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If only she could take her shoes off. Granted the heels were low enough, practical for the site survey, but Briana Holt wanted to ditch the business veneer and delve her toes in the sand.
Anxious, she shoved her sunglasses atop her head and studied the construction from this perspective. Some of the houses were already up, and several lots were still being excavated. The project seemed to be going off without a hitch.
So, why the nerves?
Briana let the beach wash away the stress. Turning her back on the development, with a hand over her eyes she searched the shoreline.
A herd of children charged the surf, their peals of laughter louder than the flock of seagulls eying a nearby roast. A couple strolled hand in hand in the distance, their silhouette a virtual stamp for a Hawaiian postcard. And a man stooped near the water’s edge, his fingers combing the pearly granules in search of shells.
Certain that she was far enough from view, Briana reached down and yanked her sandals off. With them hooked around her finger, she took a few steps closer to the ocean and planned out her strategy for the afternoon.
Concentrating on business matters, Briana was nonetheless fascinated by the man that crouched where water met land. When he gradually stood erect, his height climbed well past six feet. It was impossible not to stare at the long legs in khaki trousers, and the crisp white shirt with sleeves rolled up over bronzed forearms. Briana’s trek climbed to short, dark hair whipped frenetically by the wind. She watched the fluid, but powerful way his hand reached up to massage the back of his neck, and wondered what had him so engrossed.
It was odd to see someone obviously dressed for work out digging for seashells. But, then again, glancing down at her flowery ensemble, burgundy purse and matching sandals clutched in a crooked finger—maybe he wasn’t the only one to seek escape.
The profile exuded strength, yet his stance suggested indecision. Entranced, Briana advanced for a closer glimpse, surprised to hear him talking to himself. She nearly tumbled backwards as he spun around and pinned her with deep brown eyes, shadowed wells that enticed her to dive in.
“I didn’t mean to scare you.”
His voice was a soft rumble like the surf, emitted from a mouth that curled up appealingly at the side.
Briana stooped to retrieve the sandals she just dropped. She rose and sought composure, “You didn’t. I—was just wondering who you were talking to.”
The opposite corner of his mouth curved. He shook his head and reached for the back of his neck again.
“Myself. A somewhat enlightening conversation, but it was interrupted by your shadow.” Dark eyes swept the length of her. “Curiosity got the best of me. I had to see who you were.”
Certainly having never succumbed to pure attraction as a means for frivolous banter, Briana felt awkward, compelled to run. She glanced over her shoulder, surprised to discover how far she had strayed from the development.
“Lunch?”
Startled, Briana realized that he was still talking to her. She turned back so abruptly, her tawny locks lashed her face. Drawing them away from her eyes, she managed to say, “Excuse me?”
“Are you out here for lunch?”
“More or less. And you? You don’t look like you’re out sunning yourself.”
Oh God. She sounded like a complete fool.
Briana couldn’t resist a glimpse of the healthy tan at the collar of his white shirt. When he smiled, following her gaze, she wished the dark lenses were covering her eyes instead of resting uselessly atop her head. Still, they could have done nothing to conceal her flushed cheeks.
“I’m working.” His low voice was intoxicating, his dusky glance an equal stimulant as it swept her body.
An eyebrow elevated in frank approval of the whimsical floral outfit. “And you? When I turned around I expected to find someone asking for their beach ball, not—”
Not what, Briana wondered, watching his lips.
“I’m working too,” She sighed. Not a sigh. Actually, it was trapped air. “But I couldn’t keep away from the ocean.”
“Aah, now that is something I can relate to.” The man dragged his gaze from her to settle on the milky green surf. “The ocean is like a woman. Charming. Beautiful. And capable of such wrath when she wants to.”
A quick grin softened the faint wrinkles about his eyes. “And,” he continued, “just like a gorgeous woman, she seems so unattainable.” He shrugged and smiled at Briana. “Or maybe I just don’t have the right pickup line.”
Their eyes locked for a moment, but he jerked his gaze back to the sea. He seemed mesmerized by the gentle swells that rolled into methodical rows of froth before spilling smoothly onto white sand.
That sense of peace extended to her, and remarkably Briana felt the stress of the morning slip away. Silently, they stood side by side, listening to the sounds of children at play, and the subtle effervescence of the tide.
Briana relaxed and closed her eyes, but a deep murmur of frustration broke the spell.
“There’s such tranquility to this beach,” He hesitated, “Yet, I can’t figure out what’s gone wrong with—”
“Briana!” Naoki Takanawa hollered down from a sandy hillock, waving his arms to draw attention.
With a slow turn of his head, and the heft of an eyebrow, the stranger repeated in a soft whisper, “Briana.”
Briana felt the trade winds tickle her bare arms. Under his smoky gaze, she felt exposed in such a manner that sun-screen lotion could never protect.
“I-I have to go.” She stammered.
When Briana would have said more, asked this man’s name, promised to bear his children, Naoki’s emphatic shout alerted her of trouble.
As this contract was her primary focus, not some gorgeous guy out digging for seashells, she had no choice but to answer the plea.
A tentative flutter of the hand, and a furtive smile was all Briana could bestow before she jogged up the shore.
At the crest of the sandy knoll, she paused to slip on her sandals, and resisted looking back.
But she felt it.
In the tingling at the base of her neck, she felt his gaze. It was like a physical caress, and her body responded with a glow that had little to do with the midday sun.
“What?” Briana reached the gutted out shell of a sidewalk, wary of her associate’s meditative expression.
Naoki cocked his head, squinting behind clear lenses as he scrunched his nose. “They’re saying the grade of this land is greater than two to one. Too much slope.”
An expletive slipped from Briana’s lips before she could check it. “I beg to differ. Who told you this? Our engineers?”
“I think it was one of the site inspectors.”
“This property meets all the specified requirements. Its irrigation system will prevent flooding, and the bay is docile compared to building on the North Shore—” Helplessly her hand swept towards the sedate water dotted by small crafts either docked or on their way out to sea. “—it’s sheltered in this cove.”
Naoki nodded, but was cut off by her continued outburst. “There’s a seawall that spans about five hundred feet, and where that drops off, the development is set back way past standards. Manale Palms is going to be a safe, intimate alternative for native Hawaiians.”
“Okay, okay,” He held his hands up in defense. “You don’t have to convince me, Bree.”
Briana focused on a burrowing orange bulldozer, its clawed arm swinging like the reptilian limb of a dinosaur. She rolled a shoulder to relieve tension, and then uttered quietly, “I’m worried, Naoki.”
“About what?”
“I’ve forgotten something critical.” She sighed. “You know Hawaii has been my only home. It offered me roots when I would have had none. All my work the past ten years has been to repay that debt. Now, with Manale Palms I’ve finally been given the opportunity to do that.” Her head dipped so that she could look at him over the rim of her glasses, “but I’m afraid I’ve neglected something.”
Naoki shrugged off her discouragement. “Hey, it’s just one inspector’s opinion, don’t worry about it.”
One inspector’s opinion.
What if she did fail, Briana wondered. Would she have the courage to start over? Would she ever be given the privilege again?
Crossing her arms against a coldness that was in her mind, Briana tipped her head to the gentle breeze and looked up toward the crag-like shadows of the Pali, the great mountain face, verdant and strong. It was a site that sheltered her since youth, a docile giant, protecting her.
Enlighten me.
“Everything’ll be fine.” Naoki assured. He rolled onto the tips of his loafers, using the relaxed gesture to elevate to Briana’s height. A breeze disheveled Naoki’s short black hair, and his nose wrinkled in concentration. “Did the builders give you an estimated completion date?”
“Ten of the twenty-eight lots should have the structures finished by the end of the month,” Briana started down the beach, focusing on three of these bay front properties. “The inspectors have to come through before anyone can move in though.”
“Look,” Briana said, her nerves in overdrive. “I’m going to go confront those inspectors. Take over here, and I’ll catch up with you later.”
