What he hadn’t expected, was Hanna showing
up to rescue him. He’d never been so goddamned scared in his whole dangerous
life. Seeing her holding that M-4 assault rifle that he knew she’d never fired
in her safe and sheltered life, had damn near given him a heart attack.


But part of him had been incredibly
proud of her, too. The courage it took to do what she had done was no small
thing. Few civilians would have been that brave. She’d really had those guards
believing she’d shoot them, too, if they didn’t do as she’d said. Frankly, it
probably had just been a matter of time before Chen would have had both he and
Lance shot. Hanna had been a timely intervention, probably a life-saving one.


He had admired the way she had stood
up to Chen in the tunnel, too. Her nerve and quick-wit had probably saved their
bacon a second time as well. Keeping her head in the midst of an extremely
lethal situation had given him the opportunity he’d needed to free them all
from Chen and his guards.


If only she’d run like he’d told her
afterwards. She’d waited for him, for Heaven’s sake! For as long as he lived,
he’d never forget the anxiety on her face for him, or the utter panic in her
eyes, seconds later, when she’d realized she’d been shot twice. If she died
because of his stupidity in risking her life, he’d never forgive himself. Damn
it! If she died, his life would be worthless!


A tap on his shoulder brought his head
up. Lance was standing beside him with two steaming cups of coffee in his
hands. Nick took one gratefully. It looked strong and black, just what he
needed. “How are your ribs? Did they give you a pain shot?”


“Still sore as hell, but yeah, they
gave me a shot. They wrapped me up good and tight, too. How about you? How’s
your shoulder?”


“I’ll live,” Nick responded in
self-disgust after a not so careful sip of his coffee. “It was just a flesh
wound— another one to add to the collection. The rest were only cuts and
bruises. Nothing that won’t heal quickly.”


Lance sat down on the sofa next to his
brother. “I haven’t had a chance yet to thank you for rescuing me, bro.” Nick
swiveled to look at him, and Lance grinned. “I was beginning to think no one
would ever find me. Until we got out of there, I didn’t even really know where
I was. When they brought me in, I was drugged and unconscious.”


Nick’s eyes narrowed. “Did they shoot
you up with their damn heroin?”


“No, thank God— just a heavy sedative
after they pulled me out of Discovery Bay. As soon as I surfaced from my dive,
I was yanked out of the water by two of Chen’s guards. A couple of Yancy’s men
were in the boat with them. They recognized me. Yancy had heard what Hanna and
I were up to. I found out later, he had men following both of us to make sure
we didn’t discover that they’d killed Dylan.


“I learned all this in bits in places.
Once I was onboard their speedboat that day, one of Chen’s men called someone
on his cell phone. Afterwards, he rammed a needle in my arm. When I came to, I
was in that tiny basement room you found me in. Li Chen was beside my cot. He
told me how you had killed his brother in Thailand a few years ago. Karma had
finally smiled on him and delivered his revenge, he said. A brother for a
brother. I thought he’d kill me right then. But he wanted to wait for you. He
figured you’d find me sooner or later. So, the guesthouse basement was home for
a month. The guards got bored after a week. That’s when they started the
beatings.”


“Shit! I’m sorry, bro.” Nick looked
stricken with renewed guilt. “I wish I could have found you sooner. Thomas and
Douglas kept telling me and the family that you ran off with your ex-wife.”


“As if any of you would believe that!
I had faith in you. And I knew Hanna and Mom wouldn’t rest until they found out
what had happened to me. I figured Mom would haul your butt home from
Afghanistan. I just wasn’t sure you’d be able to get leave anytime soon.”


Nick put his arm around his brother
and gave him an affectionate hug. “Mom and Christopher were pretty damn worried
about you. Hanna, too. Well, hell, so was I! I couldn’t seem to get a decent
lead on what happened to you. Hanna and I snatched a couple of containers of
China White from Yancy. When I got desperate, I traded them back to him for
your location.” Lance frowned, and Nick quickly eased his concern. “He won’t be
selling it on the streets. Thomas had him killed. They arrested me for it, but
Colleen got me out on bail.”


“Is that why Thomas said you had
violated your bail?”


Nick nodded. “But the judge who set
the bail knew what Hanna and I were up to. The charges will be officially
dropped as soon as the FBI and DEA give him a copy of their case files.”


“Speaking of Hanna....” Lance looked
toward the double doors of the operating room. “Has anyone come out to tell you
how it’s going in there?”


“Not since they took her in. The wait
is killing me.”


“I’m sorry I jumped all over you back
at Chen’s compound about bringing her along.”


Nick sent him a quick look. “Hanna
felt really guilty about letting you dive alone that day in Discovery Bay.”


“If she had been with me, Chen would
have gotten us both.”


“That’s what I told her, but you know
Hanna.”


Lance grinned. “Yeah, I do. She’s as
stubborn now as she was when we were kids.”


Nick gave his brother a long,
assessing look. “Are you two....”


“Romantically involved?”


“Yeah.”


Lance studied his brother closely for
a long moment. “No, though not for lack of trying on my part. I guess you know
how I’ve always felt about Hanna.”


“Yeah.” Nick glanced away.


Lance continued to study his profile.
“So how about you and Hanna? You two looked like you’ve gotten pretty close.”


“We’ve been working together for three
weeks to find you and discover the truth about Dylan’s death.”


“And?”


“And we’ve spent a lot of time
together. Hanna took two weeks off from the hospital, and I haven’t been home
this much since I was injured three years ago.”


“So, have the two of you....”


Nick had his elbows braced on his
widely spaced knees again. Avoiding his brother’s inquiring stare, he dropped
his head and pushed both hands through his hair. “I can’t talk about this right
now, bro.” Noises down the hallway caught his attention. He lifted his bent
head. “Here comes the family.”


A grim smile flickered at the corners
of his bruised, swollen mouth as he watched his mother, Christopher, Colleen,
and Christine, carrying Katie, walk towards them. The second Christopher
spotted his father, he broke into a run and shouted, “Daddy!”


Lance rose and met him halfway,
catching his son in mid-air to whirl him round and round in a big bear hug. A
few seconds slower than her grandson, Jessie hastened to her younger son’s side
and threw her arms around him, hugging him nearly as fiercely as Christopher.


Profoundly moved by the scene, Nick
felt his smile widen and his eyes glisten. This was the ending he had hoped
for.


Finally, Jessie turned to her oldest
son. Her eyes were brimming with tears as she sat down beside him on the vinyl
sofa. “Thank you, Nick!” Leaning forward, she kissed his beard-roughened cheek.
“I brought you some clean clothes.” She scanned what was left of his and handed
him the bundle of folded garments. “Why don’t you use the Doctor’s lounge to
shower and change? It might make you feel better.”


“I don’t want to leave, in case....”


Jessie smiled tenderly. “They’ll be in
there a while yet with her. You have time. I’ll come and get you if they come
out before you do.” She patted his cheek. “She’ll be okay, honey. I know she
will.”


Nick saw Colleen and Christine coming
toward them. “I should talk to Colleen.”


“Go shower and change. You can talk to
her later.”


 


TWENTY MINUTES LATER, dressed in clean
jeans, shirt, and tennis shoes, Nick returned to the waiting room. The family
had moved to a seating area with more chairs. Colleen sat in a corner, looking
older than Nick had ever seen her.


He walked up to her and took a seat in
the chair next to her. Guilt made his greeting grim and subdued. He’d promised
to keep Hanna safe, and he’d failed, miserably. Colleen had already lost her
grandson. She had to be in absolute dread of losing her granddaughter now, too.
She looked so tired and frail. He put a hand over hers.


“I’m so very, very sorry, Colleen. I
promised to keep her safe, and.... I never should have taken her along.”


Colleen turned her palm up and grasped
his big rough hand, weaving her gnarled fingers through his strong tanned ones.
“I don’t blame you, Nicholas. Hanna was probably trying to defend you or
Lance.” She met his eyes and saw the confirmation in them. “She’d die for you,
you know?”


“She nearly has.”


“She’ll make it. She’s not about to
leave you now.”


“God, I hope so, Colleen! I hope so.”


Across the hallway, Christine was
sitting next to Lance and Christopher, who had his head on his dad’s lap and
his sneakered feet on hers. The little boy’s eyes were closing with drowsiness.
Katie was asleep, snuggled in her downy blanket, in the infant carrier beside
Christine. She turned to Lance, then looked across the room to Nick and
Colleen.


“I’m sorry you had to go through what
you did these past four weeks,” she said to Lance. “Was it really awful?”


Lance looked at her, the baby beside
her, then down at his son. “The worst part was being away from Christopher,
knowing how upset he’d be that I had disappeared.”


“Nick kept his spirits up. And
Christopher has been his shadow most of the time.”


Lance glanced at his brother and
smiled. “Well, we finally caught the men responsible for Dylan’s death. Now his
name will be cleared, and he can rest in peace.” He looked over and saw the
tears rise in Christine’s blue eyes. “How are you managing?”


Pulling a hankie out of her jean
pocket, she wiped her eyes. “I’m still staying with Colleen and Hanna. Your
family and Dylan’s have been a wonderful blessing. I wouldn’t have made it
without them. Your brother is pretty amazing, too.”


“Yeah, he is.” Lance looked across the
room to his brother again. “No one else could have done what he did. Knowing
he’d find me and get me out of there sooner or later was really what kept me
going.” Lance returned his attention to Christine, then nodded toward Katie. “And
how’s your little angel?”


“She’s fine. She said her first
good-bye recently.” That made the young widow smile.


“Really?” Lance smiled broadly and
without thinking, slipped an arm around the back of Christine’s chair.


Across from them, Jessie smiled
inwardly, vastly relieved to have her youngest son home again. She’d been so
worried for weeks. It felt as if a huge stone had been lifted from her heart. She
thought he looked good, even better sitting next to Christine. The baby and
Christopher made them look like a family. She knew Lance would be helping
Christine cope with the loss of his best friend. It would take a while for the
young widow to move on. She had loved Dylan deeply, but maybe someday, she and
Lance would find a connection. It was long past time for Lance to move on from
his ex-wife and Hanna. And Jessie dearly wanted Christine to remain in Port
George. She’d have to start on a new set of prayers.


 


TWO MORE HOURS PASSED before Hanna’s
doctor finally came out to talk to the group in the waiting room. As he rose to
greet the surgeon, Nick searched his face for a sign of what he intended to
tell them.


“Doctor Wallace made it through
surgery okay,” he stated to everyone’s visible relief. “She’s still in critical
condition, but I think the worst is over. She lost a lot of blood— and a
kidney. The bullet that hit her in the shoulder chipped her collar bone, but
that should heal fairly quickly. She may be unconscious for a few days, but she
should recover completely if she takes it slow and easy for a while.”


“When can we see her?” Lance asked.


“They should have her in an intensive
care room now. You can look in on her, one or two at a time. She won’t know
you’re there yet, though.”


Nick let the rest of the family go
ahead of him, only because he knew he wouldn’t be going home with them. He was
holding Katie over one shoulder, gently rubbing her back, while he read a story
to Christopher, who was leaning against him on the sofa, half-listening, half-
asleep, when Jessie returned.


“Lance and Christine are waiting
outside Hanna’s room for Colleen. She’s in with Hanna now.”


Nick put the book down that he’d been
reading. Christopher hardly noticed. “How does she look?” he asked his mother
anxiously.


“She’s still unconscious. But she
looks like she’s resting well. Her color is getting better. They have her
hooked up to all kinds of monitors. Your FBI friend’s wife, Trisha, is going to
stay on duty through the night with Hanna. She said Kurt told her he wouldn’t
be here until tomorrow afternoon. He’s bringing the floatplane back, and he’s
going to take care of getting all the gear back where it belongs. Mr. Chen is
being transported to Victoria by the Canadian authorities. I guess there’s some
argument over which country will detain and prosecute him.”


“Doesn’t matter as long as the bastard
gets put behind bars for life.”


“Did he shoot Hanna?”


“No. Either one of his men did— or
Sheriff Thomas.”


“Oh my God! What a mess that man has
brought to this community.”


“He’s dead,” Nick said coldly, his
face devoid of emotion.


“I guess they’ll arrest Chief Douglas
next.”


“He deserves it. He was warned to get
out.”


“I feel sorry for his family— his wife
and kids.”


“Yeah.” Nick raked his fingers through
his hair, and impatiently looked down the hall toward the intensive care
entrance.


“We’re going to go home and put the
kids to bed. Do you want to go in and see her before we leave?”


“I’m spending the night here, Mom. In
her room, if they’ll let me.”


“Oh, honey, you should come home and
get some rest yourself. You look exhausted. When was the last time you slept?”
His mother frowned worriedly. “You’ve lost a bit of blood yourself.”


The last time he had slept had been
more than twenty-four hours ago, in Hanna’s arms, in their joined sleeping
bags. If he closed his eyes, he could feel her nestled against him, tucked
close, safe, and whole. “I’ll be fine, Mom. Go home. Take care of Lance. His
cracked ribs have got to be killing him. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


“She’ll be asleep all night, maybe
longer.”


“I need to be with her.”


Jessie nodded. “I understand.”
Throwing an arm around him, she hugged him and patted his back. “I love you,
son.”


“I love you, too, Mom.”


A few minutes later, the rest of the
family came through the double doors that led to the Intensive Care Unit.
Christine took her sleeping daughter from Nick, and Lance picked up his son.
Colleen walked slowly and stiffly a few paces behind. She looked a hundred
years old, and Nick ached for her.


When she joined the others, she smiled
tiredly at him. “I’ll be back tomorrow. I expect we all will. Get some rest,
Colonel.” She didn’t bother to ask where he would be spending the night.


After they left, Nick stood alone for
a long moment, then turned and walked toward the intensive care doors.


 


KURT’S WIFE managed to get him
permission to sleep in a recliner in Hanna’s room. She urged him to go to the
cafeteria and get something to eat, but once he sat down beside Hanna’s bed, he
didn’t want to leave. Trisha promised to bring him something to eat as soon as
she took her break.


When she left, Nick moved the recliner
as close as he could to the side of Hanna’s bed. She had a private room, and it
was dimly lit. The soft illumination was enough for him to see how pale she
looked. Buried beneath the bedcovers, hooked up to her monitors and IV’s, she
looked so frail, so fragile.


He captured one of her hands, lifted
it to his lips, turned it over, and kissed her palm. Then he placed it against
his unshaven cheek and just held it there for several long moments. Even after
setting it back on the bed, he didn’t release her hand. His remained warmly,
reassuringly over hers.


“Come back to me, sweet Hanna,” he
murmured softly as he leaned over to press gentle kisses on her forehead and
cheek. “I don’t want to be here without you.”
















 


CHAPTER
28


 


THE DEA, THE SEATTLE OFFICE OF THE
FBI, and their Canadian counterparts were all taking credit for shutting down
the biggest heroin ring in the Northwest. It was all over the local news the
next day. The day after that, it was national news.


And by that point, word was out that a
lieutenant colonel in the U.S. Marine Corps, who was from Port George, had been
instrumental in locating the Chinese drug cartel. It wasn’t long before Nick
found himself beset by news reporters. He wasn’t happy about it. He’d been
hoping to remain in Port George until Hanna recovered. Now his commander was
going to know that his efforts to find and recover his brother had been
successful. All the media attention was sure to reach him at Camp Pendleton.


He was sitting in Hanna’s room, where
she remained unconscious, in a healing coma as her doctor called it, three days
after her surgery when his cell phone rang. Caller I.D. told him instantly who
it was on the other end of the connection. He stepped outside the room to
answer the phone.


His commander and friend, General Robert
Tyler, was calling from southern California. The first thing he did was
congratulate Nick on finding his brother and rescuing him. Then he went on to
tell Nick how happy he was that he had finally caught Li Chen and shut down his
operation.


“We’ve been after Chen a long time.
You must be pleased as hell you put him behind bars finally.”


The general had served with his father
and been a mentor and friend a long time. Nick didn’t want to sound ungrateful,
but he was still too worried about Hanna to feel much like being congratulated.


“The operation was ruining the
community I grew up in. Chen bought off the heads of local law enforcement.
Besides kidnapping my brother, he was responsible for the death of a good
friend of mine. His sister helped me find Lance, and she was critically wounded
during the rescue. At the moment, she’s in a coma because she took a couple of
bullets for me. I shouldn’t have put her in that position, so I don’t feel too
happy about being made a media hero.”


“Is she the hometown girl you’ve kept
in touch with all these years?”


“Yes,” Nick confirmed. “Doctor Hanna
Wallace.”


“Sounds like a pretty special lady.”


“She is, sir.”


“How’s Lance?”


“Recovering, but good.”


“And your lovely mother?”


