
  
    [image: Setting Off Sparks]
  


  
    
      SETTING OFF SPARKS

    

    
      
        JENNIFER BERNARD

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Hot Pursuit

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Jennifer Bernard

      

    

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      Big Canyon, sixteen months ago

      

      Finn Abrams had aced every training drill, certification test and physical challenge on the way to becoming a wildfire hotshot. He could do forty-two sit-ups in under a minute, followed by thirty push-ups and a five-mile run up a mountain wearing a forty-five-pound pack. He’d made top marks in every fire science course, and his crew captain called him the best rookie he’d ever hired.

      But right now, staring down the massive flaming beast known as the Big Canyon Wildfire, he realized nothing could prepare you for this. Not even a whole summer of fighting fires, of proving himself in the hundred-degree heat, cutting line with guys who’d been doing this for years. This fire was so ferocious, so unpredictable. It had just changed course again and was now headed right toward the twenty members of the Fighting Scorpions Hotshots. Acrid whirlwinds of smoke blasted the crew and the roar of the fire-generated wind deafened them. Finn nearly choked on the hot stench of burning leaves and tree trunks. To one side of their location, the bare rock wall of a canyon loomed like an oasis in a world gone mad.

      He barely heard Sean Marcus when he shouted the command to the crew.  “We’ll deploy here.”

      Oh fuck. Deploy. That meant the crew members would shake out their emergency shelters and hunker down as the flames ran over the top of them. A burnover, the hotshots called it. The worst possible scenario. They’d have to trust their lives to a thin layer of aluminum fabric. It was their only chance for survival.

      It was a good call, and Finn knew it. He’d trained for this. He knew the drill. He wanted to follow the order to deploy his shelter. His life depended on it.

      But he couldn’t move. Couldn’t make himself move.

      Josh Marshall whipped out his shelter and dropped to the ground. Rollo Wareham did the same, barely managing to squeeze his big body under the edges of his tent.

      Do it, asshole. Do it.

      But he couldn’t. Because all of a sudden, he was somewhere else.

      He was a boy trapped inside a world on fire. His parents were downstairs. They’d come back earlier, drunk and laughing from the bar where his father worked. He was hiding from the fire inside his toy chest—an old steamer trunk. He kept screaming for his parents but no one came.

      With shaking hands, he opened the trunk lid just a crack. Orange flames filled the entire doorway like monsters. That was his death out there. He knew it. The fire was coming for him and he was trapped in this tiny space, alone and about to burn to death.

      Sean shouted something and ran toward him. The world came back in a hot rush. Big Canyon. Wildfire. Deploy. NO.

      He yelled something to Sean, words of pure panic—he didn’t even know what they were. He spun away and ran from the wildfire. He heard more shouting behind him, but then the roar of the flames overtook the sound.

      Finn ran the way he’d wanted to back then, when his toy chest was his shelter. He ran until he came to his senses, until his lungs ached for oxygen. He bent over, heaving, shaking. Behind him, a wall of flames separated him from his crew. Smoke unfurled toward him. What had he done?

      Oh God. Please let the guys survive.

      He had no idea how long he’d been running, or which direction. He also had no idea what to do next. So he veered toward the next downslope. Maybe he could find a cave or a deep ravine the flames wouldn’t reach.

      Heat fanned his back. He fought with his panic. Think, Finn, think.

      The wildfire was coming. He was going to die. Deploy that damn shelter.

      And then he saw a flash of cool gray off to the side. He blinked—was it smoke? Rock? Something that could help him? Tears streamed from his stinging eyes and he stumbled onto his hands and knees.

      Get up, get up.

      He pitched forward, half-tumbling, half-scrambling to his feet. The gray expanded to include some deep brown and even black. It was a stream bed. A dry one with an exposed gravel bottom.

      He ran for it with everything he had. He dove into its exact center, where several feet separated him from the fire devouring the forest on either side of him. He plastered himself face down against the gravel to stay as low as possible.

      Again that same vision came back to him. The steamer trunk. The terror.

      He was five years old. His name was Elias, not Finn. And he was going to die.

      Something whacked him in the face. A flaming log had flown through the air and struck him on the head. He batted it away as pain erupted across the left side of his face. He rolled to the side but not quickly enough, and the wind blew the burning wood against him and all of a sudden his entire side was on fire, despite his fire-resistant Nomex pants and shirt.

      He rolled over to suffocate the flames, even though the agony made him scream.

      Everything went dark.