Engaged in a debate with an opinionated builder, Briana stooped over an unfurled floor plan pinned at the corners by cement blocks. She was aware of Naoki’s annoyed voice behind her. He, too, seemed occupied in a confrontation and was serving as her front line of defense while she tackled each issue in a first-come first-served basis.
“Look,” Naoki’s high-pitched tone penetrated over the hard-hatted builder before her reciting codes.
“That’s a public park.” Naoki continued. “It has nothing to do with our property. I don’t care what you say.”
Her assistant was several yards away and stood blocking the muted voice that responded in subtle tones till she heard Naoki’s hand slap on his thigh in frustration. “No, you may not see who’s in charge here. Everyone is extremely busy right now.”
Briana sighed, sensing she was about to be pulled into another battle. As if on cue, Naoki turned around and pleaded, “Bree?”
Abandoning the builder with an apology, she climbed back up the embankment to determine the source of Naoki’s agitation. In doing so, she jolted at the sight of the man arguing with her assistant.
Dark brown eyes widened in recognition and then settled back with fine lines around their corners in a revised appraisal.
“Briana.”
Only minutes ago when the stranger had whispered her name it sounded like the gentle pitch of an ocean breeze rustling the coconut palms. Now those trees stood motionless under the terse acknowledgment.
Naoki glanced curiously between the two as he pushed the black frames of his glasses further up the ridge of his nose. His frown settled on the tall man.
“You two know each other?”
“Actually, no.” Briana recovered and extended her hand. “Briana Holt, General Contractor. How may I help you, Mr.—?”
A raised eyebrow, a hint of a grin, and the obvious raking of that shadowed gaze down the length of her body left Briana aware of the heat of the sun in her face. In any other venue the languid assessment might have felt belittling, but his dark eyes were not demeaning, rather inquisitive.
“Nick McCord, USGS.” His grip was firm and lingered for a second.
“A geologist? What on earth can I do for you, Mr. McCord?”
“You could stop your construction.” His tone was frank. “You could put an end to this development, and you could donate the land back to the natives.”
Reeling, Briana scanned the lots immediately visible, the single story homes flanked by sloping palms that she was diligent not to excavate. Even the cul-de-sac kept the natural landscape intact, with plush Birds of Paradise, their ginger and gold pointed petals nestled amidst a bed of verdant leaves. For the life of her, Briana had no idea what the Geological Survey would be after.
“Unless you present me with something a little more tangible, I’m not even going to dignify that with a response, Mr. McCord.”
“Tangible, you want tangible?” A muscle in his jaw flexed. “If you hadn’t been so intent on distracting me before, and if I had known who you were, I could have showed you the problem right there.” Brown eyes flashed as he seemed to toy with that notion. “As a matter of fact, why don’t we just go take a walk, Ms. Holt?”
This was not a gracious invitation, Briana realized. She chanced a look at Naoki whose arms were crossed, his forehead knotted.
“I’ll just go see to this matter, Naoki.” She tried to sound composed. “Take over here.”
Naoki eyed the geologist warily, and whispered out of the corner of his mouth, “Are you sure?”
“I’m fine. This won’t be a setback, I can assure you.”
Nick muttered to the contrary and climbed the rest of the embankment, not glancing back to see whether she followed.
Forced to sprint to catch up with his long stride, Briana cursed as sand poured into the heels of her sandals. She slipped, but when Nick halted and looked over his shoulder, she stood straight and unbothered. As soon as he turned to face the ocean, she frantically kicked the tips of her toes against a rock.
At the shadowy line where bleached granules turned dark from moisture, Nick continued till his feet were immersed in the advancing foam. He seemed heedless that obviously expensive shoes were being saturated by saltwater. Crouched down, he scooped up a handful of sand and let the moist muck slip through his outstretched fingers.
Nick’s expression was bitter as he stood and faced her. “Do you have any idea what you are doing here?”
Defensive, Briana crossed her arms. “Apparently not. Enlighten me.”
“Alright,” He said. “Look at this waterline. It’s two feet higher than it’s supposed to be.”
“Translation?”
“Translation is—” Nick reached for the back of his tanned neck, momentarily lost in thought. “—that unless the solar and lunar gravitational forces that create tides have miraculously shifted, this basically defies Mother Nature, which implicates man, or woman, if you will.”
Briana studied the methodical arches of water, the lather extending and trying to inch up the slight incline till it finally lumbered back to sea. She had been too busy with the construction site to spend much time along the water, and was unaware of the normal levels for this beach. Regardless, she was not about to be condemned by some pompous scholar who she was just now imagining with his shirt off.
Briana’s fingers swept her forehead. “And how in God’s name have you tied Manale Palms to possible erosion?”
Nick slanted a brooding look in her direction, and for a moment she caught him staring at her lips. Or did she just imagine that?
“Where are you going with the dirt that you’re digging up? I’m awaiting results from sediment tests and I’m certain it will implicate your site. There’s just no other explanation for destruction like this.”
“The soil that we’ve excavated is being recycled as you can see by those three dump trucks parked over there.” Briana defended. “Some of it will be used for landscaping in Manale Palms, some will be donated to nearby ranches. We’re not dumping it in the ocean as you are implying.”
Perhaps for the briefest instant there was a bout of uncertainty in Nick’s dark features. Then he scowled and shook his head, crossing the ground that separated them.
From this close perspective Briana had to tilt her head back to meet that angry gaze. Dark hair with auburn highlights was cut short, but ruffled in the ocean breeze. She searched his face, which was haloed by the sun. The eyes were dark, although on closer inspection she saw myriad swirls of cognac beneath a veil of black lashes. Her gaze traced jaw muscles clenched in determination till she dropped to the full lips, flattened by ire.
“Look,” The lips moved and Briana blinked. “I’ll be seeing you again, Ms. Holt, only the next time it won’t be under such amiable circumstances. I’ll be armed with a lawsuit that will put an end to your construction site.”
As unsubstantiated as his accusations were, Briana felt the first tentacles of fear. Damp palms clutched the cool fabric of her skirt.
Could this government representative really shut down her dream?
Rather than reveal her panic, she challenged in a low voice. “Try it.”
“Okay, so I tracked his name down to UH. He has an office there, but he works mostly in the field.” Naoki recited, looking up from behind the monitor at Briana as she paced back and forth before his desk.
He shook his head and delved back to the screen. “Dr. Nicolas J. McCord, a Ph.D. in Marine Geology, but seems to tackle most every natural catastrophe that hits this state. He was involved in those landslides at Kohala Gulch, nearly got himself killed from what I can see.”
Briana refused to be impressed. She crossed her arms and resumed her stride. “That’s all great. So what’s he doing at Manale, and what does it have to do with our housing project?”
Naoki reclined in the chair, linking his hands together behind his head. He studied her and offered, “Beach erosion is something taken very seriously.”
“I know that.” Briana plunged both hands into her hair to draw it back from her flushed face. “But we’re doing nothing to tamper with the water—oh, never mind he’ll probably drop it anyway. He’s most likely just some professor looking for fodder for his next class, I’m not going to sit here and let it eat at me.”
That was exactly what she was going to do. Naoki knew it, and Briana knew that he knew it. She managed a weak smile. “Go on home, Takanawa. We’ll deal with it tomorrow.”
The digital clock on the wall read half past six.
“I’ll go, because if I sit here and read all the notable facts on Nick McCord, you’re gonna get sick.” He waited for Briana to rise to the bait, but she remained mute. “Okay, I’ll go, but one last question—”
Briana’s eyebrow arched. “Yes?”
“What did the Professor mean when he said, if you hadn’t been distracting me? And how did you know him, because you can’t deny that you didn’t, the two of you looked like you were either ready to kill, or—”
“I—” Briana cleared her throat and retreated to the doorway, prepared to make good on an escape. “I ran into him, more or less, about a half hour earlier. He seemed like a decent enough guy, at least when I didn’t know who he was.”
Naoki shoved his glasses high atop the ridge of his nose. “Mmmm hmmm.”
“What, mmm hmmm?”
“Nothing.” He smiled. “Look, have a good night. And please, Dear God, don’t spend the rest of the evening sitting here going over zoning restrictions.”