“Relieved and immensely grateful you
gave me leave to take care of matters.”


“Well,” the general continued. “I
called to congratulate you, but also to see if I could reactivate you. I’ve got
an assignment that only you can do properly.”


Nick sucked in a long silent breath.
He knew he didn’t want to hear this, but he also knew he didn’t have a choice.
Now that his CO knew he had finished what he had generously been given four
weeks leave for, it was time to be reassigned.


“Yes, sir, I’m listening,” he
responded with long learned patience.


“I need you to train some SPEC OPS
units that have been selected for a special mission. We’ve got a few Force
Recon men in the units, and I want to be sure that they are all ready for this
job. It’s going to be a tough one, a highly classified one, and there isn’t
anyone I’d trust to train them as well as you.”


“How long, sir?”


“One month of intensive training at
Little Creek in Virginia, another month at Mac Gill Airbase in Florida, then
two weeks back here, in San Diego, at Coronado,” the general explained. “Those
last two weeks you’ll be doing some combat dive training and special underwater
equipment training for some new SOCOM recruits, as well. There are a few SEAL
personnel in the lot, too. It could stretch into a three month cycle, like
usual. Then, I may need to send you back to Afghanistan. The Pentagon top brass
are putting together something we might need you for.”


Nick wanted to groan. The Spec Ops
teams that he had been commanding in Afghanistan had just wrapped up their last
mission when he had been granted leave. He’d been hoping for some easy
stateside deployment for a while, and while General Tyler was offering that, he
was also planning on sending him back to the same part of the world he seemed
to have been stuck in forever. Shit! He’d wanted a new assignment that would
allow him to see Hanna more often and resolve this unfinished business between
them! The military was a cruel taskmaster at times, a greedy mistress.


“When do you need me, sir?” he forced
himself to finally reply.


“As soon as possible. Come down and pick
up your orders from me.” General Tyler thoroughly surprised him with his next
statement, though. “Wait until your lady friend comes out of her coma, though,
Nick. I’m sure that’ll be any day now.”


That was at least something, Nick
allowed as he hung up and returned to Hanna’s bedside. He’d been fantasizing
about asking her to marry him. He’d been hoping to ask her to return to San
Diego or Camp Pendleton with him. But how was he going to do that when he had
to leave for Virginia as soon as possible? And then what? Marry her on a
weekend, then leave her when he got reinserted into Afghanistan or some other
godforsaken part of the world? He could just envision the proposal. Marry
me, love of my life, then, oh yeah, wait to see me again for a year or more.
Shit, maybe he ought to seriously consider retirement! Even though he’d already
re-enlisted, it might not be too late to change his mind.


At dinnertime the next day, Nick was
seated in the recliner, footrest up, head back, eyes closed, thinking about
going down to the cafeteria to get something to eat before the family came for
a visit. They had come every day to see Hanna and check on him. And each time
his mother visited, she fussed with him about going home to get some real sleep
in a real bed. Today he thought he needed to face all that fussing on a full
stomach. He hadn’t told the family yet about his imminent reassignment, and he
wasn’t looking forward to seeing how disappointed they’d all be. Except for
Dylan’s death and Lance’s kidnapping, it had been a good visit. He hadn’t spent
this much time with his family and friends in years.


He was pushing stiffly out of chair
when he saw Hanna’s eyelids flicker. A second later, her body moved, really
moved, not just twitched. In the next suspended heartbeat, her eyes opened slowly,
but fully, revealing a confused green gaze. Nick shoved out of the chair and
hurried to her side. Her eyes narrowed on him, like she always did when she
couldn’t see well. For the first time in four days, he finally realized she’d
be all right. He found her glasses and slipped them on her face, letting his
two big hands rest on either side of her beautiful face.


Grinning with relief, he leaned down
to kiss her forehead, then her nose, then her lips. She lifted her hand to his
rough cheek and stroked it.


“Nick.” His name emerged from her
unused vocal cords in a raspy, hoarse croak.


His eyes watered as he stared at her
beloved features. The last time he remembered crying had been when his dad had
died. He’d been a young boy. He was a grown man now, and the tears that filled
his eyes were tears of joy and gratitude.


“How do you feel, sweetheart?” he
murmured, too moved to say anything else.


She blinked in wonder. “Like I’ve
traveled a long way and come back.” She squeezed the big hand that held hers.
“Are you for real?”


“You bet!” He blinked a couple of
times to dispel his tears.


“Are you okay?” Her eyes wandered all
over him. “You got shot.”


“It was just a flesh wound. They
patched me up.”


“Thank God!” she breathed. “Lance and
Kurt? Are they all right, too.” He nodded, bracing one hand on her headboard
and one beside her head, on her pillow. “And Chen?”


“Who gives a shit!”


She tried to laugh and started
coughing. Nick straightened and immediately pushed the button that raised her
electric bed. Then he adjusted her pillows so she could sit up and breathe
easier.


“Are you in pain?” He stroked her
hair, concern lining his handsome face.


“Probably, but at the moment, I’m too
happy to care.” She groaned as she tried to scoot up against the elevated bed
and pillows. Nick slipped an arm behind her to assist her. The effort made her
cough again.


Nick stepped back, alarmed. “I’ll get
the nurse in here.”


Making a little protesting noise,
Hanna grabbed him by the front of his knit shirt and yanked him close to her.
“Oh no, you don’t! Come here and kiss me properly, Colonel.”


He hesitated. “I don’t want to hurt
you.”


“I’ll manage. I need your lips on
mine.”


He leaned carefully over the bed
again, bracing himself so he wouldn’t put any of his weight on her. His lips
were the only point of contact, but he made full use of them for as long as she
wanted them.


“Oh, Hanna, I’ve been so worried!” he
breathed against her wet, pliant mouth. “I’m so sorry I got you hurt.”


She heard the anguish in his voice.
“You didn’t get me hurt, Nicholas Kelly,” she insisted softly, hooking an arm
around his neck and pulling him closer until their noses touched. “I’m sure I
owe you my life because of your quick and knowledgeable intervention.”


“You shouldn’t have slowed down for
me,” he chastised her. “They wouldn’t have shot Chen.”


“I’m not so sure about that, Nick. I
think Thomas was hoping Chen would get killed in the crossfire so he could take
over the operation.”


“That’s why I think he was the one who
killed Yancy.”


But he didn’t want to talk about that
now. All he wanted was to love her and say prayers of gratitude for her
recovery. His mouth descended to hers again. It moved over her parted lips in a
lover’s kiss, a sweet and tender mating. His tongue slid past her teeth, found
hers, and made slow intoxicating love to her.


Hanna moaned and tried to pull Nick
onto the bed with her, but he wasn’t about to rest even half of his two hundred
and forty pounds on her injured body. He pulled his tongue from her mouth and
rubbed his lips over her cheek.


“Aw, Hanna, we have to talk....”


He wanted to tell her that he had to
leave, that he wanted her to marry him, that he never wanted to be apart from
her again. There were so many things he wanted to say to her, so many
overwhelming emotions and logistics to work through. He wasn’t sure where to
start. And she kept tugging on him to get his mouth back on hers. Satisfying
her overrode every other need for the moment.


Behind them, Lance stepped through the
open door and silently watched the passionate exchange for several moments
before he cleared his throat and alerted them of his presence.


Nick straightened and took a step back
from Hanna’s bedside, turning away slightly to hide his arousal and his aggravation.
Hanna looked toward the doorway and greeted Lance happily. He walked up to the
bed, bent over, and kissed her, though not on the lips as his brother had.


“Oh, Hanna, it’s so damn good to see
you awake and smiling! We’ve all been worried sick about you. How are you
feeling?”


Her smile was so brilliant, it lit up
her green eyes until they sparkled. “Pretty darn good, considering.” She
laughed carefully this time. “Just a little sore.”


They spoke for a few minutes more.
Then Colleen knocked on her open door. Christine and Jessie were right behind
her. Nick wanted to groan. Instead, he managed a smile and motioned them into
the room, resigned to waiting until later to talk to Hanna.


“We’ll get booted out if we all come
in,” Christine protested.


“Hey, I’m an administrator here,”
Hanna argued. “I think I’m allowed a little special treatment.”


Colleen immediately walked over to the
bed and gave her granddaughter a gentle hug and big kiss on the cheek. There
were tears in both their eyes by the time the old woman straightened.


Colleen glanced over her shoulder.
Nick returned the old woman’s secret watery smile, then excused himself so
there would be more room. “I’m going down to the cafeteria to get some coffee
and a sandwich.” Hanna immediately looked crestfallen. He smiled at her
reassuringly. “I’ll be back in fifteen or twenty minutes.”


“I’ll let the ladies visit and go with
you, bro,” Lance said as he followed Nick to the door. “I could use a cup of
coffee.”


Inside the elevator that took them
downstairs, Nick noticed Lance looked like he had something to say. He figured
he knew what it was. In the cafeteria, they each ordered coffee, but Nick added
a sandwich. After paying the cashier, they found a quiet table at the back of
the room and sat down across from one another.


Nick stared at Lance with one raised
eyebrow. “Okay, spit it out, little brother,” he began. “You’ve got that we
need to talk look all over your face.”


Lance stirred cream into his coffee
slowly and thoughtfully, but made no attempt to initiate any conversation.


Beginning to truly feel the full
impact of his weeklong ordeal, Nick felt his patience evaporate. Exhaustion
swept over him in a huge wave. He took a long drink of his coffee and gathered
the minuscule patience he had left. “I know Hanna is what’s on your mind,
Lance, so let’s hear it.”


His brother looked up from his
preoccupation with his coffee and nodded. “I’d like to know what’s going on
between the two of you this time.”


Nick shook his head tiredly. “I’m
really not ready to discuss this now, bro.”


“So you said the other day. But I want
to know, nevertheless. Mom says the two of you have been pretty tight for four
weeks. Are you going to stick around this time? You’ve put your twenty years
in. Do you intend to retire and come home? We’d all like you to, you know.”


Nick met his brother’s eyes solemnly.
“I would prefer not to retire. I’m not ready yet. The Corps is my life. It’s
all I know, and I’ve got a lot of good years left.” He grinned to ease the
tension between them and the disappointment that settled over Lance’s face.
“Hell, I might even make general someday.”


Lance didn’t laugh with him. “I
believe you will, big brother. And I’ll be damn proud of you, too. I’m glad
you’re happy, Nick, although I would have loved to run Sean’s business with
you.”


“Aw, hell, Lance, I’d make a lousy
businessman.”


“I doubt that. But what are you going
to do about Hanna?”


Nick sighed. He’d known he’d have to
tell his brother sooner or later. He hadn’t looked forward to it, knowing how
Lance had always felt about Hanna. “I’ve been thinking about asking her to
marry me.”


“Marry her!” His brother’s eyes
widened in surprise. “And?”


“Take her with me to wherever I’m
stationed next. We might be base hopping for a while. I’ve got a couple of duty
assignments coming up. At least they’re in the U.S.” He didn’t add that they
would be short-lived.


“Christ, Nick! Do you even know where
you’re going next?” 


Nick raked one hand through the longer
hair on top of his head. “I’ll be in Virginia, then Florida for eight weeks,
then I’ll be in San Diego for a month. After that...” He really didn’t
want to tell Lance about the possibility of returning to the Middle East. Besides
a lot could happen in three months. General Tyler could change his mind about
sending him back there. Peace could settle over the Middle East.


“And after that, what? Back to
Afghanistan?” Lance astutely guessed. “Or maybe now Syria or Iran or Korea or
some other hot spot? You never draw any lengthy stateside deployments, for
christsakes! What do you expect Hanna to do? Sit in God- knows-where while she
waits for you? Worrying about you?”


Nick looked away mutely and scrubbed a
hand over his face. Everything his brother said was true, and he heard the
resentment in Lance’s voice. His family had missed him the past twenty years.
Hell, he had missed them, too. But this was his life. The real question was, Did
it have to be for the next twenty years?


“Have you asked her to marry you yet?”


“No. Not yet. Hell, she just came out
of her coma.”


“Yeah, and what about her recovery?
You gonna marry her in a hospital bed?”


“Lance....” Nick shot him a look that
said back off, but his brother seemed oblivious to the entreaty.


“And what about her career?” His
brother was building steam, becoming angrier by the moment. “She’s head of ER
here, for crying out loud. That’s a damn prestigious position. And she teaches
at the University Medical School in Seattle. Are you going to ask her to give
all that up for the life of a military wife?”


“They’ve got hospitals and medical
schools in other places in the country. There’s a great one in San Diego, for
christsakes!”


“Maybe, if you end up in San Diego for
more than a month. Then there’s your lifestyle to consider. You lead a
dangerous life— more so than most military men. You’re part of MARSOC; Special
Forces for heaven’s sake!” he stated as if Nick didn’t already know that. “Are
you going to put her through what Mom went through with Dad? You, of all
people, should remember what that was like; how much pain she suffered when he
died; how long it took her to get past it.” Lance sent Nick a hard, accusing
stare. “How can you ask Hanna to live like that, to risk that? Just waiting to
hear if you died on one of your covert missions halfway around the world? Hell,
some of them are so secret, the military probably wouldn’t even tell her how
and where you died.”


Nick knew his brother was correct, but
he also had to ask, “You wouldn’t have an ulterior motive for all this, would
you?”


Lance looked away guiltily. “You know
I care about Hanna. But I’m thinking about her welfare, not my feelings for
her. I don’t want to see her get hurt.”


“Well, hell, I don’t want that either.
I already feel guilty as hell about letting her come along to rescue you and
not being able to keep her safe.”


Lance nodded. “I know you tried to
protect her, and hell, I can’t grumble too much. The two of you risked a lot to
find and rescue me. I can’t thank you enough for that, Nick. I was afraid I was
never going to see my son again.” He was quiet for a long moment, then took a
long drink of his coffee.


“He’s one great kid, Lance. You’ve
done a great job raising him, especially since you’re doing it without his
mother.”


“He’s better off without her,” Lance
replied bitterly. “But Hanna’s helped fill her shoes. Christopher loves her
like a mother.”


“Yeah, I’ve seen that. And now little
Katie needs her. She plays a pretty significant role in those kids’ lives.”


“Both the families are pretty tight,
and now she’s all Colleen has left.” Lance gave him another direct look. “Come
home and be part of it again.”


Nick raked his fingers through his
hair, then rubbed the back of his neck. “I can’t, Lance, not yet anyway.”


“Then leave Hanna here to her life and
her career. What can you give her but long absences and anxious days alone?”


 


NICK THOUGHT ABOUT EVERYTHING his
brother said to him all that night as he sat by Hanna’s bedside and watched her
sleep. In his heart, he knew Lance was right. He didn’t have anything to give
her, except months at a time of separation and loneliness. She’d be away from
her friends and family. Colleen was eighty-one years old. Now that Dylan was
dead, Hanna was all she had left. Nick knew how much Colleen needed and loved
her granddaughter.


And Hanna would have to start all over
at another hospital if she moved to southern California or anywhere else with
him. She might not get another teaching job. And was it really possible for him
to get safely stationed somewhere stateside like he’d been hoping? Hell, after
hearing from his CO, it didn’t look like it.


The longer he stared at Hanna, the
more he also knew, though, how much it was going to cost him to leave her. He
had come to realize how very much he loved her and needed her. He’d almost died
when she had. They’d gone too far together this time.


When he left her, he wouldn’t be able
to simply resume a close friendship with her. He couldn’t write to her like he
had before. He couldn’t call her, send her gifts. If he was going to do this,
it had to be a total break. He couldn’t come back in the future and expect to
resume anything with her. He had to let her get on with her life. To maybe find
someone else, someone more stable, more reliable.


The thought of her falling in love
with and marrying someone else someday tore him apart. He knew it might even be
his brother. She could end up being his sister-in-law. Heaven help him! He
couldn’t even begin to deal with that possibility! He might never come home
again if he had to watch the two of them together.


It was past midnight when he wearily
lifted himself out of the chair beside her bed. Leaning over her as she slept,
he gave her one last gentle kiss. Afraid his resolve would falter if he stayed
longer, he brought the kiss to a halt before it awakened her, then turned and
walked out of her room, absolutely certain it was the hardest thing he’d ever
done or would do, knowing he’d be dealing with the pain and loss a long, long
time.
















 


CHAPTER
29


 


“WELL, DOCTOR WALLACE, HOW’S MY
PATIENT TODAY?”


The familiar booming voice brought
Hanna out of a fitful sleep. She’d been dreaming about.... No, she wasn’t going
to make it painfully real by recalling it. She tried to sit up, but it hurt.
She groaned. The surgeon in front of her, holding her chart, immediately
hurried to raise her bed.


“Take it easy, lady, or you’ll rupture
my fantastic stitching job.”