      When he came to, the entire landscape around him was a blackened, smoldering wasteland. But he was alive.

      Over the next few hours, he hiked across the black toward the nearest checkpoint. Each step sent pain shooting through him. His clothes were rags, his face and body burned and throbbed.

      And the entire time, he kept asking himself one thing. Where the fuck had that memory come from?

      As far as he knew, he’d never been trapped in a fire. His name wasn’t Elias. His father didn’t work at a bar, he ran a movie studio and dated one actress after another. He hadn’t hidden in a toy chest. He’d never owned a toy chest.

      Or had he?
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      Lisa Peretti had stopped believing in fairy tales somewhere between her mother’s third divorce and her first year of nursing school. But right now, pushing Molly McGraw’s wheelchair down the sidewalks of Jupiter Point, she wondered if she’d missed something. The town had storybook charm oozing out of every cedar shingle and wrought-iron lamppost. It was enough to make even a jaded big city ER nurse like herself give a sentimental sigh.

      Of course, it was all designed to inspire that reaction. Jupiter Point knew how to draw in the honeymooners and the tourists, not to mention the stargazers. Like naming every business with a “star” theme. Come on. Moon Glow Spa and Hair Salon. Really?

      “Give me a Supercuts any day,” Lisa told Mrs. McGraw as they approached the salon, whose glass storefront was decorated—adorably—with beaming golden moons. “Haircuts are one thing, but I flat-out refuse to glow.”

      Molly tilted her head back and laughed up at her, her lined face haloed by a white fluff of hair. Molly was, in fact, glowing. She had a perfect right to do so. She didn’t leave the house much anymore, with her advanced Parkinson’s. But with her daughter Evie getting married, and the whole family busy, they’d hired Lisa as a temporary caregiver. And Lisa’s first mission had been to get her out of the house more.

      “But you, my dear, are another matter.” She smiled affectionately at the older woman. “You’re going to be glowing so much we’ll have to wear sunglasses to the wedding.”

      “Be c-careful,” said Molly. “That smile glows.”

      In the two weeks that Lisa had been working for Molly, they’d developed a teasing kind of banter they both savored. “You know me, I’m a hardhearted cynic. We don’t weep and we don’t glow.”

      “But you smile. That’s a s-start.”

      They reached the entrance. Lisa stepped around Molly’s wheelchair to open the door to the salon, only to find it already swinging wide. An older woman with foil in her hair held it open for them with a beaming smile.

      “Molly McGraw, what a treat to see you here.”

      A chorus of agreement and greetings came from the other ladies in the stylists’ chairs and under the hair dryers. The flowery scent of shampoo and overheated hair products made Lisa’s nose prickle.

      A young woman with a pink bob wiped her hands on her smock and hurried toward them. She bent down to kiss Molly on the cheek. “You didn’t have to come all the way here. You know I’m happy to come to your house.”

      “I know. But Lisa here is g-getting me on the move. I have to do what she says because she’s my f-favorite nurse. B-beautiful and kindhearted, although she tries to hide it.”

      Lisa felt a blush sneak across her face. She hated her tendency to blush because it went counter to her badass, never-miss-a-beat crisis-manager reputation. “Where would you like us?” she asked the stylist.

      “Call me Annie, and you can bring her right over here.”

      Lisa pushed the wheelchair over to the spot Annie indicated, set the locks, then pulled a covered plastic cup with a straw from her tote bag. She gave Molly a sip, then made way for Annie, who offered her a warm smile.

      “You can help yourself to water, or something from the Keurig.” She waved a hand at the cozy seating area just inside the bay window up front. “We have a pile of old magazines or you can just enjoy some good old-fashioned gossip.”

      “We already covered all the big news in town, thanks to me.” The woman with the foil, who Lisa now recognized as Mrs. Murphy from the Fifth Book from the Sun bookstore, settled back under a dryer. “Now we want to hear about you, Molly. So you have a new nurse, do you?”

      Lisa started to answer, but Molly forestalled her. “This is Lisa, she comes from T-Texas, she’s been with me for two weeks and I won’t have you s-scaring her away with your interrogations.”

      Lisa laughed, though she had to admit she was relieved. Questions made her nervous. Not that she had anything to hide, but…well, she did. Two words defined her existence since she’d left Houston. Low. Profile. It had been nearly a year, and maybe soon she’d feel completely safe. But not yet.

      Mrs. Murphy’s tinfoil quivered like a set of antennae as she eyed Lisa. If anything, she looked even more curious.