Alone in her office on the fourteenth floor of the Kapaa Tower, Briana set the stack of blueprints down on her desk and moved to the wall-length window. Her forehead rested against glass made cool by the air conditioning as she gazed out onto the harbor. Beyond Aloha Tower the ocean was turning dusky rose under a violet twilight. The lights of the marketplace flickered on, and further beyond, a freighter moored at Sand Island became an illuminated hulk on the dark horizon.
From up here, or even on the crystal shore at Manale, the water looked innocent. Briana knew that the placid surface was full of deception, though. Yes, she as much as everyone else loved to look at the ocean, to stroll its opalescent beaches, but she would not go in. No, she’d never go in.
The ocean was a killer.
It murdered her parents.
After nearly twenty years, their faces never faded in her mind. Her father, Thomas Holt, the strong lieutenant at Kaneohe’s Marine Corps Base, and her Mother, Maria, the teacher at the Haiku Road Middle School. Maria Holt was a woman with exotic eyes that hinted at Polynesian influence. People often told Briana that her high cheekbones and striking features were the mirror image of her mother, and that the sun-streaked hair and rapt azure gaze distinctly intimated her father. At one time, the pain over their absence was devastating, but years had passed and left Briana with only a hollow sense of loss.
As the sun dipped into the Pacific, Briana’s reflection was cast back from the fluorescent light in the empty corridor. Her face was in shadows, her meditative expression concealed by the dim glow behind her. Briana crossed her arms and recounted the events of the past month, searching for any mistake, any chance that she had inadvertently damaged the integrity of the nearby beaches. But she kept coming up empty.
Why had she been so quick to believe Nick McCord? Was she that much of a masochist that she doomed her achievement before it ever came to fruition?
With her eyes closed, a brief image of the tall geologist formed. A tanned face with a strong jaw faintly shadowed by stubble, and an intense gaze that could paralyze a person with the briefest perusal. His body was lean and strong, an observation that was confirmed when the wind molded his shirt to his chest. Briana had been left helplessly staring as he unjustly berated her.
Well, next time they met the roles would be reversed. She would be in control. Nick McCord was no longer attractive to her. Instead, when she conjured up his face, she formed the image of an adversary.
Briana peered through the glass, out over the black ocean, where a sparkling cruise ship lumbered peacefully past the lights of Waikiki. Beyond it, she studied the dark void, unaware that only a mile offshore, the sea floor churned. It erupted in soft recurrent swells. Tiny flares, doggedly assaulting the coast.
Seated on the edge of the lanai, Nick’s legs dangled over a drifting mound of sand. The ocean was discerned only by its placid splash against the shore, a shimmering strip of sand beneath the nocturnal phosphorescence of the moon.
Nick lifted a bottle of beer to his lips, but forgot to sip. His thoughts were monopolized by the initial results of the tests he ran today. It made no sense. There were traces of sediment from a coral reef far off shore that couldn’t have been disturbed without human interference. The only likely candidate for that interference had to be the new housing development going up in Kaneohe.
Unwillingly, this thought triggered images of the stunning contractor. First on Nick’s agenda for the morning was to pay a visit to Pacific Land Inc. and apply more pressure on Briana Holt, and anyone else within that firm that could shed light on the erosion of the northern tip of Manale Beach. He had already appealed to the Marine Corps Base, and was satisfied that none of their research ventures produced the damage he had witnessed.
That left only Briana Holt as the primary suspect.
Nick shook his head and rested it back against one of the wooden columns that suspended the roof over his porch. Finally, he took a swig of beer.
Glossy blond hair, endless legs, striking azure eyes and soft lips that looked entirely too kissable were not going to thwart his efforts. It was his responsibility to ensure the quality of Hawaii’s water and to preserve the natural beauty of its coastline. The fact that he had not been with a woman in well over a year wasn’t going to make him any less sharp.
It was a damn shame, though. A damn shame that the woman he had met on the beach today, the woman who entranced him with her curious but wary reaction to him, the woman whose golden hair was whisked into silky waves by the coastal breeze—it was a damn shame that she had to be chin deep in the very project he was about to take down.
But power-play women weren’t his thing. Been there, done that. Yeah, he had thought about marriage with Meleana Kane. She was beautiful and headstrong, and in the end, her career came before her relationship.
Still, an image of the beguiling creature on the beach today with sandals in hand fascinated him. She didn’t look like she was hungry for power. She looked like a woman who wanted to indulge her bare feet in the pleasures of the sand, and was startled when she was caught doing it.
Nick touched the cool glass to his lips. That woman on the beach was just a fantasy brought on by the sun. Reality was the contractor that pointed her finger at him in open challenge.
Over whispering palms, he listened to the ocean. There was a soft effervesce of foam nearby, unseen but comforting. This was the sound he had fallen asleep to nearly every night for the past thirty-six years.
Tonight he strained to perceive more from the sea, listening blindly to the patterns of the waves, seeking explanation from its murky depths.
What was she hiding?
“I’m heading down to the Palms, are you ready to go?”
Briana sifted through precarious piles to locate her green Rainbow Warriors mug. “No, I want to make a few phone calls first. I’m waiting for the offices to open at the DNLR.”
“The Department of Land and Natural Resources? That geologist really did get to you.”
Briana’s hair was pulled back in a casual ponytail, revealing her frown. “No, I’m just checking the numbers. All of the waterfront properties are over forty feet away from the shoreline. That meets the law. The seawall we built wasn’t a large one. We didn’t use boulders for hardening the coastline as they refer to it. I’m just checking if we missed something.”
“He got to you.”
“No, but I’m going to get to you if you don’t get out of my office in the next ten seconds.”
Hands aloft in defense, Naoki grinned. “I’m outta here. Anything for me to pass along to the troops?”
“Yeah, be careful.” She looked up. “No mistakes, I don’t want a drop of trash on that site.”
With a brief salute, Naoki muttered “Aye, aye.”
Briana shook her head and reached for the receiver. A glimpse at her watch calculated that the government facility was open by now. Nimbly punching numbers on the dial, frustrated by the series of messages that never led to a live operator, Briana growled into the mouthpiece before she slammed the phone back into its cradle.
“It’s only eight-thirty. Bad day already?”
Briana’s head snapped up. Resting against her doorjamb was a man that made her hasty breakfast donut repeat on her.
“It just got worse.” She replied coolly.
Amusement glinted in the eyes that measured her and then Nick McCord seemed to remember the paperwork tucked under his arm. He approached her desk and slapped the stack down atop an already unstable pile. “Now it’s worse.”
“What’s that?”
“Conclusive results.” Nick reached for one of the redwood chairs in front of her desk. “May I sit down?”
No. The thought erupted before Briana admonished her immaturity. She could handle this obnoxious arbitrator. “Of course. Coffee?”
“Yes, thanks.”
She nodded to the cart just outside her doorway. “Help yourself.”
Nick settled in the chair, casually hooking an ankle over his knee, ignoring the offer. For a moment, penetrating eyes grabbed hers in a silent face off. She was the first to retreat, succumbing to curiosity about the manila folder wrapped with rubber bands. She wrenched them off and flipped through the handwritten notes.
“This doesn’t exactly look official.” Briana scoured through his precise annotations, the series of calculations and condensed hypothesis handwritten on the last page. She also noted with a concealed smile the doodling in the margins. Slapping the folder shut, she crossed her hands over it and gazed with composure at the relaxed creature across from her.
The intrusion of her phone made Briana jump.
“Excuse me a second.”
Nick nodded, fascinated with the woman who tried so hard to put on a business air, but seemed to jolt at every little sound. Watching Briana conduct an apparently bureaucratic call, seeing the flush rise to her cheeks because she was aware that he studied her, Nick chuckled before he stood up and prowled her office.
From what he could determine, her conversation was geared around coastal building restrictions, and when he turned to smile victoriously that he had her on the run, he was met with a glare. Briana’s voice turned icy to the unseen party on the phone.