Hanna smiled grimly at Doctor Bill
Hurley. He had been one of her favorite teachers in medical school and a
faithful mentor ever since. He’d helped her get through all the long grueling
hours of residency, and taught with her at the University of Washington Medical
School. He was a brilliant surgeon. He practiced out of Seattle, but she saw
him fairly regularly. Twenty years older than her, he was also a close friend.
He had come over to be part of her trauma team, then had returned twice since
surgery to check on her.


“Why don’t you just give me my chart,
Bill, and let me read my prognosis?”


He rolled his eyes. “Oh, God save me!
Doctors make the worst patients. No confidence in anyone but themselves. Think
they know it all,” he grumbled, but it was a good-natured complaint.


Hanna smiled. She couldn’t laugh yet,
for a lot of reasons. “Okay,” she said, throwing up her hands. “Tell me how I
am.”


“Well, to start with, you lost one kidney,
but I suppose you’ve heard that.”


She nodded. “I’ve got a spare,” she
reminded him nonchalantly. What did a kidney matter? It was her heart that was
beyond repair.


“That’s right. Your second kidney will
enlarge itself and take over for the lost one.” He studied her for a moment,
noting her half-hearted interest. “Your renal vein was ruptured, as well as
your upper femoral vein. You lost one hell of a lot of blood, Hanna.” He gave
her a long penetrating look. “You would have died long before you got to a
hospital if it hadn’t been for Colonel Kelly’s quick intervention. He knew
where to stem the blood loss, and getting the Coast Guard’s fastest medevac
helicopter to transport you here made all the difference. You were a long way
from a trauma center.”


“I know.” He’d saved her life, then
killed her soul. “And my shoulder?” She didn’t mean to sound so flippant, but
she hurt— everywhere, damn it!


“The bullet that struck you there
chipped a piece out of your collar bone and tore some muscle, nothing too serious.
You’ll have full movement of your shoulder in a couple of weeks.”


“So when can I go home, then get back
to work?”


The surgeon’s frown disappeared, and
he threw his head back and laughed. “Now that sounds like a normal patient
question!” Clearing his throat, he continued. “Because you lost so much blood
and then that kidney, we need to monitor you for a while. You also need to
regain your strength. Knowing you, if I let you go too early, you’ll be right
back to working twelve hour days. So....” He gave her a long, no-nonsense
stare. “I’m keeping you here another week, then ordering a month’s recuperation
at home. I will not release you to resume work until then, Doctor Wallace. And
I’ve talked to your boss, so don’t try to go around me. You’re too good of a
doctor and teacher to risk losing you. Get well, then resume your life,” he
ordered sternly.


Resume what life? The same old lonely
one she’d had for years? Hard work was all she had left. It was once again the
only cure for Nick and her lost dreams.


As he turned to leave, Doctor Hurley
noticed the huge bouquet of flowers beside her bed. There were flowers all over
her room, in fact. But the ones on the table beside her were spectacular.


“You must have one very ardent
admirer, Doctor,” he noted with a smile as he bent to smell the roses. “About
time someone snatched you up. It wouldn’t happen to be that big good-looking
Marine you grew up with, would it? Colonel Nick Kelly, isn’t it? He looked like
he might strangle me if I didn’t keep you breathing.”


Hanna couldn’t answer him. She let her
head fall back against the pillows and closed her eyes, avoiding a response.
She could barely hold back the tears. Luckily, Bill Hurley left without waiting
for her response. As soon as the door closed behind him, she pulled one of the
long stemmed roses out of its vase and brought it to her nose.


It was among two dozen red and pink
others, placed in a gorgeous cut crystal vase. They were the only thing left of
Nick Kelly. The flowers had been delivered yesterday, the day after he’d left.
The card he’d signed was sweet and final. “Get Well and Live Well, My
Beautiful Hanna. Love, Nick.”


She knew what it meant— goodbye.
Whatever else he might have meant wasn’t important. Only the goodbye. Tears
streamed down her cheeks and over the velvety petals of her single red rose.
Well, hell! What did she think had been going to happen? He hadn’t said he
loved her. She’d known all along he wouldn’t put aside his career and return
home to be with her. She might have hoped for more, but he’d never fed those
hopes.


And she had a feeling that she had
lost his friendship, too. Live well sounded so final, she doubted she’d hear
from him again. And it might be a long, long time before she saw him again.
She’d lost it all— the past and the future. The dream of Nick Kelly she had
carried in her heart all her life was over. Her physical wounds hurt every time
she moved, but the wounds to her heart and soul would bleed for a lifetime.


The anguish of it made her recovery
slow and miserable. For the next week, she got up and walked a bit every day,
but never enough to satisfy the nurse on duty. Her strength felt drained,
almost nonexistent. The painkillers she took eased the ache of her body, but
not of her heart.


There were always lots of visitors.
Jessie, Lance, Christine, and Colleen came every day. Once in the while
Christopher and Katie were allowed in for a brief visit. Their bright little
spirits always lifted hers a bit. Except for the fact that Christopher kept
asking when his Uncle Nick was coming home again. The mere mention of his name rekindled
Hanna’s anguish.


Kurt and his wife, Trisha, came to
visit her a couple of times, as well. Since they were unaware that Nick and she
were a thing of the past, they talked about him a lot.


Kurt told her that Nick had called him
from Virginia to check on the Chen case. Thankfully, the FBI agent assumed she
talked to Nick fairly regularly. Hanna wasn’t about to tell him and Trisha it
was over between them, which meant she couldn’t ask them how Nick was doing or
even what exactly he was doing. All she knew was that he had flown to Virginia
for several weeks to conduct some special training, and then he was off to
Florida to do the same.


Kurt also updated her on the status of
the case against Li Chen and his drug cartel. The Canadians were still haggling
over jurisdiction with the United States. As a result, it would be a while
before the man went to trial, but he was out of business and his operation shut
down.


She learned that Sheriff Thomas and
three men with him had been found dead inside a demolished elevator at the
bottom of the shaft at the compound. Phillip Douglas had been arrested and was
being prosecuted for his involvement in the drug ring. The police chief was
working with the prosecuting attorney, so he was being promised some kind of
deal for his cooperation.


Hanna had read the local papers from
her hospital bed. She knew Douglas had told the police that Thomas had killed
Yancy Masters. That had, of course, cleared Nick’s name. And Douglas had stated
publicly that Deputy Sheriff Dylan Wallace had really been killed in the line
of duty. Her brother’s name had been cleared, and he had been belatedly and
publically honored for his bravery. Many of his friends on the force came by to
thank her for that.


There had also been some interest in
her from some media outlets in Seattle. They had plagued her for days about
giving them an interview. To get rid of them, she had finally acquiesced to a couple
of short ones. She told them what had happened to her brother and Nick’s, and a
little bit about some of the ordeal they had gone through to bring Lance home
again. To her dismay, the interview had not only been carried on the local
television stations, but also on the national ones. In typical feminine fashion,
she had worried about her appearance.


In addition to all that, a steady
stream of her colleagues and medical students visited and phoned. Then there
was Doctor Rick Penman. He came every day to see her. Of course, he was at the
hospital, so he always included her on his rounds. Occasionally, even Ashley
Davis stopped in to say hello. She never failed to ask her if she had heard
anything recently from Nick, either. Hanna dreaded her visits because of it.


After a week of all the commotion and
the confinement, Hanna begged Bill Hurley to let her go home to rest and
recuperate. When she promised not to step back inside the hospital for another
month, he released her.


Jessie, Christine, and Lance came to
take her home at the end of a week. As Hanna rode home from the hospital in the
back seat of Jessie’s car, she stared wistfully out the window at the ocean
beyond and contemplated taking her Emerald Mermaid out soon. Maybe she wasn’t
strong enough yet, but she might be in another week, if she got a lot of rest
and started walking around more.


“A penny for your thoughts,” Lance
said from his position next to her.


“I was just thinking about taking the
Emerald Mermaid out before I have to go back to work. I’ve been wanting to sail
her up through the Strait of Georgia, then Johnstone, through Queen Charlotte
Strait, around the northern end of Vancouver Island, and home, down the western
side.”


Lance stared at her like she’d lost
her mind. “You just got out of the hospital. Doctor Hurley will have a heart
attack! That’s a big trip.”


Hanna raised an eyebrow at him. “It’s
been nearly two weeks since my surgery. If I spend another week recuperating, I
think I’ll be well enough to sail. And we don’t need to say anything to Bill
Hurley. He just told me not to go back to work for a month. Sailing will be
good for me.”


From the front seat, Jessie cast a
quick look over her shoulder, then met Christine’s glance. The discussion in
the back seat had caught both of their attention.


Lance angled his body to look at Hanna
more directly. “Fine. I’ll go with you. I’ll sail. You rest— sunbathe on deck.”


She smiled indulgently at him. “That
sounds nice, Lance, but I want to be alone for a while. I’ve had so many
visitors and phone calls. I need to get away by myself. And I need a vacation,
a real one this time.”


“Hanna....”


She saw he didn’t like that. She
reached over and covered his hand with hers, squeezing it. “I’ll be fine,
Lance,” she reassured him. “You did a fine job on that sloop. She sails like a
dream. I’ve never had the slightest trouble taking her out alone. And you have
a business to get caught up on. The guys at the boat shop have definitely
missed you.”


“Yeah, they told me they tried to get
Nick to do a salvage dive.”


Hanna winced. It still happened every
time someone said his name. Jessie astutely came to her rescue.


“He would have, if he’d had the time.
But his priority was finding you,” she told her younger son.


Colleen was on the front porch, in her
favorite chair, rocking Katie to sleep when they drove up. Christopher was
beside her, playing with some big Tonka trucks. Lance helped Hanna out of the
car and up to the porch, grasping her elbow and taking it slow. Christopher got
up to run to his dad. Hanna moved gingerly around him to sit down in the second
rocking chair, next to her grandmother. She was stiff, sore, and tired. Jessie
noted how pale she was and took her grandson’s hand, then turned to her son,
and suggested they all go home. Lance bid Hanna goodbye reluctantly, promising
to come back later.


Colleen watched them go, while
Christine took the baby into the house to change and feed her. “How are you
really feeling, sweetie?” the older woman asked her granddaughter when they
were alone.


Hanna stared at the woman who had
raised her and loved her for twenty eight years. There were two people on this
earth she could never keep any secrets from. One of them was Jessie Price and
the other was her grandmother.


“My body’s healing, Grandma, but my
heart isn’t. I doubt it ever will.” Against her will, tears filled her eyes. “I
loved him so much.”


“Loved?”


She shrugged, acknowledging the older
woman’s perceptiveness. “Love. I’ll always love him, even if he never wants to
see me again.”


“And what makes you so sure Nicholas
never wants to see you again, my little genius?”


Her grandmother hadn’t called her that
since she was a little girl. It coaxed a watery smile out of her. “He left over
a week ago, and he hasn’t called or written since. You read the card on his
flowers. Get Well and Live Well pretty much says it all, don’t you
think? It’s a pretty clear goodbye.”


“I don’t think he wanted to go, baby.
I may be old and half blind, but I’d swear on my bible that Nicholas Kelly
loves you. I saw it on his face every time he looked at you. A man in love
can’t hide it any more than a woman can.”


Hanna shook her head. “I don’t know, Grandma.
The bottom line is that he still left, and he didn’t even tell me he was
going.”


Christine came back onto the porch
twenty minutes later and leaned against the railing. She’d overheard a little
bit of Hanna’s comments to her grandmother. She looked at her sister-in-law
with feminine sympathy. “You know, Hanna, he stayed by your bedside every day
and night until you came out of your coma. Is that the behavior of a man who
isn’t in love?”


“He felt guilty. He told me so when I
woke up. He’d promised to keep me safe, and he felt he hadn’t done that.”


Christine didn’t appear to accept that
as a reason for Nick’s behavior. “He loves you, Hanna,” she insisted. “I’m sure
of it.”


She didn’t know if she could afford to
believe or even hope her grandmother and sister-in-law were correct. Regardless
of what Nick Kelly had felt or didn’t feel, he had left her without a true
goodbye or explanation. His message was clear enough to her. He had a career,
and he had gotten back to it, without her.


“Think about it, sweetie,” Colleen
advised gently.


She gave her grandma a weak smile, her
eyes still glistening with tears. She couldn’t help but think about it, but
nothing would change the reality of it. “Advice is always so much easier to
give than receive, isn’t it?”


Colleen nodded in agreement. “That’s
because the one giving the advice is usually in a more objective position than
the one receiving it.”


Hanna reached across her chair to give
the older woman a kiss. “I love you, Grandma. Dylan and I were so lucky to have
you and Grandpa. Have I remembered to tell you that lately?”


“You don’t need to, sweetie.”


 


FOR TWO WEEKS, Hanna was the perfect
patient. She went to bed early, slept in late, walked along the beach, getting
her strength back little by little each day, and then left enough time each
afternoon for a good nap. She needed that second week of rest, she discovered.


Bill Hurley was elated. He came out to
visit and gave her an outstanding report. She failed to tell him she planned to
go sailing by herself for a couple of weeks before she returned to work. She
was sure he would never have approved.


But she felt good physically, and she
really needed to be out on the water, sailing. It was her catharsis, her emotional
therapy. It had been nearly four weeks since Nick had left, and she was still
trying to find something that would alleviate the pain; something that would
restore her soul.


The Emerald Mermaid waited for her
like a patient lover sitting quietly in her moorage at Mynard Harbor Marina. It
had been way too long since she’d taken her out— the last time being the
weekend she and Nick had sailed to Seattle and back; the weekend they had made
love for the first time since he’d come home.


Hanna had braced herself for the
torment that memory would bring her as she stepped onto her sloop and saw him
everywhere— at the helm, on the foredeck, at the winch, trimming the sails.
Down below was worse. She saw him in the galley, cooking breakfast, in the head
showering, and of worst of all, in the bedroom, sleeping in her odd shaped,
trapezoid bed. When she went into the cabin to stow her gear away, her vision
blurred so badly with tears, she could hardly see. Stumbling around the cabin,
she put her food, clothes, and equipment away, trying to ignore the very real
pain in her chest.


At her little desk behind the
collapsible dining table where Nick had made his bed, she unrolled her
navigational map and plotted her course. She had been given all the time she
wanted off, but a couple of weeks should be enough. The trip around Vancouver
Island was several hundred miles— over to Victoria, around the Gulf Islands, up
to Nanaimo, then on through the very narrow, navigationally challenging
Johnstone Strait to Queen Charlotte Strait, then up to Port Hardy, before
heading around Cape Scott Provincial Park. The last leg of her journey would be
back down long the western coastline of Vancouver Island. Would she sail into
Quatsino Sound? She wasn’t sure, but she did intend to take it slow and make a
few short stops along the way before she finally sailed home and resumed her
life.


She was familiar with part of the
journey. She’d sailed sections of it before, alone as well as with friends. The
Salish Sea, as the entire waterway had been renamed in 2009, was not for
novices, but she had good navigational equipment, and she was an experienced
sailor. Right now, she needed the challenge and the peace this journey could
bring her. The region was spectacularly beautiful. There were hundreds of small
towns and villages, miles of deep blue waters, dotted with heavily forested
islands where the trees came right down to the waterline. The wildlife was
diverse and abundant.


Motoring slowly out of the marina, she
stood at the helm, in her cockpit, enchanted by the freedom of it all. Sailing
alone was a rare and glorious privilege, but only those who loved it truly
understood the appeal. It was also a bit crazy and risky. She’d earned the
right by putting in years of practice sailing the waters of the Northwest. Now,
she knew much of it by heart. The vast network of channels, straits, and open
bodies of water that made up the Pacific Northwest, especially the coastlines
of Washington and British Columbia, was one of the geographical jewels of North
America. Hanna had lived in the region most of her life, and the beauty of it
never failed to bewitch her, particularly when she was on the water.


When she reached the open water of the
Strait, she shut off the motor and hoisted her sails to catch the glorious
burst of wind that drove her north to Haro Strait, between the Saanich
peninsula on southern Vancouver Island and Friday Harbor on San Juan Island.
She stuck her ear buds into her ears and punched in an Enya song on her iPod.
Her foot tapped out the Celtic beat. Her fingers on the big steering wheel beat
out the rhythm to Anywhere Is, Caribbean Blue, Orinoco Flow, and
many more favorite songs. It seemed her beloved sailboat glided over the ocean
like the mystic tempo of the music.


The next few days were just as
glorious as the first. The weather blessed her, anointing her with its gentle
grace. White wisps of delicate feathery clouds floated on gentle summer
breezes, beneath a great big blue bowl of open sky. The sails of her sloop
filled with huge bubbles of wind every day. It drove her racing into the Strait
of Georgia, past the city of Victoria, British Columbia, toward Nanaimo, on the
island of Vancouver.