      “I won’t be in town for long,” Lisa told her. “I’m sure you have better topics to discuss.”

      “Yes, like Evie’s wedding.” One of the other hairstylists jumped in.

      Letting out a long breath, Lisa picked up a copy of a tabloid and casually leafed through it as the discussion swirled around her. She had no interest in weddings, having been in more than her share. Her mother had remarried three times and her stepsisters had already racked up five weddings. Everyone in her family liked to get married—multiple times, apparently. Except her.

      A photo in the tabloid caught her eye. It was a red-carpet photo of a couple arm in arm. The woman was a willowy blond actress whose name Lisa couldn’t quite place. The man looked like an Italian prince—dark-haired and stunningly handsome. And familiar. She stared at it, trying to remember where she’d seen him. In a movie? On a billboard?

      Then her gaze dropped to the next photo. This one was taken in a hospital room. The same blond woman posed next to the bed—Lisa could tell it was a pose, having seen thousands of actual women next to real patients. In the bed lay the same dark-haired man, except now the entire left side of his face was covered in red burn marks.

      Annika rushes to bedside of wounded fireman hero, read the caption.

      Oh please. Could their writers be any more overdramatic? She skimmed the story, which talked about a “burnover” in the Big Canyon Wilderness. Twenty firefighters had nearly died when a wildfire had changed direction and they’d taken shelter inside their emergency tents.

      So the mystery man was a fireman. Had she met him last summer, when she’d volunteered at the Breton Forest Service lookout tower? A memory tugged at her.

      An excited voice caught her attention.

      “Oh my goodness. Would you look at that?” Mrs. Murphy jumped to her feet, bonking her head on the metal dome of the hair dryer. It didn’t faze her one bit as she rushed to the door of the salon. “Finn’s back. And he has that actress with him. They must be here for the wedding.”

      Finn. Finn. Now she remembered. In excruciating detail.
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      It had happened a few weeks ago, when she’d first returned to Jupiter Point. She’d decided the town would be a good place to stay off the radar. She knew the area because she’d spent all the past summer at the Breton lookout tower volunteering for the Forest Service—but hiding out, really.  For six months, she’d been mostly alone in the remote wilderness looking for smoke that would indicate a wildfire. She’d loved every quiet, healing minute in that tower.

      So the first thing she did when she got back to town was hike out to Breton, which wasn’t staffed in the winter. But instead of the peace and quiet she’d expected, she’d stumbled onto an engagement party. Twinkle lights lit up the observation room, some of them spelling the words “Bri and Rollo 4 Ever.” Brianna, the bride-to-be, had invited her to stay, so she’d accepted a glass of champagne and some cheese and crackers.

      And then someone had planted himself in front of her. Someone extremely good-looking—and extensively scarred on one side of his face, from jaw to cheekbone. Burn scars, she knew from experience. Wide shoulders, lean build, thick dark hair, smoldering brown eyes with ridiculously long eyelashes—the entire package was breathtaking. And he was staring at her as if he never wanted to stop.

      It made her so uncomfortable, she nearly swallowed a cube of cheese. She didn’t want attention. Not even from an attractive man.

      “So, do you come here often?” He winced as soon as he asked the clichéd question. “Don’t answer that. What I mean is, I think I saw a picture of you on that corkboard.”

      He waved in the direction of the kitchenette where she’d cooked her meals last summer.

      She nodded, making a mental note to confiscate that photo as soon as possible. She hadn’t known it was there.

      “So, I figure you’ve been here before. Not that I’m stalking you or anything. I didn’t know you’d be here. I mean, I kind of hoped you would be.” He clawed one hand through his dark hair, leaving it romantically tousled. With a pained—but charming—smile, he finished with, “I’m making a mess out of this, aren’t I?”

      She wrinkled her forehead, still not really getting it. “A mess of what, exactly?”

      “Let me try again. I hiked out here a couple months ago with some friends. I saw that photo, which I now know is you, and I thought, ‘I hope I meet that woman someday.’ And here you are. Sounds like destiny to me.”

      “Destiny?” She finished her cheese and wiped her fingers on a napkin. “Sorry, I’m not much of a believer. I put destiny in the same category as cheesy pick-up lines.”

      “Are you a magician?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Every time I look at you, everyone else disappears.” He looked at her expectantly, waiting for her to smile.

      She narrowed her eyes at him instead. “That’s the cheesiest line I’ve ever heard. It’s actually an insult to cheese.”