Nick grinned and shook his head, continuing his survey of Briana’s workplace. Drawn to the view behind her, he watched an Aloha jet soar over the bay, and estimated the cost of rental for these suites to be beyond anything he could comprehend. In the distance beyond Waikiki, Diamond Head jutted out into the ocean silhouetted by a crystalline sky. His bleak glance scoured the series of skyscrapers stacked along the coast, like dominoes ready to tumble into the sea.
There was good money to be had in real estate development. Sickened, Nick turned away.
Directly behind Briana, he studied the back of her head, the soft ponytail of sun-kissed hair sliding back and forth in animation as her conversation became heated. Nick’s amusement waned, replaced with conviction and a need to put a stop to her destruction of the Manale coast.
“I am not being confrontational. I am simply asking you to provide me with a written copy of the law so that I may present it to anyone who disputes our current development.” A split second pause. “Who?” She angled her head. “Some nosy government official who has no business, or credence bothering me.”
Nick turned around and caught her frown. He raised a dark eyebrow.
“Fine, are you going to fax it or e-mail it? Fine, I’ll expect it shortly. Thank you.”
Briana dropped the receiver back down and glared at him.
“Calling the DNLR?” Nick mused. “Worried are you?”
Her poise waned, but after a deep breath that drew his eyes to her chest, Briana reclined in her swivel chair and smiled.
“Not anymore, Mr. McCord. In fact now I have to ask you to leave.” She glanced at her phone. “I have three calls holding and I must get out to the site by noon.”
Nick cleared his throat, trying to conceal the reaction that soft curve of lips elicited. Dressed for business in a sleek white blouse that drew his vision to the open collar, and a tapered navy skirt he had caught a fleeting glimpse of beneath the desk, Briana was a woman that he contemplated naked. It was a response he chalked up to a year of abstinence.
“You can’t ignore me, Briana. I’m giving you the opportunity to come clean before I file a formal suit against you. And believe me, when it comes to the USGS battling against some money-hungry, haole land development project—we will put a stop to that construction.”
Briana rose, the chair sliding backwards. Her hands splayed atop his surveys as she leaned forward with a glow in her face and a threat in her eyes.
Her voice was eerily restrained. “First, I never invited you to address me so informally. Second,” She took a sustaining breath, “I take great offense to the accusation of this being a foreigner’s project. In case you weren’t aware, Mr. McCord, the land has been acquired through auction with the intention that it only be sold to native Hawaiians at a rate that was agreed upon during the transaction, and more than fair to locals.”
Slim fingers with clear-polished nails wrapped about the manila folder. She extended the item across the desk and slid her eyes over his face. “And if you don’t mind me asking, why the pious attitude when you’re a haole yourself?”
Nick was momentarily speechless. He regrouped quickly, accepted the files, and avoided her touch. “Looks can be deceiving, Briana. Just because both my parents weren’t full-blooded Hawaiians doesn’t make me any less protective of my home. And quite honestly, my heritage is none of your concern.”
“We’re agreed there, Mr. McCord. Now if you don’t mind, I’m extremely busy.”
Nick didn’t know what he wanted to do more, storm out and never speak to this woman again, or swipe the papers from her desk and pin her to it with the length of his body.
Yeah, one long, wet kiss would wipe that sanctimonious look from her exotic eyes. Hell, it would feel damn good to him, too.
“Twelve o’clock, you say? Fine, I’ll meet you there.”
“You most certainly will not.”
Briana tilted her head to look up at Nick and he could see her throat arch with a swallow. “Our business is over. If you insist on pursuing this pointless matter, I will talk only to your lawyer.”
Nick hefted an eyebrow. “You two would get along quite well.”
Nick tucked the folder beneath his arm, using his free hand to reach behind his neck. “It’s a shame,” he started quietly.
“What’s a shame?”
For a moment there was silence in the office as Nick locked Briana’s eyes. Finally his gaze dropped.
“Never mind.” He uttered. “Good day, Ms. Holt.”
In just a day, Briana could see the signs of advancement at Manale Palms. Tar filled the excavated road, its pungent scent the first to assault her as smoke swirled over the immaculate surface. Builders industriously erected the wooden frame of another house. Fresh sod flanked the model at the entrance, with landscapers busily sculpting bushes. Even the colossal fountain at the front entryway plumed with water, an enticing image to passersby.
Yesterday Briana had felt a burgeoning pride when standing at this juncture and taking it all in. Today she felt trepidation and cursed the geologist under her breath.
“What took you so long?” Naoki jogged over, perspiration causing his glasses to slide up and down his nose.
Briana waited till he caught up alongside her. “Useless meetings.”
“Did you get through to the State Department?”
“Yes, and we were right. We’re not breaking any of the coastal building laws.”
Naoki jabbed at the air with his fist. “Hah! That guy’s a flake. One of those nature cooks.”
An image of the victim of Naoki’s air punches flashed in Briana’s mind. She couldn’t detect anything flaky about the intense man that invaded her thoughts.
“Never mind. Let’s put it behind us.” Briana retrieved a notebook from her purse and held her pen in the ready. “Okay, give me the low down—”
Naoki recited the progress of the morning. With a mute nod, Briana ignored the brazen glare of a sweaty man in a hard-hat, and walked as she wrote. Nimbly her accelerated steps skirted around the fresh tar.
“I want to take a spin through the model; it should be ready for visitors in a few days, no?”
The model was actually a moot point as all lots had already been sold, but it was serving as a prototype for the sister development slated to break ground in Kona in six months.
“Yeah,” Naoki tried to keep up with Briana’s intent stride and nearly collided with one of the engineers. He muttered a brief apology before sprinting to catch up with her.
“They dropped off the floral displays and ceramics today. An old lady who owns a shop in Pearl City loaned the décor, as long as we display her card on several of the tables.”
“Good.” Wrangling in her purse for the keys, Briana extracted a Pacific Land Inc. key chain, its blue and white rendering of Diamond Head immortalized in plastic. Briana absently glanced through the frosted glass into the foyer.
“How about the alarm system?”
“Yeah, they’ve been here. The panel is just inside the doorway, I’ve got the combination.”
Low heels clicked against gleaming white tiles, while Briana waited as Naoki hunched over the panel. He squinted through his lenses at the digital display and tapped a few keys before stepping back, satisfied.
“Four-four-oh-seven.”
With a brief nod, Briana committed the number to memory. She paused to remove her pumps and then proceeded onto the milky white living room carpet. Most of the furniture was white, the plush leather couch accentuated by mauve and teal oversized throw pillows that matched the floral pattern of the parted drapes. Standing before the spacious window, able to see a portion of the bay in the distance, and the striking backdrop of the mountains, Briana nodded her approval.
In the kitchen, Briana dropped her possessions on top of the pearly Formica counter. She took in the pale wood cabinets and glossy white tiles accentuated beautifully by the decorative prowess of the Pearl City shop owner.
“It’ll be hell to keep clean, but God it’s stunning when it is.”
Self-consciously checking the soles of his feet, Naoki used the counter for leverage and jolted when his cell phone chimed the ‘Tarantella’. Muttering something in Japanese that Briana could not interpret, her understudy looked up sheepishly. “I’ve got a quick errand to run.”
Briana melted because she knew in an instant from the expression on his face who had just paged him. “Grandma?”
“Umm.” He nodded, embarrassed. “She’s run out of tea. Crisis in the Aloha state.”
Commiserating with Naoki, Briana had accepted from the beginning that there would be times her assistant would have to disappear during the day to run odd jobs for his elderly grandmother, the stern-faced, but loving woman who had raised him alone. Through Naoki, Briana found that in the Asian culture you respect the wishes of your elders no matter what time of day, and how preposterous the request. And she knew that Naoki would make up for the absences twofold.
Briana held a deep fondness for Keito Takanawa, a fondness that was mutual by the wizened female who became a surrogate mother to Briana. Perhaps it was that Naoki had lost his parents early in life too, but the bond between the two Takanawas and herself was strong.
“For God’s sake man, run!”
He chuckled. “Sorry Bree. Be back real soon.”
Briana was still smiling as she heard Naoki jog down the front steps.