She passed other boats, ships, and
ferries, but for the first time in weeks, she was alone— to think, to grieve,
to strive for whatever peace she could find. The August sun tanned her face,
arms, and legs. It reminded her of how wonderful it felt to be wrapped in
warmth, the kind that was gentle, comforting, and enveloping. The kind of
warmth she had felt lying in Nick’s arms, her wayward mind reminded her; snuggled
next to him in bed or in a sleeping bag, or in his arms on the deck of her sloop.
When she closed her eyes and lifted her face to the wind, she felt the gentle
kiss of the salt air. It reminded her much too vividly of Nick’s sweet kisses.


It had been so easy to get lost in
him— so easy to drown in the dream of him that had become a dazzling reality
for a few short weeks. She’d loved him the best she could, but sadly it hadn’t
been enough. He’d chosen to walk away, for good apparently. Now all she could
do was put the pieces of her life back together.


The farther she sailed, the farther
she wanted to go— to go and never return. She wanted to follow the mesmerizing
blue sky and endless white capped water to somewhere new; somewhere unexplored
and untried; to some place where she could lose herself forever; where desires
and memories wouldn’t torment her.


At the end of the Strait of Georgia,
the land reclaimed the sea. Hanna sailed on through Discovery Passage and
Johnstone Strait. Now the true navigational challenge began. Hanna relished it.
The Emerald Mermaid had to be steered through narrow channels of water that
squeezed through little fingers of islands and peninsulas, densely forested,
dotted with remote fishing villages, accessed only by boat or floatplane,
sometimes by helicopter or four wheel drive vehicle. The rugged, inlet-riddled
coastline of British Columbia was nearly inaccessible. Most recreational
boaters stopped at the end of the Strait of Georgia. The journey beyond was
exacting.


Beaches scattered with driftwood and
windswept grasses slipped by as she sailed farther north through the tight
passage. Seaside communities sat atop high wooden piers and craggy headlands.
The weather got cooler during the day and downright cold at night. When she
needed to sleep or rest or eat, she anchored in the shelter of a cove, a tiny marina,
or a fishing village dock. Sometimes she did a little reading, sunbathing, or
even napping on deck if the weather permitted. Before she climbed up under the
thick quilt on her trapezoid bed at night, she always reviewed her navigational
maps. And before setting out on the next leg of her journey, she always
thoroughly checked all of her equipment, including her sails and winches.


Dreams of Nick plagued her nightly.
Although they were painful to wake up from, they were delicious to sleep
through as visions of his big naked body wrapped around hers played out in her
head. She welcomed them and hated them. Just like she did the flesh and blood
man, she supposed. Love and hate— a true double edged sword.


Every two days, or whenever she could
get a signal, she used her cell phone to check in with Christine or her
grandmother. She’d promised to call them regularly so they wouldn’t worry, and
they appreciated it. During one call, Colleen told her that Nick had called.
He’d wanted to know how her recovery was progressing. Colleen had told him what
Bill Hurley had said on his last house call. She said Nick sounded pleased.
Then her grandmother had told him about her solo sailing trip.


He wasn’t pleased with that, according
to her grandmother. But Hanna had been pleased. Let him worry!


Five days out, she finally emerged
from the tight island dotted passage of Johnstone Strait to the more open
waters of Queen Charlotte Strait, which formed part of the Inside Passage to
Alaska. That day the skies were gray and stormy. The wind was blustery. A pod
of orca whales suddenly appeared on both sides of her sailboat, blowing water
through their blowholes and calling to one another. The wind was ripping
through the sails of the Emerald Mermaid, and Hanna felt as if she was racing
through the open waters. The black and white beasts beside her appeared to be
racing with her, sleekly breaching the surface as they cut through the deep
blue water in a nearly wakeless passage. It looked like a small family that had
made the strait their year-round home. Hanna laughed in wonder, enchanted.
She’d seen whales before, of course, but never so many, so close to her boat.
It was an absolutely miraculous sight.


The weather cleared the next day. After
spending the night in Port Hardy, at the far northern end of Vancouver Island, she
headed out into the Pacific Ocean, around the northern tip of Vancouver Island,
from Bull Harbor to Stormy Harbour. Around remote Cape Scott, she sailed into
Raft Cove Provincial Park and dropped anchor for some rest before heading back out
into the Pacific Ocean, then home toward the Strait of San Juan de Fuca.


The sun was out, and it was warm
enough by mid-afternoon to put on her bikini and sunbathe on the foredeck. In
the distance, the old seastacks that paralleled the rocky coastline stood like
silent, timeless sentinels. The sound of a colony of seals on the rocks mingled
with the piercing cry of an eagle. Envying it its freedom, Hanna watched the
huge white-headed bird glide on the wind current overhead.


Her cell phone rang. Wishing the
things had never been invented, she reluctantly answered it.


“Hanna?”


For one long, heart-racing moment, she
thought it was Nick. The deep masculine voice on the other end sounded just
like his. But it was his brother. When she realized that, her heart returned to
its normal pace.


“Hanna? How are you? Where are you?
How close to home are you?”


Patience, she reminded herself. She
hadn’t talked to Lance since she’d left, although she’d left messages with her
grandmother to tell him that she was okay. Lance was just concerned, after all.
“I’m anchored in Raft Cove, about three hundred and fifty miles above Port
George. And I’m fine. The sailing and the weather have been incredible.”


She thought she heard him let out a
big sigh of relief. “You sound happy.”


“Well.... I’m good. Sailing is always
good for me, you know. So what’s up?”


“Nick just called me and chewed my
butt out good for letting you sail alone. He didn’t think it was a good idea so
soon after your... well, you know... after what you’d been through. He was
really upset.”


She smiled, immensely pleased Colonel
Nicolas Kelly was upset. “Tell your brother to mind his own damn business.”


“You want me to tell him that if he
calls back?”


“I sure do. I gotta go now, Lance. The
sun is calling me. See you in a few days. And don’t worry. Everything is
great!” And for the first time ever, she hung up on him.


Oh, she was going to feel bad about
that bit of rudeness later. Lance was, after all, her close friend. He didn’t
deserve her testy mood, but damn it, this was her time, and she didn’t want
anyone intruding on it for a few more days. She needed this ! And what did she
care what Nick thought? He’d walked out of her life with only a bouquet of
flowers as a goodbye. He didn’t have the right to say anything about what she
did from now on. He was a dream ended. And she meant to work hard at keeping
him there.
















 


CHAPTER
30


 


BY THE END THE WEEK, Hanna knew she
was failing miserably at keeping Nick Kelly buried in the past. The awful chasm
between feeling so happy, then so miserable was simply too great to breach.


Her sailing excursion had sadly only
been a temporary bandage. Two days after her return, she went back to work. She
had to beg off teaching an evening class at the University Medical Center at
the beginning of September, though. She simply didn’t have the stamina to work
two jobs yet. Even her normal sixty-hour work week at the hospital was beyond
her for a while.


Since long hours and hard work could
not be her catharsis for a broken heart, she finally tried dating to get Nick
out of her system. She decided she would try very hard to become interested in
someone else, someone who actually wanted her. Rewarding his persistence, she
went out several times with Dr. Rick Penman. They even went sailing in her boat;
well, she sailed and he sunbathed. But putting a man in Nick’s place on her
Emerald Mermaid didn’t help to banish him. She only ended up comparing poor
Rick Penman to Nick Kelly, and, unfortunately for her heart, there was
absolutely no comparison.


In the weeks that followed his
brother’s departure, Lance intensified his attentions, too. Hanna hadn’t been
blind all these years. She knew Lance thought he was in love with her. For the
first time, she tried to look at him as more than a dear friend.


She went on a couple of easy salvage
dives with him, and puttered around his boat shop after her shifts at the
hospital. Her car was still so unreliable, he took her to work and picked her
up most days.


And when the Seattle Symphony began
their season in early September, she and Lance attended the first concert
together. Because the performance ended so late, they stayed overnight at a
hotel downtown, deciding they’d also do some shopping the next day before taking
the ferry back home.


At Hanna’s request they got separate
rooms, and then stayed up half the night in hers talking— mostly about
Christopher and how he had dealt with Lance’s absence. Interestingly enough,
though, they also talked about Christine and her fatherless daughter, and how
they were coping. Hanna discovered that Lance was surprisingly interested in
Dylan’s widow.


Eventually, the conversation turned to
Nick. Lance had questions about the nature of her relationship with his
brother. It was hard enough to hear his name mentioned, let alone discuss their
intimacy. Hanna tactfully avoided most of the questions. Instead, she got him
to talk about his month-long captivity at Li Chen’s compound.


It wasn’t easy to hear about the abuse
he’d suffered. She knew it was cathartic for him to talk about his experience,
though, so she listened without interruption. But while he was speaking, she
couldn’t stop herself from comparing him, too, to Nick. Except for his sandy
blonde hair and his brown eyes, he looked a lot like his older brother. The
shape of his mouth was similar, the shape of his nose and jaw. He didn’t have
Nick’s scars, though. Lance’s good looks were unflawed. He wasn’t as powerfully
built or as tall as Nick, either, but he was still broad-shouldered and solid.
He was a handsome, strongly masculine man.


Hanna tried to image herself
romantically involved with him. He cared a lot for her. He was a devoted
friend. They both loved Christopher to pieces. They enjoyed many of the same
things, particularly sailing. He’d make her a very good husband. They could
raise Christopher together. Maybe have another child. She could keep her two
jobs, remain close to their families, and stay in the Northwest, which she
loved. And she liked Lance, better than Rick Penman or some of the other single
physicians who had shown an interest in her.


But no matter how many good logical
reasons there were for getting romantically involved with Lance Kelly, she
couldn’t escape the fact that she didn’t love him, except as a friend. And if
she forced herself to have a more intimate relationship with him, he would
always and forever remind her entirely too much of his brother.


That wouldn’t be fair to Lance. Just
the fact that she had compared him to Nick wasn’t fair. It made her feel guilty
and selfish. If he knew, he’d be hurt. He deserved a woman who loved him for
himself, not because he was a reflection of another man.


And as his wife, she would become
Nick’s sister-in-law. God in heaven! That would never work! There just wasn’t
any hope for her, she thought miserably by the end of the evening.


In thirty-four years, she hadn’t met
the man who could fill Nick Kelly’s shoes. She was doomed to the lonely life of
a spinster. That last thought was so pathetic, she cried herself to sleep that
night, just as she had too many others in the past weeks.


On the ferry ride home the next
evening, Lance commented on her obvious melancholy. “I thought maybe the trip
to Seattle would cheer you up.”


Hanna smiled wistfully at the man
beside her. “I’m sorry. I tried, Lance. And it was fun. I enjoyed the
performance last night, and the shopping today.”


He laughed. “I doubt that. You didn’t
buy anything but a couple of new CDs. I thought shopping was supposed to be a
woman’s cure-all for the blues.”


She shrugged. “I guess I’m beyond a
cure. I seem to have tried everything. All that’s left is time.”


He reached over and covered her hand
as it rested on the rail. “Time is easy to give. I’m a patient man.”


“Oh, don’t be, Lance,” she implored.
“I was patient, and it got me nowhere. Don’t waste your life waiting for
impossible dreams.”


“Some things are worth the wait.”


“No, they aren’t.”


She looked at him and realized he
wasn’t going to be persuaded, at least not yet. Stemming her tears, she turned
back to the view of the Seattle skyline as they headed across the Puget Sound
toward home.


 


A WEEK LATER, Hanna was no less
depressed. She didn’t feel like sharing the usual Sunday activities with the
two families. She deliberately slept in too late to go to church. Later that
afternoon, she told her grandmother and Christine that she was too tired to go
to Jessie’s for dinner. They took Katie and left her without argument, much to
her relief.


She spent the day in her pajamas, and
once she was alone, she went upstairs to her bedroom to retrieve the large flowered
hat box that held all the letters and photos Nick had sent her over the years;
twenty years of faithful regular correspondence. There had never been a
significant lapse in his communication with her, until now. It had been over
two months since he’d left, and she hadn’t heard a word from him, though he had
talked to his mother and brother and even Colleen.


Taking the box downstairs, Hanna went
into the den. It had been an chilly, overcast day, so Colleen had lit a fire in
the hearth earlier. Hanna knelt down in front of the fireplace and fed it a
large log to rekindle it, then plopped cross-legged before the roaring blaze to
remove the lid from the box she’d brought down.


Initially, she just wanted to dump all
the contents into the fire in one big heap, but the instant she saw the first
photograph flutter out, she changed her mind. Twenty years of precious memories
overwhelmed her.


She dumped the entire contents onto
the carpeted floor in front of her. A letter written within the last year sat
on top of the haphazard pile. She picked it up and re-read it. Nick had been in
command of an elite unit comprised of a multi-national force, moving through
the mountains that bordered Pakistan, searching for insurgents. He told her how
cold and miserable it was, and how he wished he was home with her and his
family. It had been so long since his last visit. Did she remember?


Hanna closed her eyes and blindly
dropped the letter onto the carpet. She knew what he’d been trying to get her
to remember. She shut her mind to the memories of their first sexual encounter,
and picked up another envelop.


Before Afghanistan, Nick had been in
Iraq. Except for a few special assignments to other parts of the world, he’d
spent most of his career in the Middle East. Certainly, since 9/11, he’d been
over there almost continually. Letter after letter was written from one forward
operations base after another, though posted from Kandahar or more recently
Camp Leatherneck.


One of those special assignments had
been in Thailand. He hadn’t told her what he’d been doing, but she now knew
he’d been chasing the Triad and Li Chen. Though there were no photographs from
there, there had been letters. Again, several of his letters hinted at what had
occurred so intimately between them on his last visit home.


The photos were as heart wrenching as
the letters. And they were nearly as numerous. So many letters had come with at
least one photo, always taken by someone else, usually depicting Nick alone,
but occasionally with a few of his buddies.


Whether he was in his full dress blues,
fatigues, or civilian clothes, Nick Kelly was an imposingly handsome man; a man
who would never go unnoticed by any woman. Hanna especially loved the ones that
showed him in a tight Marine green t-shirt, or better yet, no shirt at all. For
years, she’d kept a few of her favorites in frames on her dresser, and one
always under her pillow, usually one minus any shirt.


After the Naval Academy, he had never
been in one place for very long. He’d been stationed on board ships, on every
ocean in the world, traveled to every continent, nearly every country. He’d
sent her gifts and cards from all over the world. He’d never missed a major
holiday or a birthday.


Nick Kelly was a man who took the time
to remember the dates, and who found comfort in keeping in touch with his
family and friends. Hanna had never considered his communication with her
unique. All of the family benefitted from his generosity and thoughtfulness. But
now, with it all spread out in front of her, she wondered if it had meant more
than simple friendship for him.


Why had Nick sent her so many pictures
of himself? To keep his memory alive with her? She wasn’t sure if he had kept
all the letters and pictures she had sent him, but, while she cherished his
correspondence, she had never needed it to keep her memories of him alive. Nick
Kelly had always been engraved on her heart. He’d always been part of her soul,
ever-present in her thoughts.


She found one of her favorite
photographs and separated it from the rest. It was a picture of Nick in his
cadet uniform at his graduation from the Naval Academy at Annapolis. How old
had he been? 22? He looked so young, so eager, so handsome. She fingered his
face lovingly.


He’d been disappointed she hadn’t come
to the ceremony. But she’d just begun medical school and hadn’t been able to
afford the time or the expense. In those days, she’d been a poor medical
student.


There were lots of letters from his
time at the Academy. They were so sweet, so dear; the letters of a boy, barely
turned a man. He’d been alone and on his own for the first time; excited,
anxious, and frightened that he wouldn’t be able to walk admirably and capably
in his father’s heroic footsteps. He’d reached out to her for help with his
studies that first year, and for the unconditional support she’d always offered
him. Though he had never known it, she had always considered him her soul mate.


In the end, she couldn’t bring herself
to part with twenty years of memories and mementoes. She couldn’t throw them in
the fire and destroy them. And yet they were so painful to recall, they filled
her with heartache; made her heartsick. She pulled her knees up to her chest
and locked her arms around her bent legs. Tears streamed down her face and
spilled onto the papers around her, blurring the ink, blurring her vision.
Rocking back and forth, she dropped her head and pressed her eyes hard into her
kneecaps.


Dear God! They were all so infinitely
precious to her, just like the man who had sent them! Damn, him! He was
thirty-eight and she was thirty-four. They’d lost half a lifetime. Neither of
them was getting any younger, and now there was probably no chance that they’d
ever reconnect with one another. Why had he left her like he had? Had he not
felt how deeply she loved him? Had he felt nothing for her in return? God help
her, how was she ever going to stop loving a man she had loved her whole
pathetic lonely life?!