      He laughed. “Did you read Dr. Seuss as a kid?”

      “What?”

      “Because green eggs and damn.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, raking her with an exaggerated, appreciative survey.

      Finally, she laughed. It was an involuntary, incredulous laugh, but still. “Okay, you got me. That is the worst pick-up line I’ve ever heard.”

      “Oh, I’ve got more. I have an extensive collection.”

      Honestly, she was surprised he needed pick-up lines. A guy like him, with his looks and charm, could probably pick up a woman with half a wink of one eye. “Strange thing to collect.”

      “Yes, well, I grew up in LA.” He gave her that flashing, groove-in-the-cheek smile again. “Misspent youth on Sunset Boulevard. How about you? Where are you from? I’m Finn Abrams, by the way.”

      “Well, Finn, I don’t think we’ve reached the sharing-life-stories phase, sorry.”

      “I think I heard a ‘yet’ in there. We’re not at that phase yet. But I know a good way to get there. So how about we back up and start again. Will you have dinner with me, mystery tower woman?”

      She shook her head, bewildered by how quickly the conversation had morphed so it felt like she actually knew this stranger. Like she wanted to know him. Wanted to know how he’d gotten the scars, why pain still lurked behind his eyes. How he could still be so charming, despite such a recent—to her expert eye—trauma.

      But she had to stay cautious. And she didn’t go for the charming type anyway.

      “We’re in a tower in the middle of the wilderness. What exactly did you have in mind?”

      “Leave it to me. We’ll gorge on cheese and crackers and drink champagne under the stars.”

      Everything about him was so warm, so inviting, so enticing.

      So not happening. “It’s January.”

      He cocked his head at her. “Do you believe in love at first sight?”

      She gaped at him.

      “Because I can walk by again.” Mischief glittered in his dark eyes.

      She snatched her backpack off the floor. This engagement party was nice and all—Rollo and Brianna seemed great— but this was crazy. “Let’s start over completely, shall we?”

      “Good idea.”

      “We’ll back up to the part where you’re celebrating your friends’ engagement and I’m about to walk in.” She stepped backwards, pulled the door open, and slipped out.

      “Wait. Don’t leave. Just tell me your—” he called through the door, before she shut it tight.

      She leaned against it, torn between laughing and wanting to run back in. It felt like there was a magnet behind that door, drawing her back into life and sparkling fun and bright possibility.

      Sparks with a stranger—definitely not on her agenda.

      She ran down the staircase, back to the trail, starlight illuminating the path. Forget that sexy, scarred charmer. She’d never see him again anyway.

      

      Yeah, about that…

      Lisa whipped her head around to look outside. The first thing she saw was the back of a photographer side-stepping along the sidewalk as he snapped photos. When he stepped out of her line of sight, she finally got a glimpse of the glamorous couple strolling arm-in-arm down Constellation Way. The very same couple she’d just been reading about. And the same man she’d met at the tower.

      “It’s Annika Poole,” Mrs. Murphy was saying. “Molly, I can’t believe an actual celebrity is coming to Evie’s wedding.”

      Across the room, Molly sniffed. “Finn can do much better, in my opinion.”

      “With those scars?” Mrs. Murphy shook her head and hmphed. “It’s a shame, it really is.”

      “Stop that.” Molly’s body was trembling. She always shook to some extent, but when she was upset it got worse. Lisa pulled her gaze away from the couple and hurried to her side. “I adore Finn. He’s a sweet boy. He brings me flowers when he visits.”

      Sweet boy? Lisa nearly snorted out loud at that description. During her encounter with Finn Abrams, the phrase “sweet boy” had never crossed her mind. She’d pegged him as the flirtatious player type.

      “And he’s still very handsome,” Molly added.

      “Obviously, you’re not the only one who thinks so,” Lisa said dryly. “I spy a movie star on his arm.” She glanced at Annie, who had pulled the scissors away from Molly’s head of flyaway white hair. “How’s the haircut coming?”

      “Almost done. And Mrs. McGraw, I absolutely agree with you. He’s still a hottie in my book. You don’t have to worry about Finn Abrams. He’s a charmer.”

      Lisa snuck another glance at the street outside. Annika had stopped to take a call and was speaking heatedly into her cell phone. Her other arm was wrapped tightly around Finn’s elbow. Wearing a stocking cap, a woodsy brown sweater and trousers, with both hands in his pockets, he looked casual and mouthwatering and…bored.