One last circuit around the house confirmed that the décor was tasteful, not pretentious. She stood in the foyer, under the cathedral ceiling, watching prisms of sun throw rainbows across the wall. For a moment, Briana felt displaced, as if she had been transported to a fairy’s palace.
Stooping to yank on her shoes, Briana then peered at the digital alarm, tentatively keying in the sequence number. Satisfied that it took, she reached for the front door and walked directly into a broad, hard chest.
Loose cotton fabric that smelled of the sun and sea overwhelmed Briana. She muttered a distracted apology and tried to backpedal. Strong hands seized her waist when she stumbled in her heels. Finally able to right herself, Briana drew back her shoulders and retreated.
“I’m sorry,” She said automatically, but then looked up into the crooked grin of Nick McCord.
“Wh-what do you want?” Anger and the residual effects of his touch made Briana stutter. “I thought we decided that our next contact would be through our lawyers.”
“You may have decided that, Briana.”
“It’s Ms. Holt!” She interjected. “And I asked you what you’re doing here.”
To add to her stress, the alarm began to shrill because the front door had been left open too long. Throwing her hands in the air in an appeal to the local Gods, she turned her back on Nick and quickly silenced the siren. To her dismay, she discovered that he had followed her inside and was now executing a three hundred sixty-degree turn in the foyer, his head tilted back to reveal a throat she could imagine rubbing her lips against. It would feel warm, and taste salty, and there would be a hearty pulse beneath her kiss—
“Briana?”
Briana blinked and clamped her mouth shut. She noticed that Nick was studying her curiously.
“Why do you insist on calling me that?” Exasperation put a strange pitch to her voice.
“Because it’s a beautiful name and it suits you.”
“Flattery from a man who has sealed my fate?”
Nick smirked. “Oh, trust me, I’m not pleased with the fact that I find you attractive, but I’m strong, I can overcome it.”
“Well—” Briana opened her mouth for a sharp reply, but found that she had no witty comeback. As a matter of fact, she was having trouble getting past the, I find you attractive part.
“Anyway,” he continued, “The place isn’t too bad.”
She cleared her throat and managed, “It’s beautiful, but your opinion really doesn’t matter.”
“Yes it does.” Nick’s head tipped back down, his eyes paralyzing her. “That’s why you were on the phone with the state this morning. Actually, I didn’t expect to find you in here, I thought you’d be out skulking around the property.”
White fingers clenched around the leather strap of her purse as Briana strove for composure. “It’s not my style to skulk, Mr. McCord.” It irked her that he always seemed to find her amusing.
“Look, I’ll be honest with you,” he said. “If I had an inkling that you might be in here, I’d have stayed away. I just came to see what all the fuss was about, whether these homes were worth destroying one of Oahu’s best beaches.”
“You’re insane. You have no proof. Those—those papers you showed me mean nothing.”
Nick moved into the living room, but halted at the sound of her shrill voice.
“Take your shoes off!”
He kicked off the Timberlands, abandoning them right where he stood and moved towards the bank of casement windows.
With a huff, Briana bent to retrieve his shoes. She held them at a distance and then dropped them safely on the tiled entryway. Her face burned and she felt she was bordering on hysteria. What a drastic reaction for one so usually composed.
“Look, the model is not open for the public yet. I can arrange for you to have a walk through with one of the realtors in a day or two.”
“But it’s much more personalized this way, don’t you think, Briana? I mean being shown the work by its creator.”
“I am not the architect.”
Nick glanced over his shoulder. “No, but you are the one who brought this all together. I’ve done my research, I know none of this would have happened without you, and honestly I apologize about the comment regarding this being a haole project. I learned that most of these lots have already been sold to natives, at reasonable prices.”
“I hear this lingering but in the air.”
“You may have had good intentions, but the result of your work is going to have devastating impact on the coastline, something that could eventually cost millions of dollars to try and rectify.”
Briana sighed and reached a hand up beneath blond bangs to massage her forehead. “I’ll tell you what, Mr. McCord. As much as the sight of you aggravates me and makes me yearn for aspirin, perhaps you should stick around, survey the project, and see firsthand how wrong you are.”
“I have Excedrin in my jeep.”
Her fingers curled as Briana took a deep breath.
Nick smothered a chuckle. "Okay, I’ll stay and survey your project.”
That chuckle faltered as he caught Briana’s breasts heave in exasperation. Nick all but gawked as the gentle swells pressed against her silken shirt. He could see the outline of her bra through the white fabric and detected a rim of lace.
Dragging his gaze from that temptation, he lifted it to the flash of fire in her eyes. This woman was hot on a whole other level.
Smarten up McCord. If you’re going to start looking at women again, don’t let it be this one. You need something simple in your life.
Of all the metaphors that came to mind when he looked at Briana Holt, simple was not one of them.
Nick prowled the outskirts of the site; his attention focused primarily on the behemoth tractors with their vacillating claws. He was somewhat mollified to see the contents of those claws deposited straight into the wide bed of a dump truck. Glancing down at his watch, a curse slipped when he recalled the meeting that was now taking place at the University without him.
At this stage, he could not present a convincing case against Pacific Land Inc. But he did need to inform USGS of the facts that were available, and those all indicated that something was agitating the ocean bed just off the Windward coast. Some of the signs were indicative of dredging operations, but the coast was protected by law, with no underwater ventures allowed that would possibly tamper with the coral reef. This left only the construction at Manale Palms as a potential source.
Nick glanced up when he noticed a flash of cobalt across the courtyard just beyond the billowing fountain. Briana moved purposefully, the brisk gate forcing a gap in the pleated slit of her skirt. He jerked his gaze from those sexy long legs, and watched as an insistent breeze blew loose golden wisps of hair into gentle spirals around her face, and molded the silky blouse to her chest.
Briana stopped to confront a small congregation of men. Though she was tall, a fact defined by those graceful legs, Briana was still forced to look up at them. From this distance, Nick watched in fascination the graceful hand that gestured with authority even as the wind threatened to yank her slackened ponytail completely free.
Adjacent to him, at the rim of a newly excavated trough, a construction worker in a hard-hat gaped openly and muttered something about wanting a piece of that.
Nick’s jaw clenched. “You don’t have time for that.”
The spike of jealousy startled Nick. He took it out on the man in the pit. “Look at the angle of this trench. Are you going to leave it like this?”
A face that had tanned to burnt leather revealed plump lips pursed in affront. The man cocked his head and considered the tall visitor, reproachful of what he suspected was another useless engineer. He yanked the plastic helmet back on tighter and grumbled on his descent into the pit.
Yeah, Nick was definitely not pleased with the way his body responded to Briana Holt. Hell, he was used to the University of Hawaii campus, where there were literally hundreds of twenty-one year olds, old enough to be legal; young enough to make a man his age yearn for a time long ago. And most practically throwing themselves at his feet. But no, his body decided to react to an opinionated, over-worked land contractor.
After a comprehensive assessment of the grounds, Nick noted approvingly that Briana had built homes, places with yards for children to play, not some god awful thirty-story condominium complex that would simply add another scar to the coastline.
Watching her, Nick had to seriously consider what brought him here today, away from a critical meeting. He didn’t need to review this construction site, the operation appeared legitimate. If there was trouble, it most likely stemmed from lazy workers who would not be caught dumping during the light of day, but rather under the cloak of night when the battalion of engineers and surveyors were out of sight.
No, Nick was here for one reason and that aggravated him. Of their own volition, his eyes scaled up those slim legs. Leisurely, he trailed higher to the alluring curves of her breasts. He could almost sense what they would feel like to the touch. Soft, small, perfect.
His glance rose to the silky hair and imagined his hands immersed in that sultry fan of gold. The fantasy progressed as he tipped her head back.
Nick growled an oath, and wrenched away. It was time to get the hell out of here.
“Some of the guys are going over to Baywater’s, why don’t you come along, Bree?”
Briana’s nose was immersed in a box of Keito’s okashi, gingerbread that smelled divine, tantalizing her to reach in and try a piece. “Hmm? Oh, I don’t know, I feel like I’ve been through the ringer today.”