That was how Nick’s mother found her,
on the floor in front of the fireplace, silhouetted by the fire’s flames, sobbing
and rocking back and forth.


Jessie had known Hanna wasn’t truly
getting over her oldest son. She looked like she’d lost twenty pounds in the
past two months. There wasn’t any spark left in her. It hurt Jessie to see the
woman she’d always loved like a daughter so miserable. She hadn’t intervened.
Hanna had confided in her over the years precisely because Jessie had never
betrayed any of those confidences. And she’d been hoping, praying, that Nick
would come to his senses and realize how lonely his life was going to be
without Hanna Wallace in it.


But Jessie couldn’t stand by any
longer. Nick had sounded just as unhappy these past few weeks. She’d heard it
in his voice every time he called; two, sometimes three times a week! For
heaven’s sake, he always managed to bring the conversation around to Hanna,
wanting to know how she was recuperating and what she was up to. Those were not
the sentiments of a man who had truly meant goodbye.


Jessie suspected there was a reason
Nick left the way he had. His hasty departure after Hanna had come out of her
comma seemed out of character for him. She was also beginning to suspect she
ought to talk to her younger son. Something in her conversations with Nick had
hinted that Lance may have had something to do with Nick’s abrupt departure.


Jessie sank to her knees on the floor
and sat back on her heels beside Hanna, who immediately raised her head and
rubbed the tears from her eyes. 


Glancing at the array of letters and
photos scattered around her, Jessie stroked her young friend’s arm. “I know
what you’re about here. I just want to help.”


“You can’t this time, Jessie.”


“It won’t help to burn all his
letters. You’ll regret this later, sweetie.”


Hanna sniffed and reached for a tissue
from a box Jessie handed her. “I can’t burn them, but I’m going to bury them
somewhere deep.”


Jessie brushed a wayward strand of
Hanna’s honey blonde hair out of her eyes. “And what makes you think that will
work, sweetie?”


“I’m sure you read the card on his
dumb roses! If that wasn’t a permanent goodbye, I don’t know what it was!”


“I’ll admit I did read the card, and
it did sound like goodbye, but I’m not sure how permanent it was. Do you know
he’s called two and three times a week since he left?”


Hanna shuddered with a tearful tremor.
“To talk to you and Lance.”


Jessie reached out and rubbed her back
in soothing circles. “He always wants to know how you are doing. And he called
Colleen while you were away on your sailing trip, then he called Lance twice to
find out more about your trip. He was pretty put out at Lance for letting you
go alone.”


“I know. I told Lance to tell him to
mind his own business.”


“And Lance did.” Jessie chuckled. “He
told me afterwards that didn’t go over too well with Nick.”


“Good. I hope it ticked him off!”


“It did. But my point is, since it
did, and since he’s calling so often to check up on you, he can’t be that
disinterested now, can he?”


“I don’t know, Jessie. I can’t read
his damn mind!” Hanna cried. “Maybe he does care about me, but not enough to
give up his precious Marine Corps or to commit to any long term relationship
with me.”


“Have you considered telling him you’d
give up your life here, to be with him?” Jessie asked gently. “Have you ever
told him how much you love him? Did you tell him how you felt this last time he
was home?” When Hanna gave her a slight nod no, she continued. “Well,
maybe he doesn’t think you’d ever be willing to give up your career here to
share his. And knowing my oldest son, I doubt he’s guessed how you feel about
him. He’s spent all of his adult life in a very male environment. I’m sure he’s
not too savvy when it comes to figuring out how a woman feels. He’s never had
any long term relationships. His experience with women has been insignificant,
except for his friendship with you.”


“Jessie, he’s gone!” Hanna pointed
out, fighting another burst of tears. “Maybe you’re correct. Maybe you’re not,
but I am not going after him. My heart can’t take the risk. Time will heal my
pain.”


“But not your loneliness— or his, for
that matter.”


“I’ll learn to live with it.” Hanna
smiled sadly, then swiveled to give her friend a hug. “As long as I have my
family and wonderful friends like you and Lance, I’ll manage.”
















 


CHAPTER
31


 


“HOW’S IT GOING AT THE SHOP? Getting
caught up yet?” The next day, Jessie corralled Lance in the kitchen after he
came home from work.


“Yeah, we are. I’m lucky I’ve got some
good guys working for me.” Lance looked at his mother and gave her a wink. “And
a mom who has kept good books for me.”


She acknowledged his thanks with a
nod. “You’re most welcome.”


Lance went to the refrigerator, opened
the door and looked inside. “Is Christopher home from school yet?”


“He’ll be here any moment. The bus is
running late today.”


“An hour is a long time to ride the
bus,” he noted, looking at her over his shoulder as he grabbed an apple out of
the refrigerator. “Maybe I should start picking him up at school every day.”


“He likes riding the bus with his
friends.” Jessie went to the coffee pot and poured two cups. “Sit down and have
a cup of coffee with me. I need to talk to you.”


Lance lifted one tawny eyebrow and
gave his mother a wary look. “Sounds like I’m in trouble. What did I do?” He
pulled out a chair and sat down at the table in the kitchen, then took a big
bite out of the red apple in his hand.


Jessie brought over two mugs of coffee
and set one down in front of her youngest son. “Actually, that’s what I want to
know.” Lance was looking at the newspaper on the table, eating his apple as his
mother took a seat across from him. “Nick left here so abruptly, I get the
feeling that there was a reason for it— one he didn’t give Hanna; one you might
know something about.”


Tossing the apple core into the trash
can a few feet away, Lance looked up at his mother as she sipped her coffee and
awaited his reply. He immediately recognized her silently implicit stare. That
particular expression of hers always said volumes. He’d never had much luck ignoring
her when she had her mind set on an answer, but it didn’t stop him from
shrugging and trying.


“Nick left here because his commander
reactivated him.”


“Why didn’t he explain that to Hanna?
Why leave those roses with that card that made it sound so final between them?
He hasn’t called or written her since he left.”


Lance stirred sugar into his coffee.
“I don’t know. Maybe he knew they had no future together, Mom. He doesn’t want
to retire from the Corps, and he leads a dangerous life, more so than most
military men. What’s he gonna do if he marries Hanna? Leave her in one strange
place after the other, making her wait for him to return from all those secret
missions he goes on? She has a brilliant career here at the hospital and at the
University. It wouldn’t be fair to ask her to give that up for the life of a
military wife. And, besides, her family is here. Colleen is in her eighties.
Hanna is her last grandchild. And what about Christine and Katie? They’re
really close to Hanna now that Dylan is gone. And then there’s Christopher. You
know he loves Hanna like a mother.”


“Oh boy!” Jessie said, her eyes
widening. “Guess I got my question answered and then some.” She studied her
younger son closely for a long moment. “And then there’s you, isn’t there? You
love Hanna, don’t you? Are you hoping she’ll marry you someday and become a
true mother to Christopher?”


Lance bent his head and rubbed the
back of his neck, just like Nick did when he was perplexed. In fact, now that
she thought about it, Nick Sr. had had the same habit. Jessie smiled as she
watched her son, who reminded her of her first husband, as well as her oldest
son.


“Yeah, Mom,” he finally admitted as he
lifted his eyes to look directly at her. “I guess I am hoping that Hanna might
see me as more than a friend someday. I know she’s been waiting for Nick, but
now that she knows he’s not going to retire and come home….”


“Oh, Lance, honey,” Jessie replied
gently, catching his big hand. “Hanna loves your brother and always has.
There’ll never be anyone else for her. She’ll grow old, alone and single, if we
let this be the final word between them. I know you love her, too, sweetheart,
but not the way she loves Nick. If she does turn to you as more than a friend,
which I don’t think she’ll ever do because you’re such a special one to her,
she’ll still be secretly in love with your brother. You wouldn’t want that, and
you don’t deserve that. You should have a woman who loves you and only you— no
half measures, no substitutions.”


“Well, there isn’t anything we can do
about it, Mom. Nick made his decision. He left. Hanna....”


“Won’t go after him on her own,”
Jessie interrupted as she saw the stubborn set of his square jaw. “And I think
you can do something about this, son. I don’t think Nick made that decision
without a little help from you. What did you say to him? And don’t tell me nothing
because I’ve heard the tension between you two the last two months over the
phone. Seems to me something like this happened three years ago when Nick left
for duty after being home that time, too. I’ve seen the occasional rifts you
and he get into over Hanna.”


Lance threw up his hands in surrender.
“Geez, Mom! Don’t you ever miss anything?”


She smiled indulgently. “Not when it
comes to my sons. I notice because I love you. So quit avoiding the question.
What did you say to Nick before he left?”


Lance blew out a frustrated breath. “I
asked him what he intended to do about Hanna. He told me that he wanted to ask
her to marry him and go back to San Diego with him.” He saw the big smile that
lit up his mother’s face and rolled his eyes. “Now don’t look like that, Mom. I
convinced him it wouldn’t be fair to Hanna to put her through what you went
through when Dad died.”


“Oh, Lance, you didn’t! Don’t you know
how sensitive a topic that is with Nick? He’s been so afraid of doing that to a
woman, he’s never gotten serious with anyone.”


“That’s not such a bad thing, with the
life he leads. You know he could have left the military any time and had a
normal one.”


“Are you angry that he’s been away all
these years?”


“Yeah!” he answered truthfully,
revealing some of that anger. “I guess I am! I would have liked to share the
business with him; to have him around more all these years. Hell, I hated
worrying about whether he’d come back alive from all those missions, too. We
were so close growing up, and now all we do is write to one another.”


“I should have guessed you felt that
way, son. Does Nick know?”


“No.”


“He’ll always be your brother, and
he’ll always love you,” Jessie reminded him. “But you have separate lives, and
he needs to live his, just as you need to live yours. He wouldn’t be happy
running Sean’s business. The only thing he’s ever wanted to do was to follow in
your Dad’s footsteps. It was his dream. He needs to live it.”


“And Hanna? Does she have to live his
dream, too?”


“Yes, she does. I’m sure she’ll find
some way to continue her career, too. She needs Nick, and he needs her. You
weren’t here to see them together. They were very happy and very much in love.”


“Shit, Mom!” Lance raked a hand
through his straight blonde hair.


“I know it’s hard, honey, but Hanna
needs your help. Since you love her, you need to consider her feelings and help
her be happy again. She’s been so miserable. Haven’t you seen that these past
two months?”


“Yes, I have,” he admitted
begrudgingly. “But what can I do?”


“You can tell her what Nick said to
you about wanting to marry her. Then you can tell her what you said to him.
Help her resolve this with your brother. He’s finished the training in Virginia
and Florida, and he’s back in San Diego now. You and Hanna could fly down to
see him. Surprise him.”


“Aw damn, Mom!”


 


LANCE THOUGHT ABOUT HIS MOTHER’S
ADVICE all that evening and the next day. He hated giving up his hope of a
relationship with Hanna. But in the end, he knew his mother was correct. Hanna
was miserable without his brother. And he was kidding himself thinking she’d
ever love him like she loved Nick. He guessed he’d known that all along, but
hadn’t been willing to admit it to himself.


And he’d had enough phone
conversations with Nick over the past two months to know he was feeling as
lousy as Hanna. He was always edgy and short-tempered. And he was still
irritated with Lance for interfering with his plans for Hanna. Even though Nick
had agreed with him two months ago about leaving Hanna to her career and
family, he was having a tough time coping with his decision. And Lance didn’t
want his brother angry with him. It was putting an unacceptable strain on their
relationship. He owed Nick more than that for rescuing him and reuniting him
with his son.


The next day, he walked over to the McHenry
house to talk to Christine. They had always been friends, but since Dylan’s
death, Lance found himself keeping a watchful eye on her and Katie. She still
hadn’t moved back into the house that he and Dylan had built. He’d advised her
not to put it up for sale for a few months. They had shared a couple of long
walks on the beach since he’d come home and talked about his ordeal and her
loss. Talking about Dylan’s absence in their lives helped them both cope with
it.


This afternoon, though, they sat on
the steps of the front porch and talked about what Jessie had said to Lance. Christine
confirmed everything his mother had told him about Nick and Hanna. And she told
him what his mother hadn’t— that Nick and Hanna had become lovers. She also
told him that, at night now, across the hall, she often heard her sister-in-law
crying.


Lance confessed how he had interfered,
thinking he was doing the right thing, but also hoping for a deeper
relationship with Hanna. It was hard to confess to Christine how long he had
wanted Hanna to understand his true feelings for her. Christine told him that
she had suspected something of that nature for a long time. She understood how
close they all were growing up. But she agreed with his mother— that Hanna
would never feel for anyone else what she felt for Nick, and that Lance might
be the only one who could fix things between the two.


His decision made, Lance picked up
Hanna at the hospital after work the following day and took her to Point Hudson
Marina, where they got an espresso and walked to the end of the pier. On a
bench overlooking Admiralty Inlet, they sat down to drink their coffees. Since
it was after Labor Day, the majority of tourists had left for the season. The
old Victorian downtown section was quiet, more sedate than during the busy
summer months. Locals enjoyed their town now while the weather was still
beautiful.


“This is a nice idea, Lance,” Hanna
said as she sipped her caramel-laced latte. “It was a long busy day.”


Lance turned toward Hanna on the
bench, resting one arm over the back and bending one leg to rest his boot on
his knee. Over the rim of his tall paper coffee cup, he stared at the woman
beside him. Her idle gaze was focused on the white capped water beyond. She was
so lovely, it sent pangs of regret through him. He liked her new haircut. The
sea breeze gently ruffled her honey blonde hair, and the setting sun was shining
on it, gilding it gold. Her skin was lightly tanned and all in all, she looked
much better than she had after returning from their ordeal in Vancouver. But he
imagined if he looked into her beautiful green eyes, he’d see that they were now
filled with sadness.


His mother was correct. Despite her beauty,
she looked tired and dispirited. He could see that she had lost weight, and it
wasn’t all due to her injury. But most of all, he could see that her usual
vibrancy was missing.


She couldn’t hide the pervasive
sadness that had settled over her. Though she still grieved for her brother,
Lance knew what was responsible for the majority of the transformation. He did
love her enough to want her to be happy again. If his brother would make her
happy, then he was determined to get Nick back for her.


“Hanna,” he began, drawing her
attention to him. “I’ve got two tickets to San Diego for this weekend.”


“Who are you taking down there?”


“You.”


Hanna didn’t try to hide her shock.
“Why are we going to San Diego?”


“Because Nick is there now.”


“Well, you’re certainly welcome to go
see your brother.” Her gaze swung away.


“I need to fix something.” She seemed
determined to look out across the water. He touched her sleeve to recapture her
attention. “Hanna, you must know that I love you— that I always have.”


“Lance....” She finally swiveled to
face him. “I love you, too. You’re very dear to me. I was so worried about
you....”


“I know you don’t love me the way you
love my brother. I’ve been hoping you’d get tired of waiting for him. But I’ve
been thinking more about what I want, than what you want. I can’t do that
anymore. I can’t stand to see you so miserable.”


“I’ll get over it,” she insisted
stubbornly, redirecting her focus to some fishing boats coming into dock for
the evening.


“No, you won’t. You miss Nick too
much, and you’ve loved him too long.”


“That doesn’t matter, Lance. He left.
He doesn’t want me.”


He reached over and took her hand.
When she still refused to look at him, he gently grasped her stubbornly set
chin and turned her head to him. “Yes, he does, Hanna. He wanted to ask you to
marry him and move to San Diego with him. I talked him out of it.”


Her eyes widened, then narrowed. “I
don’t believe you.”


He grinned. She could be so damn
stubborn. “I’m telling you the truth,” he insisted. “Do you think I’d hurt you
more by lying?” He saw her resistance begin to crack. “I want to repair the
damage I did. I want to take you to San Diego to talk to Nick.”


She studied his expression closely,
still skeptical. “Explain what happened.”


“The day you came out of your coma, I
came by the hospital to see you. When the family came to visit, Nick and I went
down to the cafeteria. Remember? I asked him what he intended to do about you.
He said he wanted to ask you to marry him. I reminded him you had a great
career here and that it would be unfair to ask you to leave that and your
family to become the wife of a Special Forces soldier, never knowing where he
really was or if he’d be coming home. I reminded him, too, of how much Mom had suffered
when Dad died. That pretty much did it,” he admitted ruefully. “Nick has never
wanted to put a woman through what Mom suffered. He was old enough to remember
how torn up she was for a long time afterward. He was hoping for an assignment
that meant no more dangerous field work. He’s still reluctant to retire because
the Corps is all he’s ever known and he’s still pretty young. I think he has a
few ambitions left.”


“Oh, Lance....”