      Huh. He definitely hadn’t looked bored when he’d flirted with her back at the Breton tower.
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      “Hasn’t he gotten enough shots by now?” Finn asked through clenched teeth. “Do you think we could move on?”

      “Do you think you could look a little more excited?” Annika snapped shut the little crystal-studded case of her iPhone. “It shouldn’t be that hard.”

      “I’m not an actor. I’m a firefighter.” Since he’d gotten out of the hospital, he had to keep reminding himself of that fact. Injured, still recovering, but damn it, he still had his red card. If he busted his ass, he could get on a hotshot crew, and that was all he wanted. Since the burnover, nothing felt right. As if he’d jumped off a cliff and was still falling. He couldn’t get his bearings.

      For instance, he used to think Annika was sexy. Now she just seemed whiny.

      “Honestly, it’s getting old, Finn.” Annika rested her head against his chest and aimed one more dreamy smile at him. “When are you going to let that whole firefighting thing go?”

      “Thanks for your support. I really appreciate it.”

      “Oh come on. Wasn’t I the one who ran to your bedside during all those surgeries?” She waved at the photographer. “That’s it for now, Mark.”

      The photographer nodded and put the lens cap back on his camera. He worked for Finn’s father, Stu, who owned the studio that was producing the Miracle in Big Canyon movie, in which Annika was starring. Apparently, the publicity department thought that photos of Annika with the real-life “wounded hero” firefighter would get lots of attention.

      Finn was going along with the charade for now, but his patience was wearing thin. Since the burnover, only two things mattered to him. Getting back into action. And learning the truth about the strange flashback he’d had during the Big Canyon wildfire.

      But Annika had been sweet to him during his stay in the hospital, so he didn’t mind helping her with a little publicity.

      “I have to get going, Annika. I’ll walk you back to your B&B.”

      She looked at him vaguely, as if she’d almost forgotten he was there. Maybe now that the photographer was gone, she had forgotten him. “Fine. I’m going to see if that spa will send a masseuse to my room.” She used her phone to take a photo of the sign—as if remembering “Moon Glow” would be impossible.

      He glanced at the salon. His gaze snagged on someone inside. A weird thrill traveled through his body—that feeling when you scan a crowd and know you’ve spotted a familiar face, but you can’t quite pin it down. A pair of wide-set dark eyes, inky hair swept into a loose knot.

      Holy shit. Even though he couldn’t make out her features through all the obstructions—window, stylists, salon equipment—he knew it was her. The girl from the tower.

      The girl who’d brutally shot him down without even telling him her name.

      He stared into the salon, trying for a better look. Maybe it wasn’t her. Maybe it was just his imagination.  Did he even want it to be her? Christ, he had enough things on his mind. He didn’t need another distraction.

      Annika tugged at his arm, and he allowed himself to be dragged down the sidewalk toward the Goodnight Moon B&B. It didn’t matter, anyway. He needed to keep his focus where it counted. Get back on the crew, get some answers. Simple.

      Okay, so he did take one glance back at the Moon Glow. He couldn’t help it. But they were too far away and he couldn’t make out anyone’s face.

      His phone rang. It was Rollo, his closest friend in Jupiter Point. He was staying in the guesthouse on Rollo’s property while he tried to get his shit together. These days, the only people he felt right with were the hotshots. They’d been in the wildfire, they knew what it felt like. Rollo was the only one who knew about the weird flashback, though.

      “Are you still in town?” Rollo asked.

      “Yup. Just about to drop Annika off. You need something?”

      “There’s a package for you at the post office. From that detective.”

      “Cool, thanks man. I’ll swing by.”

      Finn had hired a private investigator to track down his real parents, since Stu had completely shut him down.

      “You’re Finn Abrams. That’s it. Nothing else to know.”

      “That’s impossible. There must be records somewhere.”

      “Records? It was an under-the-table adoption that cost a fucking fortune. No records. Maybe Ellie knew, but she died the year after. Drop it, Finn. I’m warning you.”

      Of course he hadn’t listened to that warning. He couldn’t. He wanted answers. Stu got fed up and they had a big blowout. Finn had come here, to Jupiter Point. To his friends on the hotshot crew.

      “Grab a couple of six-packs, too. Sean’s last night as a single man. Figure that deserves a toast or two.”

      Finn’s gut tightened. “He probably doesn’t want me there.”

      “Bullshit. You need to talk to him, Finn.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re running out of time, dude. The wedding’s tomorrow, then the honeymoon. You want on the crew or not? You have a shot since I’m retiring and Josh will need time off for the baby.  He’s going to fill that spot one way or the other.”