“Exactly why you deserve to get out. Come on, I’ll buy you a beer.”
Pushing the box away, out of temptation, Briana relented with a wicked grin. “How can I resist? But—”
“No.” He shook his head, crossed his arms and planted his feet confrontationally. “Grandma ordered me to take you out. She says you are looking pale.”
“Ah, and your wizened Grandmother believes alcohol will bring color back to my cheeks?”
Naoki barked a short laugh, and nodded.
Baywater’s was a cozy restaurant directly across from Manale Beach. A thatched-roof establishment nestled in a cove of palm trees. The Pali was its backdrop, and the placid Pacific its vista. Lazy banyan trees bristled around the open patio where the sound of a Ukulele drifted across the parking lot.
Briana tugged her hair from its confines and then glanced down at her severe skirt, wishing she had dressed more casually. The din of conversation, mingled with the harmonious tune, had her tension receding though. She hummed along with the melody and flashed Naoki a grin.
The maitre de, dressed in a colorful sarong, greeted them with a congenial smile. Naoki continued past her towards the congested bar.
Briana tugged on his arm. “She’s new. Cute. A redhead. I could see you with a red-head.”
Large eyes rolled behind his glasses as Naoki elbowed into position, ordering a beer for himself and a Mai Tai for Briana.
“Are you trying to get me sloshed? Tomorrow’s still a work day you know.”
“If you don’t mind me saying, Bree,” Naoki handed her the tall glass and tipped the rim of his beer bottle against it. “If ever there was a person in need of a strong drink, it’s you.”
Briana rolled her eyes. “How flattering, Takanawa. I’m fine.”
She sipped the fruity rum drink and managed a congenial nod towards one of the builders on the opposite side of the U-shaped bar.
“You’re not supposed to hibernate in the corner here with me,” Naoki chastised. “You’re supposed to go mingle with the people you work with, it’s called socializing.”
“And you’re the guru of that.” Briana chided the young man who averted his head when the maitre de cast a sidelong glance at him. “Besides, I work with you.”
Tainted by years of practically being a part of his family, Briana had to step back and reassess Naoki Takanawa. He was thin in a wiry sort of way. His almond eyes were somewhat distorted behind the thick lenses, and his shock of black hair was made erratic by determined cowlicks. But all in all, he had a handsome face and an engaging demeanor to the few he trusted. If he were to remove his glasses, those eyes caught the second glance of many women at the bar.
Briana smiled tenderly and began scanning the possibilities. Two seats to Naoki’s right, a young blond in a bikini top and shorts giggled with her girlfriend. The redheaded maitre de made several trips past them, but in the tight quarters, this was inevitable. Briana’s glance swept the bar again, lingering on the pensive woman sitting by herself in the corner. The young woman had her face cupped in the palm of her hand, and an elbow on the lacquered bar. Initially, Briana thought the girl had had too much to drink, but on second pass, sensed that she was distraught.
Toying with the striped straw in her soda, the young woman’s jet-black hair slid down her shoulders in a lush ebony waterfall. Short bangs barely concealed her downcast eyes.
Briana caught Naoki watching her too. “She doesn’t look like she’s having much fun.” He mumbled.
“No, it would appear that way.” Briana saw the light of interest in Naoki’s eyes but knew if she pushed he would scurry out the back door.
“Now would you look at that,” he asserted. “Bob Thomas is putting the moves on her. Heck, he can’t even walk straight.”
Across the bar they watched as the young woman tried to ignore the intoxicated surveyor. He draped himself across the back of her stool, leaning over her shoulder and talking so loud she flinched against the assault.
“Maybe her boyfriend is in the bathroom.” Naoki offered.
“I don’t know. There’s no empty stool beside her, and she’s been sitting there since before we came in.” Just a heartbeat of a pause, and then Briana prompted. “I think you should go distract Bob.”
Naoki’s eyebrows knitted. He watched the girl shift uncomfortably. “Yeah, I, I think I should too. Will you be okay?”
“Me? Of course. That poor thing is just a girl. No one’s going to bother an old broad like me.”
Rolling his eyes, Naoki shook his head as he alighted off the barstool and took one last indecisive glance across the counter. “Yeah, thirty-three, right? Or have the carbon-dating tests come back yet?”
Briana smacked his shoulder and then shooed him with a wave of her hands. “Go, quick. Bob’s starting to drool on the counter.”
With a tightening in her chest that bordered on maternal pride, or simply that she was melancholy, Briana watched Naoki divert Bob Thomas, then pause uncertainly behind the raven-haired beauty. His first attempt at conversation was off its mark. The girl gave a non-committal shrug and returned to the glass clutched in her hands.
Come on, Takanawa. Try again.
Bob elbowed his way to the foreground, his bright floral shirt clinging to a beer belly. Naoki’s hand came to rest on the surveyor’s forearm, and with a few emphatic words, Bob was swiping his fingers through greased, thinning hair and shifting towards the next target, a buxom blond, deep in conversation with the bartender. From this distance Briana recognized the shy grin emerging on Naoki’s face as the raven-haired beauty turned in her seat and contemplated her redeemer. Only a few more minutes and Naoki was sliding a discarded barstool alongside the young woman.
Briana chuckled and took another sip of her drink. Duping Naoki into believing that he was dragging her out, she had been concerned that her introverted friend needed to mingle with people his own age and actually manage a social life rather than follow in her tedious footsteps. Satisfied with the results, Briana frowned as an errant elbow shoved her from behind. A throng of new arrivals pressed against the bar, demanding service as they nudged her aside.
Briana yanked her purse over her shoulder and shoved past them. Reassured that Naoki was engrossed in conversation, she tactfully wove her way through the crowd, and out into the rosy blend of twilight.
Just across the street was Manale State Park where college students were readying their outriggers for trial races. Briana took a deep breath of humid air and instinctively started to walk towards Manale Palms. It was as if she were homed to the site by an internal beacon. Reaching the entrance, which was roped off to the public because it was still under construction, she waved at the night guard who was accustomed to her nocturnal visits.
The fountain was shut down and a serene silence permeated the cul-de-sacs, except for the whisper of palms over skeletal, unfinished rooftops.
Briana crossed her arms against the evening chill. It rapidly grew darker and there were only two functional streetlights in the complex. They shed faint arcs of light against the fresh blacktop, but the pooling shadows concealed ditches that if one weren’t careful could swallow a person whole. Treading deftly around obstacles that were seared in her mind, Briana made her way towards the bay front property.
The gentle sounds of water lapping against the seawall enticed her as she tilted her head and listened to the distant churn of a fishing boat coming in. Its overhead lights cast glistening diamonds across an inlet that had blended into a dusky shade of wine.
Briana tugged the hem of her skirt up to mid thigh.
Conquer your fears.
Briana climbed onto the seawall and felt the breeze assault her. For balance, she splayed her hands out by her sides and then tipped her head back to ponder the half moon. In this pose, the trade winds molded her body, like a hug from the island Gods. The embrace was like no other, and distracted her from the water lapping so near her feet.
Irritated by the absurd whim to stake out a construction site that in effect locked down at dusk, Nick made one last sweep of the waterfront lots and focused on the patterns of the tide. Engrossed by the gentle ebb of the bay, he frowned at water which was traditionally docile, but now rippled in slow, agitated rolls. Perhaps the untrained eye would not have noticed. Several native fishermen already had however, and brought their testimonies forward to his office at the University.
Reaching the seawall, an organized layer of rocks patched together with thickets of cement that averted the bay, Nick critiqued its construction. He was so absorbed with his inspection he nearly missed the shadow suspended at the far end of the barrier.
The moon slid from behind a misty veil to reveal a siren with her arms stretched back, her body arched in offering to the sea. Nick conjured up images of goddesses spun by his grandfather as he watched the flowing hair, silver and blue beneath the moon’s glow.
Motionless, he was entranced by the outline of her body. Avidly, he traced the curve of her chin, down the soft arch of her throat to high breasts caressed by the wind in a manner Nick wished his hands could simulate. At length his eyes slipped down long, poised legs, until without thought, he whispered her name.