Hanna covered her eyes with one hand
as they filled with tears. She didn’t know if she dared to believe him.


“I’ll take you to San Diego to talk to
Nick. You don’t have to do this alone. I’ll help you. I can’t guarantee my
brother’s reaction, but I’m pretty sure he’ll want to work this out with you.”


“Have you talked to him about this?”


“No. Things have not been easy between
us since he left. He’s angry with me, because I talked him out of something he
really wanted. But I agree with Mom. He wouldn’t be calling us so much if he
didn’t still care a lot about you.” Lance slipped an arm around her shoulders
and nudged her closer. The tears in her eyes made him feel rotten. “He was so
shook up when you were shot. He told Chen if you died, he’d kill him. And he
deliberately waited to blow that elevator until Sheriff Thomas and the men who
shot you were inside it. He never left your bedside while you were in your
coma. He even slept in that chair in your room. For the first two days, Kurt’s
wife, then one of the floor nurses had to bring him meals. He wouldn’t even
leave you to shower or go to the cafeteria.” Lance was quiet and reflective for
several moments. “I should never have said the things I did to him. I’m not
proud of the pain I’ve caused both of you. I hope someday that the two of you
will forgive me.”


“Oh Lance!” Hanna threw her arms
around him. “I don’t blame you! How could I blame you for caring so much? I’ll
always love you.”


“As a friend.”


“Yes,” she confirmed softly, kissing
his cheek. “As a friend, but as a brother now, too.”


He put his arms around her and held
her tightly, his eyes closed as he breathed in the scent of her, committing it
to memory. “That’s okay,” he decided as he released her. “As long as you and
Nick get back together and keep me in your lives, I’ll be all right. You know,
Christopher would hate it if his Aunt Hanna and Uncle Nick stopped coming to
see him.”


“That will never ever happen.”


He covered her hand with his and
winked at her. “Then we’ll go to San Diego this weekend?”


“Shouldn’t you call Nick and talk to
him about this?”


Lance laughed. “Hell no! Let’s
surprise him.”


“I don’t know,” she said, frowning.
“What if he isn’t around?”


“We’ll track him down,” Lance declared
determinedly. “But, hell, knowing my brother, he will be. His life is as dull
as yours. The only fun you two seem to have is when you’re together. Otherwise,
you’re both workaholics.”


“Call him anyway.”


“Okay,” he relented. “I’ll let him
know I’m coming, at least. But you will go with me, won’t you?”


“Let me think about it, Lance. I’ll
let you know by tomorrow. If I do go, I’ll need to see what kind of time I can
get off. I’ve already taken a lot.”


“You’re the head of ER, Hanna. That
ought to give you some privileges, for crying out loud. Tell them there’s a
medical convention down there, or something.”


Hanna laughed. “We’ll see.”
















 


CHAPTER
32


 


“ARE YOU SURE NICK SAID HE’D BE AROUND
THIS WEEKEND?”


Lance opened the rear passenger door
of the dark green military sedan and watched Hanna gracefully swing out of the
seat. She looked gorgeous in her full skirted floral print sundress and strappy
high heeled sandals.


“Yes, I’m sure, Hanna.” 


She’d been nervous and edgy since
they’d left Seattle this morning. She never would have come if he hadn’t
reassured her over and over that everything was going to be fine and that Nick
was expecting them. She’d kill him if she knew he’d never told Nick that she
was also coming down for the weekend. His brother hadn’t been thrilled about
him coming down for such an impromptu visit, but he’d sent a car and driver to
the airport for him. Lance wanted to surprise Nick, and he knew his brother
well enough to know he would not turn Hanna away once he saw her.


Lance had been surprised to discover
that losing Hanna to Nick for good was not as difficult to accept as he’d
anticipated. After he’d given it some thought, he had realized that she had
waited all her life for his brother, and a love like that was a rare thing. The
depth of feeling that withstood that kind of test of time was an inspiration.
He was honestly happy for her, and confident she and his brother would work out
all their problems.


“I hope you enjoyed the brief tour of
San Diego.” Their driver was a young corporal by the name of Don Vincent. He was
Nick’s aide. He had met them promptly at the airport and driven them around the
city, then onto the Naval Amphibious Base on Coronado Island.


“We did. Thank you, Don,” Lance
answered. “I’ve been to San Diego, but I don’t believe that Doctor Wallace has.
I appreciate you showing her a bit of the city before coming here.”


The corporal nodded, and then glanced
at his wristwatch. “Colonel Kelly is out on the bay conducting underwater training
exercises. He shouldn’t be too much longer. Would you like to wait over there
at one of the patio tables?”


Lance wasn’t sure who was more nervous,
Hanna or the not-too-far-out-of-high-school corporal. Hanna had been as quiet
as a mouse since they’d landed, and the corporal had been talking nearly
non-stop since he’d picked them up. The auto tour had given him lots to talk about.
Lance thought he made a good tour guide, but he wondered if Hanna had really
seen anything out that backseat rear window she’d been staring through so
diligently.


It was a warm, sunny, southern
California day, with a fresh saltwater breeze blowing gently off San Diego’s
big bay, but Hanna’s hand was cold as ice. Lance squeezed it a few times in
reassurance as the three walked over to the patio situated between rows of
warehouse-type buildings. Across the tarmac, at the water’s edge, there were
rows of small cement docks. Several Zodiac type dinghies were anchored to the
piers.


Hanna took a seat at a round metal
table with a brightly colored umbrella shading it. Lance chose to remain
standing, as did Corporal Vincent, who stood vigilantly beside them.


While he and Lance chatted away, Hanna
stared out over the bay and the San Diego skyline on the other side. There
weren’t nearly as many skyscrapers across the bay as Seattle, but like the
Emerald City, they were constructed within a mile of the water.


She’d seen a fair amount of the city on
Corporal Vincent’s friendly tour― Balboa Park, the Gas Light District downtown,
the Embarcadero, and the Naval Hospital. It was just as beautiful as Nick had
always told her it was. The magnificent arc of the Coronado Bridge rose high
into the air to their left. The drive over it had been breathtaking.


Coronado Island wasn’t really an
island, but a long narrow peninsula. According to Corporal Vincent, it was home
to two important U.S. Naval bases― the Naval Air Station, at the far end
of Coronado, and the Naval Amphibious Base, where the West Coast teams of the Navy
SEALs were stationed. The charming little community was also home to the rich
and famous, trendy boutiques, exclusive restaurants, and one of the most noted
resorts in the country, the world famous Hotel Del Coronado, which accommodated
Presidents in its lavish suites when they visited.


The bridge connecting it to the city
of San Diego was hundreds of feet above the bay. Supported by mammoth girders
that looked like the legs of a gigantic dinosaur, the engineering marvel
allowed the huge ships that passed beneath it access to the deep waters of the
bay. The Naval Amphibious Base was located at the upper end of the Silver
Strand, tucked into a small cove near one end of the bridge.


The rest of San Diego’s Big Bay was
home to other naval facilities, the Marine Recruitment Base, and a Coast Guard
station. The San Diego International airport was located next to the bay as
well. The rest of it was filled with private marinas, fancy four-star hotels,
and tourist attractions like Seaport Village and the Maritime Museum. Cruise
ships docked alongside big ferries that toured the bay and the Navy’s retired
aircraft carrier that was now open to the public.


Private sailboats, fast motorboats,
and even expensive yachts trolled the azure blue waters of the bay. But it was
the Navy that dominated the harbor. It was unmistakably their bay. Their military
presence was everywhere— on the water, in the air, and on this broad finger of
land called Coronado Island.


Helicopters flew constant treks across
the bay from one military facility to the other. Giant warships and cruisers
sat at anchor at its edges. And those versatile rubber dinghies, like the one
Nick had borrowed from the naval base on Whidbey Island, jetted back and forth
across the bay like busy worker bees, some with uniformed men, some with black
suited divers, some with military police and Coast Guard patrols. They whizzed
by all sorts of privately owned boats, from the huge to the small, from yachts
and sailboats to cruisers and jet skis, impeded by no one.


She’d find out soon enough, she
supposed.


San Diego was Nick’s favorite duty station.
He loved the city, the weather, and the diving in the bay. Other than medical
conventions or lectures, Hanna had never traveled much. She had lived all her
life in the Northwest, in Port George, and she loved its green mystical beauty
and enchanting waterways. San Diego Bay was not as big, but it was,
nevertheless, beautiful. Her Emerald Mermaid would fit right in with the numerous
sailboats in the bay.


Hanna assumed Nick was on one of the
Zodiacs out in the bay.


Behind her sunglasses, she slowly scanned
the waters beyond them, then the area around where they were waiting, just in
case his six-foot-four frame had already landed.


Corporal Vincent broke her silent assessment
when he announced, “His teams should be here any time now.”


In the distance, beyond the small
marina in front of them, she thought she spotted two small black boats speeding
across the water toward thebridge. San Diego had truly captured her heart, but
she suddenly wanted to turn around and drive back to the airport. She rose
slowly to her feet, watching the two Zodiacs approach.


The corporal turned to her and smiled.
“Looks like them.” The he looked eagerly at Lance. “Got some good news to tell
your brother, huh?”


“Oh yeah,” Lance confirmed. “But Hanna’s
just a bit nervous about it.”


“I can see that.” The young Marine
grinned. “Congratulations.”


Nervous didn’t begin to accurately define it.
Hanna’s entire attention was locked on the approaching dinghies. Two inflatable
reinforced hull rubber boats were racing toward them, as if everyone in them
was really anxious to get back to base. It was Friday afternoon. The weekend
beckoned, apparently.


Hanna could see that each Zodiac carried
six men. All twelve were dressed in full body wet suits. Even at a distance, she
instantly recognized the man standing a head above everyone else, in the center
of the boat. Feeling as if her knees had turned to Jell-O, she rose slowly to
her feet.


Lance reached out and caught her hand
reassuringly. “It’ll be okay, sweetie. Relax.” The look she returned him was
desperate. He slipped an arm around her bare shoulders and gave her a
comforting hug.


The distance diminished way too
rapidly, and the lead boat docked first. The men inside climbed out. Their
laughter and jostling made it apparent they were overjoyed to be finished for
the day.


The second boat pulled up to a pier
parallel to the first one. One black suited diver got out and moored the boat
to a cleat. The rest of the men lifted air tanks and gear out. They were more
controlled and sedate than the first group. They looked older, too, more
experienced. Hanna tried desperately not to look at the last man to get out of
the Zodiac.


Several of the men from the first
group noticed Corporal Vincent and his guests. One of the men gave a loud
whistle, the kind a man makes in appreciation of a good-looking woman. Hanna
glanced around, certain she was not the recipient of it.


To her dismay, the whistle drew Nick’s
attention. He looked to his men, then followed their line of vision to the
patio. Lance waved, and Corporal Vincent started over to his commanding officer.
Hanna’s looming reunion with Nick had her clutching Lance’s hand in an
unintentional vise grip.


Oh lord, she really couldn’t do this! What if her arrival angered Nick?
Lance could be completely off base about his brother’s feelings. Was there
anything worse than a woman chasing down a man who had said his goodbyes?


She almost retreated to the car when
she heard Nick’s deep voice raised in angry censure as he chastised the younger
group for their undisciplined behavior.


Corporal Vincent reached his side. He
spoke to his commander, turned and pointed to Lance and Hanna, then listened to
something Nick said, while another black suited diver came up to them. After
dismissing the two teams of divers, Nick started toward them. Corporal Vincent
and the second diver followed.


Hanna knew she was squeezing Lance’s
hand so tightly he had to have lost all circulation in it. Her pulse sped up so
that her heart felt like it was beating in double time, ready to fly right out
of her chest. Oh good heavens! She had to get control of herself or she was
going to have a full-blown anxiety attack! She took a deep breath, held it
a few seconds, then slowly released it.


It had been over two months since
she’d seen Nick, and yet it seemed like two years. He’d lost some weight, but
it didn’t detract one bit from his magnificent stature. In the skin tight wet
suit, every muscle was sharply defined. His handsome face was even more darkly
tanned than when she’d last seen him. His black hair was wet and spiky, with a
single dark strand dipping onto his forehead. He wasn’t wearing dark glasses,
like his companion. His eyes were squinting against the bright sunlight, and
Hanna couldn’t read his mood in them. But there was a hint of it in the grim,
unsmiling line of his mouth.


Her heart sank. He didn’t appear happy
to see her, and he didn’t look the least bit welcoming. The urge to turn and
run was nearly overpowering. This was her worst nightmare. Lance was so wrong! Nick
didn’t want her here. Damn it all! She was the world’s biggest fool!


Thank God, she had her transition
glasses on. The dark lenses hid the tears that began to fill her eyes. The wind
blew her cotton skirt up above her knees. With a silent curse, she pushed it
down and dropped the sweater tucked under her arm in the process. Nick was
suddenly in front of her as he bent down to pick it up. He handed it back to
her without a word. His narrowed gray eyes simply passed over her from toe to
head before they narrowed on his brother.


“Lance.” Nick’s smile was not really a
smile, only a cynical twisting of his lips. “I hear congratulations are in
order. I suppose you and Hanna have come down here to ask me to be your best
man.”


It wasn’t even a question. Hanna drew
in a sharp breath as she realized what Nick thought. Good heavens, no wonder
he looked so grim! She glanced at Corporal Vincent. Apparently all that
hand-holding had given him the wrong impression.


Lance laughed. “Bro, you always were
clueless as hell when it came to Hanna! Unfrigging believable! I didn’t come
down here to tell you that I was marrying her, you dumb ass!”


The men from both training teams were
on their way to one of the buildings behind them, but stopped a few feet away, suddenly
interested in what was going on. Their suspended expressions matched the shock
on Corporal Vincent’s face. It was almost comical. Apparently, no one called their
CO a “dumb ass”. The man standing next to Nick, though, found the
brotherly rebuke downright funny, openly chuckling.


“Well, little brother,” Nick
demanded angrily, emphasizing the last words and raising his voice for his
audience’s benefit. “What the hell did you come down here for? And why did you
bring her? I thought you just wanted to visit for the weekend.”


Lance hurled his brother’s anger right
back at him. “Well, I hadn’t planned to tell you in front of an audience....”
His gaze swung to Nick’s companions briefly. “But what the hell!” he concluded
as he threw up one hand. “I came down here to repair the damage I caused.”
Pausing, he hooked an arm around Hanna’s waist, which prevented her from
stepping away. “Do you want to talk about it out here then?”


Hanna was mortified that this
discussion was being conducted in front of strangers. And Nick’s anger had
definitely fueled her own. The least he could do was look at her! And Lance!
The rat had told her that his brother was expecting both of them!


“I wanted to surprise you,” Lance said
at last when Nick didn’t respond.


Hanna finally found her voice. “It
appears Lance failed to tell you that I was coming, or why we were coming.”
Pausing, she sent Nick’s brother a look of reproach. “I’m sorry that my arrival
was a surprise. He wanted to clear up a few things, and he thought that we
needed to talk.” Yanking off her sunglasses, she glared hotly at Nick, which
was no small thing since now he was just a fuzzy image. “But I’m not sure I
want to talk to you now. You could have at least said hello and been pleasant.”


The man standing next to Nick chuckled.
“Pleasant? Hell, he hasn’t been even remotely pleasant for the
past two months!”


Nick’s mouth curled into sneer.
“Hanna, this is Lieutenant Commander Ty Sharp. He used to be a friend. Ty, this
is Doctor Hanna Wallace. You already know my mouthy brother.”


“Screw you, too, bro. See when I do
you a favor next.”


Lt. Commander Sharp extended a hand to
Hanna. “Nice to meet you, finally.”


She smiled and shook his hand,
bemused. “Finally?”


He explained how he knew about her.
“Nick and I have been friends since our days at the Naval Academy. I’m with the
SEALs, but we’ve served together frequently over the years. I know you’re the
lady friend from home he writes to all the time.” Tanned, tall, and fine looking,
Nick’s friend grinned and gave her a wink. “I hear you saved his sorry butt two
months ago. I also heard you almost lost your life doing it.”


Hanna blushed crimson. Luckily, the
sun probably hid the profusion of color. “He told me that his life was never
really in danger, though, and that my taking a couple of bullets for him was
unnecessary.”


“Ungrateful bastard,” Ty chuckled. “He
never thinks he’s in danger.” The wet-suited naval officer gave his friend a
good-natured slap on the back. “Must be that super hero cap he wears.”


Nick shook his head and finally gave
vent to a smile. “Why don’t I go change, then we’ll go somewhere more private
to talk?” He was looking at her at last, and the look in his eyes had finally
changed from anger to warmth.


“You don’t really need me there for
that,” Lance advised. “Maybe Corporal Vincent could take me to a hotel
somewhere close to the airport.”