      Rollo’s voice rose, catching Annika’s attention. “Is that Rollo? Hand me the phone, I want to say ‘hi.’”

      But Rollo had heard her. “Hanging up now,” he said quickly, the phone going dead right afterward. Rollo couldn’t stand Annika and avoided her whenever possible.

      Finn shrugged an apology at Annika. “Sorry. You can say hi at the wedding.”

      “Sometimes I think he doesn’t like me.”

      Finn snorted. He had no idea why she cared what a bunch of firefighters thought of her. But she apparently did. “You’re Annika Poole. Why wouldn’t he like you?”

      Her eyebrows drew together at his non-answer. He braced himself for a deluge of resentful questions about who did and didn’t like her, and why. Jesus. Sometimes he couldn’t believe that he’d spent so much time over the years dating women like Annika.

      Again, the girl from the tower flashed into his mind. That girl—she was different. She hadn’t wanted charm or flattery from him. She was more the don’t-bullshit-me type. Maybe that was why he’d been so attracted to her. With everything in his life thrown into confusion, she seemed…real.

      Yeah, real—as in really, really not interested in him.

      Luckily, Annika’s phone rang just then. “Gemma.” Her publicist. “Yes, it went great. Just the wedding left, then I’ll be back in LA.”

      Finn couldn’t lie; he was counting the hours.
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      By the time Lisa drove home after her shift, she still hadn’t forgotten about that near miss with Finn Abrams. If he was really coming to the wedding with Annika and a potential entourage of photographers, she’d have to be extra careful.

      Not that she wasn’t already. She was freakishly cautious. She hadn’t even rented an apartment in Jupiter Point yet. When she’d first left Houston, she’d bought a small motorhome and made it as homey as possible. Now, all these months later, it was her home.

      And when she was ready to leave, all she had to do was turn the key in the ignition and go.

      Her mother and stepsisters would laugh their asses off if they could see her now. They all had five-bedroom houses and a new car every year. A diamond necklace for Christmas, a Caribbean vacation, and they were happy.

      She’d always been the odd one out. Working in health care was strange enough. But then tossing her whole career aside to help Maria? As always, they’d thought she was crazy. They’d definitely think so if they could see her new home here in the Jupiter Point Campground. Instead of live oaks and bayous, she was surrounded by towering pine trees and friendly little nuthatches and chickadees. Since it was the off-season, she often had the campground to herself.

      Just how she liked it.

      She parked her car on the road that circled through the campground. It was an old-model Mercedes that she’d bought when she started working for the McGraws. She’d chosen it because of its boxy, high-clearance design—the perfect height for helping Molly in and out of her wheelchair. Since then, she’d added a seat cushion and a kind of “lazy Susan” apparatus that made it even easier for Molly to get in.

      A footpath led to her camping spot, which included a picnic table and a fire pit with a grill. With a grateful sigh, she stepped inside her motorhome and locked the door behind her. The familiar smell of motor oil and coffee and grilled cheese embraced her. She had exactly two appliances in the kitchenette, an espresso machine and a panini maker—which would also make her family laugh hysterically. No dishwasher? No ice cube maker? No microwave?

      She made her way to the back of the motorhome, which was entirely filled with a platform bed. After plopping her tote bag at the foot of the bed, she dropped onto her back and gazed up at the swaths of indigo fabric she’d pinned to the ceiling. Whimsical stars and moons twinkled back at her. A down comforter as thick as marshmallows sank under her weight, along with over a dozen overstuffed pillows.

      Home sweet teeny-tiny home.

      Safe.

      Alone.

      A vivid vision flashed through her mind. In the salon, for one shocking moment, she could have sworn that Finn was looking right at her through the storefront window. He wore the same expression he’d had at the tower—intense, smoldering…curiosity.

      Who was he, anyway? She reached for her tote bag and pulled out the old tabloid from the salon. They wouldn’t miss it, and she intended to return it as soon as possible.

      Well, after she studied every word about Finn Abrams, “wounded hero firefighter.”

      Okay, now her family would definitely be laughing at her.

      A knock on the door sent adrenaline shooting through her. She scrambled off the bed. The campground was empty. No one visited her here. Ever.

      She grabbed the baseball bat she kept as a weapon and hurried toward the front of the motorhome. Outside, she saw two men in police uniforms. She relaxed a tiny bit, recognizing Police Chief Becker from a picture she’d seen in the local newspaper. Not that having the police on her doorstep was relaxing…but it was better than a menacing stranger.