Briana’s head snapped down. She teetered precariously and spun to identify the phantom. Were the rising moon not so luminous, were the sky black with storm, she could still recognize him in the dark. Even at her three-foot advantage atop the seawall, Nick seemed tall. He advanced and Briana held her breath.
With a frustrated sigh she released it.
“What are you doing here?” She whispered out of reverence to the peace of twilight.
For a second, Nick averted his gaze. “I expected to find your workers dumping into the ocean after all the crowds had gone home.”
Briana simply nodded and turned back towards the sea.
“No berating on your part?”
“No.”
Nick though her voice was soft, or perhaps the breeze stole it before it reached him.
“There was nothing for me to hide and now there’s nothing for me to say.”
“Briana—”
Even in the encroaching darkness he noticed her steal an exasperated look over her shoulder.
“Ms. Holt,” he continued with a droll smirk. “Just because I haven’t caught you, that doesn’t mean you’re innocent.”
“You know what, Mr. McCord—”
“Nick.” He grinned.
“You know Manale Palms is not responsible for whatever it is you’re looking for. You’re just floundering because you have no clue what’s going on under that beautiful stretch of water.”
“How insightful.” Nick reached a hand up into his hair. “And how accurate.”
Intrigued by the despondent voice, Briana turned around completely, careful to maintain her balance. She felt she had an advantage staring down at him.
“Don’t take it so hard, if I can help, if I see anything—”
“Briana!”
Startled by his shout, Briana felt the wave surge behind her knees with such a low but relentless force that she toppled forward. Nick caught her and nearly fell back himself. He struggled against the suction of the slick as it endeavored back to sea.
Retreating on terrain made hazardous beneath the pooling stream, Nick hooked an arm beneath Briana’s legs. His other was clasped protectively around her back as he eyed the now placid bay with disbelief. Several more receding steps had him back on dry ground, sensing Briana’s erratic heartbeat against him.
“Y-you can put me down now.”
Nick secured Briana close to his chest and looked down into eyes wide with fear and anxiety. His gaze raked soft lips that emitted small anxious breaths.
The uncharacteristic reaction of the bay troubled Nick. He should have seen the rogue wave coming. He would have if he hadn’t been so engrossed by the exquisite siren summoning nightfall.
“No,” he whispered against her hair. “No, I can’t.”
Briana trembled in his arms, and even in the encroaching darkness he could see the glint of accusation in her eyes as she searched the bay. And then, incredibly, her head dropped against his shoulder and rested there.
Nick stood still, attuned with the wind, seeking illumination in its pattern, any rationale for the errant wave he had just witnessed. It was important to get back to his den and research this anomaly. A single uncontrollable wave, perhaps only five feet in height, in itself non-threatening.
Yet, where did it come from?
Instead of a grown woman, this could have been a child, alone, playing atop the sturdy seawall.
Briana stirred and made a soft sound of protest. Gently, he released her legs and let them slide down his until she stood before him.
Thankful to feel the ground beneath her feet, Briana was nonetheless anxious by the light touch of Nick’s fingers around her waist. It was getting dark and the streetlights were yards away. Nick was an enigmatic profile, still so close their breath mingled. She felt his hand rise as the backs of his knuckles caressed her cheek, and his husky voice rumbled in the humid air. “Are you alright?”
“I—” Briana glanced down at their legs, so close together she felt the brush of his thigh. “I lost one of my shoes.”
“I noticed that.” Nick whispered, his slight grip moving from her waist to cup her arm.
“I’ve never seen a wave like that in the bay.” Briana sounded breathless as she glanced out on the serene cove. It was sprinkled by the lights of incoming vessels, and the blazing tiki torches of waterfront restaurants. “Not like that—not here.”
“Not when the sky is crystal clear, the stars are out, and the weather charts are fair for at least fifty miles.” Nick added with a frown. “Look, I’ve got to get back to my lab, there has to be an explanation for this.”
His hand finally dropped from Briana’s arm as she staggered back a step.
“Please find it.” She pleaded. “I don’t want to imagine this happening when children are playing in this park.”
Nick nodded in agreement, and the words spilled out before he could retract them, “Then come with me.”
Nightfall beset them as Nick wished he could see Briana’s eyes. All that was left was the scent of orchids, and the awareness of her proximity. Before he could redeem himself—offer a credible reason for his impromptu request, deflect her certain rejection, he heard her breathe and whisper, “Okay.”
There would be time later for Nick to analyze his motivation. Right now his heart beat with apprehension over the ocean’s brief reprisal, and the caress of Briana’s skin. So soft. So warm.
He cleared his throat, “Be careful on that foot, there might be broken glass around here.”
“Not on my property.”
Wind whipped through the open jeep as they drove along the coast. Briana drew her hair up into a ponytail to keep it from lashing against her face.
“Are you cold? I can put the roof up.”
“No.” She replied honestly, tilting her head into the air.
Assaulted by the smell of saltwater and hibiscus, combined with humidity and fleeting patches of cold air, all these sensations made Briana feel alive.
She stole a quick look at the driver. The muscles along Nick’s jaw clenched and released as he let go of the steering wheel with one hand to rub at the tension behind his neck. Briana had the absurd desire to replace his hand with her own—to ease the pain with her own caress.
Uneasy, Briana shifted her attention back to the black ocean. Nick’s silence made her uncomfortable only because he seemed anxious. That anxiety extended to her as she thought of what just transpired tonight.
In her estimation, she had not judged the height of the seawall properly, yet another mistake in construction that could have cost innocent children injury or worse. Nick was probably sitting there, silently condemning her right now. Briana tipped her head back against the seat and closed her eyes to feel the wind tickle her throat.
Mutely, she beat him to it.
Hypothesis, conjectures, a history of documentation roiling inside his head, Nick pushed it aside and concentrated on the woman beside him. With her neck craned into the wind, he had caught her relishing the pure indulgence of its texture. It pleased him to see her delight of the island’s natural phenomenon.
Forced to pry his glance away and focus on the poorly lit road, Nick sensed the gap in the trees and banked the jeep onto an unmarked dirt lane. With rugged tenacity, the vehicle crept down a rutted path till the gleaming ocean halted their progress. Beside the gnarled trunk of a banyan tree sat the garbage can he forgot to bring up to the top of the driveway this morning.
“Hang on. Let me go turn on some of the outside lights so you can see your way around.”
Listening to his solid stride, Briana wanted to call out and say that she could see just fine in the wake of the moon, but held her tongue, allowing a moment to regroup and study the beachfront bungalow. Before her, the Pacific Ocean glimmered beneath the stars, but the rest of the property was guarded by an impenetrable wall of trees. Coconut palms and thick banyans offered refuge from humankind. Right here, before this gleaming blue stretch of sand, Briana truly felt she was in another world.
The lights that Nick turned on were a chain of six-foot tall tiki torches planted in a methodic path down to the beach. The single story bungalow was flanked on three sides by a wraparound lanai accessed from inside via spacious French doors.
Nick’s hand shook to blow out a match as he lit the two remaining torches on the porch. He jogged down three steps and crossed the yard towards the jeep.
“Okay, there are a lot of ruts in the ground. I wanted you to be able to see without that shoe on.”
He held his hand out to assist her from the jeep, but Briana remained fixed, eyeing him incredulously. “Why are you suddenly being so nice to me? I thought I was the enemy.”
His grin flashed in the torchlight. “Maybe I’m hoping to get lucky?”
Briana crossed her arms and arched an eyebrow.
Nick chuckled, but took a step back. “Don’t worry Ms. Holt, you’re safe with me, I’m not going to touch you.”
That answer didn’t particularly mollify her.
“Why?” She eyed him. “You don’t like women very much, do you?”
“I love women. They just never seem to work out. I’m on a self-imposed sabbatical, if you will.” Even in the dark, his smirk flared. “And I’m not about to fall off the wagon with you.”
Briana swung her legs out of the jeep and tested the ground for rocks with her bare toes. “Good, I feel better now.”