“Let me get into some civvies, and
I’ll be happy to show you around,” Ty Sharp offered. “Corporal Vincent says
he’s given you the Chamber of Commerce tour of San Diego. The R rated tour is a
hell of a lot more interesting!” Laughing, he motioned to Nick’s aide. “You can
come, too, Corporal. We’ll educate you on the finer points of sightseeing
tonight.” On his way to the long building behind them, the one closest to the
piers, he looked back over his shoulder at Nick. “Don’t expect little brother
back before the end of the weekend. I’ll make sure he’s rewarded for being such
a good brother.” Then he gave Hanna a wink before looking once again at Nick.
“I expect to see you a lot happier on Monday, Colonel.”


“How long are you staying?” The
question was directed at his brother, but Nick was looking at Hanna.


“We have reservations for a red-eye
flight back late Sunday night,” Lance answered.


Nick nodded at his brother. “Be sure
to check in, at least by phone— so Hanna won’t worry.” To her unexpected
pleasure, he leaned down and spoke softly into her ear. “Guess you’re mine
tonight.” His wink and insinuating grin left her thoroughly unsettled. “I’ll go
shower and change as fast as I can. Corporal Vincent can wait with you. Get her
something to drink, will you, Vincent. Lance, come with me.”


“Corporal Vincent has devoted enough
time to us today. He’d probably like to change into civilian clothes, too. I’ll
be fine here on the patio.” Besides, she really wanted a few minutes alone to
collect herself.


“I won’t be long, then.”


Nick’s trademark smile made her as
light-headed as his “Guess you’re mine tonight”.


After the men disappeared, Hanna walked
back to the patio table she’d sat at before. Under the shade of the overhead
umbrella, she rested her elbows on the metal tabletop and her head in her hands.
In the space of a half hour, she’d gone from terrified to deeply wounded to
furious to bewildered to expectant. She felt like she was on an emotional
roller coaster. When Nick returned, what would he finally say to her? What
would she say to him? She was on her own now, apparently. Lance had other
plans, and he was probably making his confession to his brother right now. What
was the old expression? Your ears burned when someone was talking about you?
Yeah, that was what she felt for sure, right along with scared and anxious and
hopeful.


She made a choked sound somewhere
between laughter and agony. She had gathered her courage and stood before Nick,
and here she was, waiting yet again, still uncertain about what he wanted.
Nothing in his brooding sexy gray eyes had told her what he felt about her
being down here.


She was such an ordinary woman, and he
was such an extraordinary man. How could she truly believe a man like that
would want to put aside his freedom and his lifestyle to marry her? In her starkest
moments of honesty, she’d never really believed Nick could love her enough to
want her permanently in his life, in his world. Nice dreams. Unrealistic
fantasies.


Long distance friendship and
convenient sex when he was home on leave were probably all she could really
hope for. It seemed to her that if he wanted to marry her, like Lance had informed
her, he would have been happier to see her. She was determined not to get her
hopes up too much. Whatever came of this meeting, she was going to retain some
remnant of her pride and self-respect.


What would she say to him first? I
love you. I’ve been miserable without you. You made me cry too damn
much. To hell with you. I’m going home! Guess it depended on what he said
and did. She wanted desperately to tell him that she loved him, but she was
also prepared to walk away and fly home without him; to put away her longing
for him once and for all.


 


THAT WAS HOW NICK FOUND HER, her
forehead resting on her fingers, so deep in thought that she didn’t hear him
approach. He stopped a few feet away and just stared at her.


Even before Corporal Vincent told him
he thought Lance and Hanna had come down to tell him that they were getting
married, he’d thought that himself. He’d been gone long enough for his little
brother to have snatched up Hanna.


The likelihood that the two of them
had come to see him to tell him that they were getting married had torn a hole
in his heart as sure as if he’d been shot there. His mood had been so foul by
the time he had walked up to them, he was ashamed now of how he had greeted
them.


He had been short-tempered with Lance
for the past two months, and he’d hated the resentment he’d felt for him— the
jealousy and the anger. He loved his brother. He didn’t want things to be that
way between them. But he’d been afraid Hanna would turn to Lance.


Good God! He could have ended up being
his brother’s best man, forced to watch the woman he loved marry his brother.
He could have become her brother-in-law! The possibility had been twisting like
a knife in his gut for weeks. It had nearly killed him when he’d thought that
was what Lance had flown down to tell him.


And Hanna had looked so beautiful
standing there beside Lance, holding his hand like a lifeline, damn it— her
skirt billowing above her knees in the wind, her honey blonde hair glinting in
the sunlight. All he’d wanted to do was sweep her off her high heels and wrap
her in his arms. He’d been absolutely miserable these past weeks without her.


He’d driven his teams and himself
twelve hours a day, six days a week in a futile attempt to dispel her from his
thoughts. But it hadn’t come close to working. The love he felt for her had
resisted all his efforts to bury it under a mountain of reasons she wouldn’t be
happy married to him. Finally, he had even talked to his commander about
retiring! He wanted her in his life and had been willing, at last, to do
whatever it took to get her there. His vow to walk away and not look back had
become a joke. Hell, he’d called home so often just to hear how she was, they
were ready to take away his SAT phone privileges.


So now she was here. She wasn’t
marrying his brother, although he knew if he failed to keep her this time,
Lance would show no further mercy where she was concerned. His brother had told
him all about his talk with their mother, and how he had come to understand his
error in interfering. He’d also told Nick that he had brought Hanna to San
Diego in an attempt to fix the damage he’d caused. Lance wasn’t sure what
Hanna’s response might be, but he advised Nick to ask her to marry him straight
away. Nick himself wasn’t at all sure what her response would be, either. He
did know, though, that he had hurt her pretty badly by leaving so abruptly,
with no explanations or even a decent goodbye. Maybe he should just plunge
right in and fearlessly tell her what was in his heart; ask her to marry him
right off the bat, like his brother had advised.


He walked over to the table. When she
at last lifted her head and turned to look at him, neither one of them said a
thing. They just stared at one another. Finally, Nick reached down and took her
hand, pulling her to her feet to stand in front of him.


Hanna was close enough to breathe in
his delicious scent. It was a heady mixture. He’d obviously just taken a
shower, then splashed on some exotic aftershave.


He was dressed in jeans and a lemon
yellow knit polo shirt. His nearly black hair was still wet and touched his
collar at the back of his neck. She looked down at the hand that enfolded hers.
Not for the first time, she noticed how broad his knuckles were, and how long
and finely shaped his fingers were. Their clean blunt nailed tips rubbed little
circles over the back of her hand. He had such nice big hands; capable hands;
hands that moved over her body so very, very well.


“Hanna....” His baritone voice
caressed her name, the gentleness in it making her anxiety recede slightly.
“How are you feeling?” He reached for and captured her second hand. She knew he
must surely feel how clammy both were. “I know it’s been over two months since
you got out of the hospital, but you look....”


“I’m fine,” she reassured him before
he told her she looked less than she wanted to look for him. “I’m just a little
light headed at the moment. I haven’t eaten anything since early this morning.”
As if on cue, her stomach chose that moment to growl.


He sent her one of his lazy half
grins. “That’s easy to fix. I’m hungry, too. Let’s go get some dinner. But
first....”


Without forewarning, he hauled her
into his arms. His head descended to hers. In her four inch heels, his mouth
didn’t have far to go. His lips settled over hers, moving against hers tenderly,
waiting for her response. She did not deny it.


The instant her mouth opened to him,
he claimed her with an exultant growl and a fiercely hungry kiss. His hands
rose to her bare shoulders, then slowly stroked downward to slide around her
fitted waistline, holding her tightly against his length.


He kissed her long and hard and
thoroughly. His tongue greedily explored every sweet inch of her mouth, stroking
and coaxing her tongue until she melted completely in his arms. He heard her
little moan of surrender and felt the thrill of it all the way to the soles of
his boots.


She wanted him. He could feel it in
her reaction. She’d missed him as much as he had missed her. It was
intoxicating. The sheer joy of her response made him grin with relief and
pleasure when he finally ended the kiss and took a step away from her.


“Maybe I’m not that hungry,” she
laughed breathlessly. “A candy bar might do.”


He laughed in response as he lifted
his hand and stroked her incredibly soft cheek with his knuckles.


His teams were beginning to come out
of the locker room. Nick didn’t want them intruding. He took Hanna by the hand
and followed Lance, Ty, and Corporal Vincent to the dark green military sedan.
“Guess we better get your bags.”


“I only have one.” He slanted her a
look. “I only took the weekend off,” Hanna stopped to explain while they were
still alone. “I wasn’t sure whether you’d want me to stay longer.”


A smile of lament played at the
corners of his mouth. “I did leave you with that impression, didn’t I?”


“The card on your roses did,” she
answered, unable to hide the pain he had caused her. “Unless I misread it. Get
well and Live well sound like a final goodbye to me.”


He winced. “We do need to talk.”


“Yes, we do.” She lifted her hand and
reached up to brush a wayward strand of black hair off his wrinkled brow.


He slipped two fingers under the
halter strap of her sundress. “You look so fine in this, I’d rather take you to
my quarters to slip it off of you. But I need to feed you, then talk to you,”
he told her resolutely.


“Hey, bro, what are you still hanging
around for?” his brother asked him as they came up to the car. The trunk was
open and Lance took out Hanna’s shoulder bag.


Nick took the bag only to put it back
in the trunk. “Corporal Vincent, before you take off with my brother and Ty,
take Doctor Wallace’s luggage to my quarters. We’re going over to the Officer’s
Club for dinner.” He turned to Hanna for a quick inquiry. “Unless you’d rather
go into town.”


“The Officer’s Club is fine. Are your
quarters far from there?”


Lance and Ty Sharp laughed. Nick
scowled at them. “They’re within walking distance.”


“Last chance, bro,” Lance advised with
a grin as opened the back door of the staff car. Corporal Vincent meanwhile got
into the driver’s seat, intent on driving again. “Don’t be a fool and blow it.”


With that final order, Lance slid inside
the vehicle. Ty Sharp went around to the driver’s side and ordered Corporal
Vincent to slide over. “I’m in charge of the itinerary tonight, bud,” he
retorted. All three men rolled down their windows to wave at Nick and Hanna.


Nick walked up to the side of the car
and pointed at Lance. “Stay out of trouble, little brother. I’m not coming to
your rescue tonight.” Then he leaned down to look through the front passenger
window, past his young aide to his SEAL buddy. “Ty, don’t make me sorry I let
you show my little brother a good time.”


“Go enjoy yourself, Kelly. God knows,
you need it!”


 


NICK AND HANNA ATE AT THE OFFICER’S
CLUB, which was also within walking distance. But it was noisy and crowded on a
Friday night. As a result, they didn’t discuss anything serious, just what each
had been up to the past two months.


Hanna told Nick about her sailing
trip, going into detail about how challenging it had been and how much she had
enjoyed the adventure and the scenery. She wasn’t surprised when he chastised
her for going alone, but she was when he admitted how impressed he was with her
for sailing solo over such a great distance.


Nick told her about his training
adventures, his teams’ challenges, and the men he’d been assigned to prepare
for a particular mission. He couldn’t tell he what that mission concerned, of
course, but what he did tell her was fascinating. He had an amazing skill set,
and the Marine Corps used him to train and lead some of its best teams. As a
major and now more so as a colonel, he would be in command of greater numbers
of men and teams. Hanna wondered if he would finally be in the field less and
away from direct action more. Wasn’t it about time he got some safer
assignments? Some responsibility that entailed less personal danger?


As she listened to Nick talk and
watched his face across the table, she understood more fully how much he really
loved his life and career. While it had its drawbacks, he took real pride in
doing his duty to the best of his ability and in the fraternity he found with
his teams and many of his fellow officers. She knew the adventure of it all
appealed to him, too. He’d always been an adventurer. She couldn’t ask him to
give up the life he had carved for himself. She’d already thought long and hard
about whether she could be a military wife. She now knew the answer to that,
but she still had no idea if Nick intended to ask her to marry him.


“Shall we take a walk along the
beach?” he murmured against her ear as they left the club. His arm was wrapped
securely around her waist and Hanna was leaning slightly into his side.


“The beach first, huh? Not your
quarters?” she inquired.


Her teasing smile prompted a kiss to
her cheek. “I still have a few things I need to say, and then… if you still
want to….” He left the sentence unfinished.


“I’m pretty sure I’ll still want to,”
Hanna laughed and kissed him back, this time on his lips.


It was a short distance to the paved
pathway that led to the beach. After passing a couple of runners, several
bicyclers, and a very old couple walking slowly hand in hand, they veered onto
another pathway that led to a tunnel which ran under the Silver Strand Highway.
The footpath afforded foot travelers, bikers, and beachcombers the opportunity
to cross from the bay side of the peninsula to the Pacific Ocean side.


When they got to the beach, Hanna took
her sandals off and wiggled her bare toes in the sun-warmed sand. Nick sat on a
beached log and removed his shoes and socks, then fold his pant legs up past
his calves.


Setting their shoes side by side on
the log, they joined hands and walked toward the waves that surged against the
shore. The cold water lapping over her bare toes and ankles made Hanna laugh
and shiver. Nick helped her into her cream-colored sweater and hooked an arm
across her shoulders, pulling her close to his side as they looked out over the
ocean.


“When I saw you standing there with
Lance this afternoon, holding his hand, I thought for sure he had asked you to
marry him, and that you had agreed,” he confessed, turning her to face him and
looping both arms loosely around her waist. “It nearly killed me to think he
might have come down here with you to ask me to be his best man. All I could
think about was how was I going to go home again and watch the two of you
together.”


Hanna lifted her hand and stroked his
recently shaved cheek, her fingertips lingering lovingly over his square jaw
and the chiseled features of his beloved face. She decided to tell him exactly
how she felt about him. She figured the risk was worth it. He was worth it. If
he had been so distressed by the possibility of her marrying his brother, he
had to care deeply for her. Maybe she had protected her heart too long anyway.


“Nick Kelly, there’s never been anyone
but you. I’ve waited my whole life for you. You were my first date, my first
kiss, my first lover— my only lover. My heart has always been yours, only
yours. I’ve loved you since you rescued my kitten. And I’ll love you into
death.”


Her confession was made with such
vulnerability and candor it utterly and thoroughly humbled Nick. It made him
understand that her love had been something fragile and cherished that she’d
kept to herself all these years. In that instant, staring into her shimmering,
tear-filled, emerald green eyes, he saw her soul and knew that he was a lucky,
lucky man to have been loved so long by such a devoted woman.


“Hanna, why didn’t you tell me how you
felt three years ago, when we first made love?”


She smiled as tears trickled down her
face. “I was scared. I wasn’t sure why you had made love to me. I didn’t know
if you loved me. Men feel differently about making love, don’t they? I mean it
doesn’t have to mean anything....”


He put a finger over her lips. “It
meant a lot to me, Hanna. I made love to you that night because I wanted the
compassion and honesty you were offering— and I wanted you. It wasn’t just
about sex for me. We’ve been best friends for years, but there was always more
than that, it seemed to me. I’ve just never been home long enough to explore
it.”


“You wanted to be a Marine, like your
Dad. You love the Corps. I didn’t want to interfere with your dream. I still
don’t.”


“Oh, Hanna, had I known you loved me,
I would have found a way for us to be together.”


“But you left right after I came out
of my coma.” The tears just kept coming. “I tried to tell you that I loved you
after I’d been shot. I didn’t want to die without you knowing how I felt about
you.”


“Oh, sweetheart!” He folded her in his
arms and pressed her head to his chest, then eased away enough so that he could
look into her eyes again. He needed her to understand. “Lance told me that you
wouldn’t be happy living on one base after the other, away from your family and
career. I was afraid that was true, and that it wouldn’t be fair to ask you
give all that up to become a military wife.” His hands slid over her shoulders
to curl fiercely around her upper arms. “I love you, Hanna. I want us to be
together, as much as we can, for the rest of our lives. I hated these past two
months. I was miserable without you. Maybe it isn’t fair to ask you to marry
me. I may have to go back to Afghanistan, but I want you too much to walk away
from you again.”


Hanna couldn’t seem to stop the tears
from spilling down her cheeks, over her lips. She couldn’t seem to respond yet,
either.


“I’ll retire, if that’s what you want.
I’ve already made the request to my commander, although he’s deliberately ignoring
me.”


It stunned her to hear Nick say he was
willing to give up the Marine Corps for her. That alone told her how much he
really must love her. She felt immensely blessed. “Oh Nick! You’re all I’ve
ever wanted! If you want to stay in the Corps, then stay. I’ll deal with your
dangerous lifestyle.” She laughed. “I have for twenty years anyway. And I’ll
live anywhere, as long as it’s with you.”