      She discreetly stashed the bat and opened the door. “Yes?”

      “Ms. Lisa Peretti?”

      “Yes, that’s me.”

      “I’m the Chief of Police here in Jupiter Point, Chief Becker. This here is Sheriff’s Deputy Will Knight.”

      She made a quick survey of the two men. Chief Becker was an African-American man who easily cleared six and a half feet. He had a slow, quiet manner that managed to be imposing even when he didn’t say much. Will Knight wasn’t quite as tall. He had broad shoulders, dark gray eyes and an easy smile probably meant to put her at ease.

      It didn’t really work.

      “You’re a hard woman to track down,” said the chief.

      She stiffened. “You’ve been looking for me?”

      “For a while now, as a matter of fact. Since last November.”

      Last November? Had something happened to Maria? She tried to figure out a good way to ask that question without giving anything away, but couldn’t.

      “Um…I’ve been traveling around. I just got back to Jupiter Point. What’s this about?”

      “Is this a good place to talk?” He glanced around the little campground. It was about six in the evening, and shadows were settling around the edges of the clearing.

      “Well, I’d invite you in, but I’m not sure you’d both fit inside this thing.” That was the truth; both men were big and tall. “How about we sit at that table. Can I get either of you anything to drink? I have cold coffee. Or I could make some hot coffee.”

      Will Knight grinned. “Cold or hot coffee. I like a menu with variety. Nothing for me, thanks.”

      The police chief also declined a drink, and they all trooped over to the picnic table. As soon as they were settled in, he began.

      “Are you aware of the incident that occurred on the trail to the Breton lookout tower last November?”

      A bolt of alarm went through her at the mention of Breton. “No, I wasn’t here then. I left at the end of October. But I was volunteering there all summer.”

      She cringed at the way the words just flowed out of her. Damn it, didn’t all the TV shows say not to volunteer any extra information?

      Will Knight picked up where the chief had left off. “This past November, a man with a gun assaulted a group of hikers from Jupiter Point. They were about half a mile from the Breton tower. The assailant grabbed Merry Warren, one of our local reporters here in town. He claimed he was looking for a girl who had dark hair and lived in the tower. The other members of the group disarmed him and we took him into custody. He lawyered up right away and pled guilty to assault. But he refused to say anything more about who he was looking for or why.”

      Oh my God. Lisa’s thoughts whirled in ten different directions.

      “Was Merry…she wasn’t the one he was looking for?”

      “No. We did some process of elimination with everyone associated with the tower and the obvious target is you. The question now is why.” Chief Becker looked at her in an authoritative way that demanded an answer.

      She swallowed hard. Since she’d helped Maria escape, she hadn’t told anyone what happened. She’d promised her silence, for both of their safety.

      “Maybe it was a random mugger. If he pled guilty, that’s the end of it, right?”

      His steady gaze didn’t waver. “I certainly hope so, for your sake. But my gut tells me otherwise. I’m protective of this town. One of our own reporters was nearly kidnapped, and I don’t like that. The assailant knocked out Finn Abrams too. Nearly gave him a concussion.”

      She flinched. Finn had gotten knocked out? That made two people hurt by someone looking for her. “I’m so sorry they were hurt.”

      “It could have been a lot worse,” Knight said, his tone deceptively easygoing. Each word felt like a stab in Lisa’s heart. “Merry Warren’s wrist was badly sprained. She couldn’t type for two weeks.”

      Becker narrowed his eyes at Knight. “I didn’t hear about that.”

      “She didn’t report it. I pried the truth out of her. Gave her an on-the-record quote as bribery. Not bribery in the legal sense,” he added quickly. He popped a piece of gum in his mouth and gave it a laconic chew.

      Chief Becker rested one elbow on the picnic table and shot the other officer a long-suffering look. “They had to assign you to this, didn’t they?”

      “Yup.” Knight grinned back.

      Lisa wondered if they had some kind of good-cop-bad-cop routine going on. Or maybe it was more of a stern-cop-goofy-cop routine.

      “Back to you, Lisa,” Knight continued. “If you could just answer a few questions, that might help us figure this out. You came to Jupiter Point last summer, right?”

      Scratch the “goofy cop” description. Knight was definitely using his casual manner as a smokescreen. “Yes, I came here last June and volunteered as a spotter at the Breton tower until the season ended.”

      “Why here?”