“I’m serious, be careful over here, there are a lot of rocks and shells.” Nick disregarded her cynical look and wrapped his fingers around her arm to guide her towards the deck. He reached past her for the double doors, and ducked inside to flip on several lamps, bathing the cottage in a soft amber glow.
“You don’t lock the doors?”
“Most people don’t even notice the driveway. I don’t get many visitors.”
Briana stood just inside the entryway, taking in the polished wooden floorboards, balsa furniture and rattan fans, and thinking that the décor wasn’t too bad for a staid bachelor. At least in looking around, she assumed that he was a bachelor. “That’s because your demeanor can be obtrusive at times.”
Nick’s back was to her as he rummaged through the kitchen cabinets and then tucked his long body down to search the refrigerator. His easygoing smile returned over the rim of the door, and Briana found her face warming in response.
“Obtrusive, huh?”
“Mmmmm. But then you go and do or say something nice just to keep me off balance.”
“Is it working? Are you off balance?”
“I fell into your arms, didn’t I?” The comment was meant to be flippant, but it brought back the same intensity to his expression that she witnessed in the jeep.
“Beer, wine, guava juice or coffee?” Nick’s voice was gruff, distracted.
“Coffee,” she said. “But I’ll make it. You’ve got a lot of work to do, I imagine.”
Nick wavered, leaning his hip against the counter. Wrinkles of concentration flanked chocolate eyes, and his mouth was set in a grim line as he measured her and spoke in a husky tone.
“You could have been seriously hurt out there.”
The grave look on his face was contagious. Briana sobered and recalled the sensation of the wave against the back of her legs, collapsing them. In a flash, the memory hurled her back in time as she struggled to stay above water, watching her parents tread only a few feet away, urging her to kick, kick.
Then a wave came, and they were gone.
“I don’t want anyone to get hurt out there, Nick.” Her voice was hoarse. “Do what you have to do to ensure that.”
The drum of a keyboard, and muttered indignations enabled Briana to track Nick down to a cozy, but crammed den in the far corner of the bungalow. This was perhaps the only spot without access to the lanai, and because of its limited windows, was dark except for the glow of the computer monitors.
Clearing her throat so as not to startle him, Briana set the mugs of coffee down on one of the only vacant spots on his desk. The rest of the space was consumed with graphs, text books and reams of notes.
Nick sat back, the swivel chair squeaking in protest. “Thanks.” He motioned with his hand. “Come here and take a look at this.” He stretched to wheel over another chair, as Briana slid into the confined gap and tried not to notice her leg inadvertently rub against his.
“Did you find something?” She leaned forward, intrigued by the array of charts and simulations displayed on the screen.
“There’s no record of unusual seismic activity.”
“Seismic activity!” Her head dipped closer to the lucid display. “It was just a wave. A relatively small one. No one but us even noticed it.”
Nick laced his fingers together and watched Briana. Her face was aglow with the blue reflection of the monitor. Her golden, shoulder-length hair tumbled forward, nearly obscuring his view. When she turned to look at him, he was rapt by the slanted azure eyes, trying to discount the very physical effect that gaze had on him.
“They noticed alright.” He said. “The fishermen would have noticed, and many a tale of angered Gods are probably spinning in some of the seedier bars in Kaneohe right now. The point isn’t so much the size, but where it came from, and if more will return.”
Briana reached for the coffee mug and smirked over the steaming rim. “Why is it always about size with men?”
Nick laughed. “Aah, actually I believe it’s always about size with women. But in this case we will have to ensure it doesn’t get bigger. It’s accepted that the North Shore will encounter anywhere from ten to forty foot waves, and knowing this, it’s accommodated for. But take waves of that impact on the Windward side, where the livelihood of many Hawaiians depends on the tranquility of the sea, and the tourists depend on gentle beaches for their children...”
Wrenching a hand through his hair, Nick rubbed at the base of his skull. He sighed. “I know I’m getting carried away, but I want to be prepared, that’s all.”
Briana sat back in her seat and digested the commitment in his words. Okay, perhaps he didn’t possess a personal vendetta against Manale Palms. Maybe, in reality, he was simply doing his job and protecting the state of Hawaii. She knew Nick still had an aversion for new construction on land he felt best left untouched. Regardless, there was no getting around the fact that the population was growing, and those families needed homes.
Briana felt compelled to make him see that in her own way she was also trying to help.
“Okay, so what do we do?”
“We?” Nick cocked an eyebrow and shifted forward, innocently brushing his calf against hers. The contact sent a jolt up her leg.
“Don’t you see that by helping you find the source of the problem,” Briana said in a breathy voice. “I distract you from snooping around my site.”
Nick’s gaze lowered, dipping into the collar of her silky blouse, and down to the skirt that concealed only a third of her endless legs. “Oh, you distract me alright.”
Briana held her breath. That sensuous sweep of his eyes warmed every inch of flesh it touched. To stifle the effects, she raised the mug to her lips.
Nick wheeled towards a stack of pages droning out of the laser printer. “Nothing. No volcanic activity, no underwater landslides, weather checks out, no occurrences further out in the Pacific that would just be reaching us now, the ocean is—”
“A shrewd predator.”
Nick’s chair tipped forward with a click. He watched her for a moment, and then said softly, “That’s an unusual depiction, care to elaborate?”
Briana shrugged and hoped he would ignore the comment that slipped from her lips. Edgy, she searched the tight walls of the den to escape his probing gaze.
Newspaper clippings, Geology and Earth Science degrees, and a lovely painting of Waimea at sunset spanned the wood-paneled wall.
The office was cramped, but homey. “The painting is beautiful, did you do that?” she asked.
Nick grinned. Okay, Briana didn’t care to elaborate, he thought. Entranced by her eyes, he forced himself to look away and instead, glanced at the work of art.
A beach in soft strokes of gold and peach seemed to come alive with the rustling sound of the banyan leaves outside. On the canvas, a figure was concealed within a thicket of arched coconut palms. Only the trained eye could locate him, but Nick saw the shadow and chuckled.
“My mother painted it.”
Fascinated, Briana rose and traced her fingers along the redwood frame. “It’s beautiful. Has she done more?”
Amused by her reaction, Nick studied the long dip of her spine and stifled the urge to approach her from behind. He wanted to wrap his arms around Briana’s slim waist and draw her against him. “There are a few in the living room.”
“Who’s the boy behind the trees?” She glanced over her shoulder.
“You have good eyes.” He was impressed. “Mom blended him with the shadows, secretive little devil that he was, always hiding when she called, always wanting to stay by the shore, watch the sun set, wait and watch it rise again—”
“You.” It was a statement, not a guess, and Nick confirmed it with a tip of his head.
“Is she—where does she live?”
“Hawaii Kai. Got herself a fancy little condo—tons of friends. She’s sold enough of these to make herself comfortable.”
“That’s nice.” Briana envisioned an industrious woman with dark, mysterious eyes like her son. “Your father—?”
“He passed away two years ago.”
She searched his face, caught a glimpse of pain mingled with respect and touched her fingers to the bronzed arm that rested on the desk. “I’m sorry.”
“He was a good man. He came to Hawaii looking for peace, and he found my mother.” Nick smirked, but there was genuine affection in his words. They warmed Briana, and saddened her.
Uncomfortable with the subject, Briana scaled the walls again and settled on a newspaper article regarding the landslide Naoki had mentioned.
Geologist, presumed dead, located after two days, buried under avalanche.
A picture of Nick with his brooding good looks stared back at her. Beside him was a photograph of a striking woman, who even in black and white gleamed with glossy dark hair and olive skin. Briana read the caption beneath it. Meleana Kane. She was listed as the sole survivor of a USGS Hazards Team sent to evaluate the slope stability of the Kohala Gulch. Briana was pleased to note that the woman wasn’t the sole survivor, and quickly chastised her irrational distaste for the face in ink.
“I keep that clipping up there for a reason.”
Briana jolted, having been so engrossed she didn’t notice Nick rise and stand directly behind her. Gathering herself, she prompted, “and that is?”
His smile was forced. “Old news, best left unspoken.”
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