“Marry me, then, sweet Hanna.” His
lips brushed over her wet cheek, then traveled to her even wetter lips, savoring
the salty sweet taste of her. After a few moments, it became something deeper
and more erotic. They clung to one another for a long time before Nick lifted
his head and eased his embrace.


“Tell me you love me again.” Hanna had
waited all her life to hear him say those words to her! She wanted to hear them
over and over again.


This time when he wrapped his arms
around her, he lifted her off the ground and whirled her around and around on
the sand. “I love you! I love you! I love you!” With each revolution, he
repeated his declaration. On the final spin, he dropped dizzily to the sand on
his knees, with Hanna locked tightly in arms. In between their mutual laughter,
he kissed her repeatedly. “Now put me out of my agony and tell me you’ll marry
me.”


“I’ll marry you!” There was no
hesitancy in her mind or heart or soul.


His kisses turned into one long
passionate possessive one. Kneeling together in the sand, with their arms
wrapped fiercely around one another, it went on and on until Nick finally rose
to his feet, lifting her with him. “Let’s go celebrate, pretty doctor.”


“Let’s go to your quarters, Colonel.”


Nick laughed and set her on her feet.
“Exactly where I had in mind for a celebration.”


 


HIS QUARTERS WERE DEFINITELY
BACHELOR’S QUARTERS. He lived on the first floor of a two-story complex that
housed single officers of both sexes. Senior officers got the best units, but
it was still just a very plain one bedroom apartment with a little kitchen, a
simple living room, and a single bathroom— all furnished by the military, all
very spartan and unadorned. The only thing that made it look lived in were his
clothes draped over some furniture, his brown leather bomber jacket on a hook
by the door, and some framed photographs of his family and hers.


To her surprise, there were several photos
of her. Hanna walked over to the bookshelf where they were displayed. With a
tiny cry of dismay, she picked up a small framed photo of their senior prom. My
God, they looked so young! There was another photo of her when she’d graduated
from medical school. Hanna remembered sending that one to him years ago. The
third photo had been taken three months ago, the first Sunday he’d been home,
in fact. She was wearing that wrap-around sarong skirt and silk blouse she’d bought
right after getting her hair cut and frosted. She remembered hoping her new
look would catch his attention. Boy, had it!


He came up behind her and slipped both
arms around her waist to nuzzle his face in hair. “I love that photograph of
you. Colleen sent it to me a month ago. You took my breath away that day.”


His big sun-browned hands were locked
over her tummy. She covered them with her own. Tears shimmered in her eyes. “Yes.
I was always such a looker.”


Turning her in his arms, he narrowed
his beautiful gray eyes on her in admonishment. “Guess you haven’t been
reminded much these past two months of how beautiful you are, have you, Dr.
Wallace?” His stern expression evolved into a sensual grin as his eyes zeroed
in on her mouth. “My fault— for listening to my brother’s dumb advice. Guess
I’ll have to make up for that— starting now.”


With one hand on her bare shoulder, he
steered her into the bedroom, managing to unzip her dress along the way. When
he got her to the edge of his unmade double bed, Nick spun her around to crush
her in his arms and give her a bone-melting series of kisses. Her little
sundress came off easily, and Hanna shivered in the dark, trembling with
anticipation as his hands and long fingers relearned every curve.


Reluctantly, Nick stepped back to
remove his own clothes. “God! You’re so sweet, and it’s been so damn long!”


Hanna could barely see him in the
darkened room. She reached down to the bedside table and turned on the lamp.
When she turned back to him, she saw that he was impatiently attacking his
boots and socks. He looked so adorable in his unrelenting haste, Hanna couldn’t
help giggling as he rose to rip off his shirt. “Want some help?” 


He looked up at her and froze. “Gez,
woman! What is that you’re wearing?”


It was a lingerie set she’d bought
just before coming down here. It was a very sheer delicate white lace strapless
corset and a tiny pair of matching bikini panties. Not even the black silk set
Christine had bought her was as blatantly sexual as this outfit. She’d purchased
it as a gift to herself, for him. She wondered if it was too over-the-top? Too
outrageous? Too not her?


“It’s called a bustier. It’s like a
corset. I just thought it might help— you know— if we got this far.” Looking at
his face, blushing, she couldn’t quite tell what his stunned reaction said. “Do
you like it? Or is it too...”


“Oh no! It’s.... Yeah, it’s....” he
stuttered, yanking his jeans down over his hips. “I definitely like it!”


Since he was having some difficulty
getting his jeans over his hips, Hanna decided to assist him. She brushed his
hands aside, and efficiently unhooked the rest of the buttons on his jeans. He
was heavy and swollen, making it a difficult task. Carefully, she pushed them
over his erection and down his hips. When he was finally free of his jeans and
briefs, she curled her fingers around his sizeable arousal.


Magnificently naked, he grew larger
with each slow squeeze. Her free hand slid very, very slowly over his muscled
chest. He was gorgeous, and he was all hers, for the rest of her life! She
could barely believe her fantastic fortune.


“You keep looking at me like that,
Doctor, and....”


“And what? You’ll jump my bones?”


“Hell, yeah!”


Her hands wandered across his broad
shoulders, slowly along both biceps, down his dark haired forearms, over his
tight firm buttocks, then back around to his muscular thighs. She felt the
strength and power in them. Bending at the knees, she reached down to stroke
his kneecaps, his rock hard calves. The downward motion of her lace-clad body
rubbed sensuously against his naked one. She felt him shiver and tremble. She
kissed his stomach, then touched him with her tongue.


“Aw, Hanna, sweetheart,” he all but
purred. “I can’t take that right now.” He let her fingers stroke him once more,
then removed her hand with a sigh of regret and lifted her to her feet. “I’ve
wanted you too badly for the last two months.” Turning her, he fumbled with the
hooks at her back and groaned. “How do you get this thing off?”


Hanna reached behind herself to assist
him, laughing softly. “Oh, Colonel, don’t tell me you’ve lost your touch these
past two months.”


“There hasn’t been anyone to touch since
you, Hanna.” After dispensing with her corset-like top, he cupped his hands over
her breasts.


They fell together onto his disheveled
bed. Nick wrapped her in his arms and rolled with her until they were in the
center of the mattress, then he lowered his mouth to her collarbone. His lips
caressed the fading scar there with great tenderness.


Without lifting his dark head, his
mouth traveled the long length of her body. When he reached the edging of her
stretchy lace panties, he tugged them down over her flat stomach and lower, to
her thighs, exposing the vicious scar that marked the worst of her injuries.
The wound was long and jagged. His big body shuddered as he kissed the line of
pinkish-red stitch marks that marred her soft pale flesh.


Breathless, Hanna quivered and wove
her fingers through his short, dark, spiky hair. “Now I have battle scars like
you, just not as many.”


“I’ll never put you in a position to
get anymore.” He lifted his head and looked up at her fiercely, his voice rough
with emotion. “I’ll never forgive myself for causing that. You lost a kidney
because of my stupidity.”


She looked at him just as seriously,
which wasn’t easy with him poised between her thighs. “You need to stop blaming
yourself. I would have followed you even if you had refused to take me. And I
was trying to save your life, so losing a kidney was a small price to pay for
that. My second one is working just fine.”


Growling, he gathered her tightly in
his hard embrace, and then slipped one finger inside her sweet feminine passage
to begin a slow deep rhythm. When he dropped his head to her breasts, he
suckled them until she was writhing beneath him, calling out his name. “I can’t
wait, Hanna. I’m sorry, but it’s been too long.”


“It’s okay, Nick.” Her breathing came
fast and ragged. “Nothing feels as good as you buried deep inside me.”


Positioned where he wanted most to be,
he shoved into her in one long slow stroke. “Aw, Hanna, sweetheart, I love you—
now... forever....”  And with each plunge of his body, he told her he loved her
again.


Cherishing each affirmation, she
raised her hips and locked her long legs, then her ankles around his waist as
tightly as she could. Nick took her with drugging passion and a ferocious
desire that Hanna met with equal ardor. Her body confirmed everything she’d
said to him on the beach. She had always loved him. She always would. Past.
Present. Future. Their bodies wound around each other’s until there was no
separation, only a rapturous joining that left them trembling, too overcome
afterward to do more than curl wordlessly in one another’s arms and fall into
sleep.


 


ON SATURDAY, they took Nick’s big
Harley up the Pacific Coast Highway to Camp Pendleton. After calling ahead,
Nick took Hanna to meet his commanding officer. They had lunch with General
Tyler and his wife, who were both elated to hear about their wedding plans. The
general was especially glad to meet Hanna since he, too, had heard quite a bit
about her.


When Nick told him that he was
withdrawing his retirement request, he was so elated he promised to find an
appropriate assignment for Nick at Pendleton or at one of the San Diego Naval
stations. He couldn’t promise to keep Nick completely out of Afghanistan even
though the Marines were getting ready to leave there, but he did agree that
Nick had been in the field, on the front lines, for far too long. It was way
past time to give him some safer assignments closer to home. And the general
also told Hanna that he would do everything he could to help her find
employment with one of the many military and civilian hospitals in the area.


Nick still had three weeks left of his
current assignment. Once that was completed, General Tyler also promised him
two weeks of leave to get married. He and Hanna had decided that they’d be married
as soon as he returned to Port George. Hanna was unwilling to wait any longer
than necessary. She had waited all her life for Nick, and she wasn’t going to
wait any longer than absolutely necessary to become his wife. It gave her
enough time to go home, give notice at the hospital and the college, and plan
her wedding.


When they got back to Coronado that
evening, they stopped at a grocery store and bought some things to fix dinner.
Over homemade lasagna and salad, they made a few preliminary wedding plans,
including Hanna’s decision to have Nick wear his Marine Corps dress blues,
which she’d never seen him wear in person. 


“I’ll arrange an Arch of Swords,” he
told her, then explained what it meant. “It’s a symbolic pledge of loyalty to
the married couple from the Marine family. I’ll invite a few close officer
friends to be swordsmen, and ask Corporal Vincent to act as one of the ushers.
You know,” he said with a mischievous smile, “be prepared for the final
tradition as we walk under the arch. Right before we get to the end, we’re
stopped. Then the last sword bearer gives the bride a gentle tap on the bottom
and says, Welcome to the Marine Corps.”


Hanna thought it sounded delightfully
romantic.


It all seemed too good to be true, but
she didn’t question her good fortune. In bed, later, after making love for the
first time that night, they snuggled together and talked about where they’d go
for a honeymoon.


“I’ve been thinking about that all
day,” she confided to him. “I’d really like to sail from Port George, down the
Pacific coastline, to San Diego in my Emerald Mermaid. It might be challenging,
weather-wise, this time of the year, but we’re both expert sailors, so we
should be able to handle it. And we can dock every few days to relax and enjoy
that odd shaped bed of mine.” She met Nick’s raised eyebrow with a teasing
glint in her eyes, then kissed him from his Adam’s apple to his navel, while
her fingers wove just as teasingly through the thick nest of black hair at his
groin. “When we get down here, we’ll find moorage at one of the marinas, then
live on my sailboat until you get your final orders. I hope you get stationed
in San Diego. I love it here, and there are some great medical schools and
hospitals here, but I’ll go anywhere you do without complaint. Your career
comes first. Remember that. I won’t have a problem finding somewhere to
practice medicine.”


“The important thing is that we’re
going to be together,” Nick concluded. “But I’m taking you to get a good
reliable car after we get settled.”


“No more taking me to work on the back
of your Harley?” she teased.


“Are you going to let me keep it?”


“Hmmm.... I guess so.” She leaned over
and kissed him on his roughed cheek. “I know how much you love your bike.”


“I love you more,” he murmured,
turning into her lips, and then pulling her into his arms. Hanna cuddled
against his wide naked chest and teased him with her fingertips, doing things that
gradually increased the tempo of his breathing. He finally caught both her
wrists, raised them above her head and tucked her long naked body beneath his.
“No more talk for now, honey.”


Locking her in his arms, he rolled
with her back and forth across the mattress, tickling her, wrestling with her
until they were both gasping with playful laughter, which soon turned into more
serious and erotic love play.


 


THE NEXT MORNING, they were both
soundly asleep when Hanna was roused by someone insistently and loudly knocking
at the Nick’s front door. Finger-combing her hair out of her eyes, she rose on one
elbow and shook Nick awake.


“I think someone’s at your door.”
Groaning, he looked at his watch, rubbed his eyes, gave her a quick kiss, and then
swung out of bed, naked. “Nick, don’t answer the door like that!”


Still half-asleep, he recovered his jeans
off the floor, then yanked them on and headed towards the door in the other
room.


Hanna heard Lance come into the living
room. She hurried out of bed and pulled on her long silk robe. After running a
quick brush through her hair, she went out to greet him.


Lt. Commander Sharp stood slightly
behind him. Both men looked tired and hung over. Standing there in nothing but
a robe, Hanna felt a warm blush creep into her cheeks. Bare-chested, dressed in
only his jeans, Nick glanced over his shoulder at her, took a step backwards,
and hooked an arm around her waist.


“So, I take it you’ll be asking me to
be your best man?” Lance inquired, eyeing the two of them and their obvious
happiness. “When?”


“Three or four weeks. Hanna’s going to
set the exact date.” Nick smiled broadly and gave her a squeeze. “I’m going to
be stationed either here or at Pendleton, too. My reassignment is a wedding
present from General Tyler. Guess he figured he better let me stay close to my
bride or see me retire.”


It still amazed Hanna that Nick had
actually been ready to retire for her.


Ty Sharp stepped over to shake his
hand. “Congratulations, buddy. It’s about time they took you out of the field.”


“General Tyler thinks he can get Hanna
a job at the one of our hospitals in the region, too.”


“Trauma surgeons are always in
demand,” Ty Sharpe commented in approval.


Hanna didn’t want Nick worrying about
her career. Once he got his realigned, she’d be just fine.


“They couldn’t find a better one,”
Lance said, smiling broadly.


 “Did you survive the weekend?” Nick
asked his brother. “You look a little bleary eyed.”


“Barely.” Lance chuckled. “Ty and his
SEAL buddies really know how to tie one on and where to go to have a good time.
Corporal Vincent might not be worth a damn for a day or two yet. But I’m going
home tonight. Hanna?”


Hanna looked at Nick regretfully.
“I’ll be on the flight. If we’re going to be married in three or four weeks, I
better start making the arrangements.”


“Mom will gladly give you a hand,”
Lance stated, laughing. “I can just imagine how crazy it will be around the
house for the next few weeks.”


Hanna walked over to him and embraced
him. “Thank you, Lance. You saved my life.”


“Mine, too, bro,” Nick added, reaching
for Lance to give him a quick hug and a slap on the back. “Thank you.”


Lance stepped away and picked up his
bag. “I’m glad you’re both happy. Of course, everyone at home will be elated.
There will be no living with Mom now. She’ll be in full command mode with these
wedding plans. Good thing, you’ll be out of the way, bro.” 


“I’ll be home as soon as I finish this
assignment— three weeks.” Nick saw Hanna’s beaming, dimpled smile, and bent
down to kiss one of those dimples.


Lance and the lieutenant commander
chuckled, then turned to walk to the door. Nick and Hanna followed, their arms
intertwined around one another. Outside, Corporal Vincent waited behind the
steering wheel of the staff car, tapping his fingers to the beat of some piece
of very loud rock music which was heavy on the bass. When he saw his commander
standing shirtless in the doorway of his quarters, he waved.


Nick shook his head. “Impudent kid. I
can tell he’s been around you, Ty. Now he’s waving instead of saluting.
Thanks.”


The Navy SEAL commander took the
cynical remark good-naturedly. “Aw hell, old man, you don’t want to become a
general too fast.”


Nick rolled his eyes. “Like I said, thanks.”


“I’ll meet you at the airport, Hanna,”
Lance called out over his shoulder. “Call me if you change your mind about
flying out tonight.”


“I’ll be there.”


After they left, Nick and Hanna
returned to the bedroom. “Shall we shower, go get some breakfast, then go
shopping for wedding rings?”


Hanna looped her arms around his neck.
“Oh, I’d love that!” Reaching up on her tiptoes, she planted a kiss on his
lips. She felt his breath hitch as her arms slid down around his waist to hug
him tight. “I love you, Nick Kelly. You’re my everything.”


“Oh, Hanna, I’m sorry it took me so
long to figure that out.”


“You were worth the wait, Colonel.”
She issued the words against the center of his bare chest, her head lying over
his strong, reassuring heartbeat.


Nick put his fingertips under her chin
and lifted her face to look into her emerald green eyes. “I’m a lucky man,
Doctor. Undeserving, but damn lucky!”


 


THE END
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