      “I heard the stargazing is spectacular,” she said blandly.

      Knight and Becker exchanged a glance. “That it is,” Knight agreed. “Right, Chief?”

      “So I hear. I’m usually too busy protecting the citizens from gun-wielding attackers to notice.”

      Lisa laughed; she couldn’t help it. She wanted to trust these two officers. And she didn’t want anyone else to get hurt. Maybe it would be okay to tell them a little of her story.

      “Listen, I left Houston because of an incident involving a very powerful local politician. It’s possible that this mugger has something to do with that. I have no idea how or why, though. And I really can’t say any more.”

      Both men were watching her alertly. “What kind of incident?” Becker asked the question while Knight took out a little notebook and pen.

      “Domestic violence. The victim was a school friend of mine. I helped her leave, then we parted ways. I decided to take some time off before I went back. I needed a vacation anyway. My work is stressful and I was pretty burned out.” She worked a splinter out of the edge of the table.

      “So you left Houston to protect your friend?” Knight lifted one eyebrow as he scrawled a note.

      “It’s just temporary. As soon as I think it’s safe, I’ll go back.”

      “I’m guessing it’s not safe yet.”

      Lisa looked away. A night moth flitted across the clearing, into the shadows. The chief was right. If someone was looking for her, she couldn’t go back yet. Then again, she probably wasn’t safe here either.

      Knight leaned across the table, his gray eyes cool and penetrating. “If you tell us who we’re dealing with, we’ll have a better chance of protecting you.”

      She swallowed hard. Maria hadn’t trusted the Houston cops because many of them knew her husband. But these guys were Jupiter Point police. Should she break her promise to Maria and tell them everything? “Has anything else happened since November? Any other people looking for dark-haired women?”

      The two officers exchanged glances. “Not that we’re aware of,” said Becker.

      “So they came looking, they didn’t find me, and now they’ve moved on.”

      “That’s one possibility.” Knight leaned back and crossed his arms over his chest. “I can think of a few others.”

      So could she. A hard lump gathered in her throat. Crap. She couldn’t stay in Jupiter Point. She just couldn’t. No matter how good the stargazing was.

      Chief Becker rose to his full height, which meant he towered over both of them. “We’ll let you get back to your evening. If anything unusual happens, please call the station. Don’t hesitate. And watch your back.”

      She nodded absently. Already her mind was sorting through her familiar departure routine. Pay the rest of her campground bill. Stow her clothes and kitchen items.

      Deputy Knight stood as well, and handed her a business card as he shook her hand goodbye. “Put this number in your phone. Call it anytime.”

      “Thank you.”

      She watched the police cruiser pull out of the campground. Quiet fell across her little corner of the world, which no longer seemed quite so hidden. If the local police knew where she was, how long would it take for Senator Ruiz’s people to find her? On the other hand, maybe they’d given up on Jupiter Point because they hadn’t found her here in November.

      Basically, either this was the safest place to be or the most dangerous. How the hell was she supposed to know which?

      She couldn’t take any chances. She had to leave Jupiter Point.

      Leaning her elbows on the picnic table, she tilted her head back and gazed up at the famous Jupiter Point sky. And jumped a bit with surprise. The first brilliant evening star was twinkling at her as if it had been waiting for her to look up. It had to be Venus. In the Breton tower, she’d spent hours looking at the planets and constellations. Venus always appeared first.

      “Hey you,” she said softly. “I know you’re just a gaseous rock, but what do you think I should do?”

      The planet didn’t have much to say. But she knew the answer anyway.

      For now, Molly needed her, so she’d stay. At least through the wedding.
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      Sean and Evie’s wedding was just as romantic and beautiful as such a passionately in-love couple deserved. In the Chapel of the White Dove, Finn watched the two of them face each other before the minister. Evie looked like an angel floating on air, or a fairy queen. A crown of white and lavender flowers held back her hair. More flowers were woven into the rich mahogany locks that flowed over her shoulders. Her gown looked like something out of Regency England, with a princess neckline and a filmy cream skirt flirting with her ankles.

      But the sheer beauty of the moment couldn’t distract him from the throbbing up and down his side. He’d done too much PT last night, like an idiot. He’d been so frustrated by the package from the private investigator he’d hired. Nothing but old photos of people Finn didn’t recognize. A few photocopies of twenty-year-old news articles. And a hefty bill.

      Finn didn’t care if it took all his savings. He wanted the truth. If he had another family out there, he wanted to find them.
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