
        
            
        
    


Praise for Michelle Rowen’s 
HOT SPELL… 
“Michelle Rowen’s stories are always sassy and exhilarating. This tale of an ‘unwanted’ love will have readers begging for more…. This is a romance that will last for all of eternity…literally and on the pages. The author takes us to new heights as readers. The scenes are very epic and thrilling.”
—Fresh Fiction
“I couldn’t put this book down and stayed up late reading it because I couldn’t wait to see what would happen next…. (A) sexy, romantic and a fun light read that I highly recommend to romance readers.”
—Enchanted by Books
“I loved this story from the very beginning… I would definitely recommend this book to other readers.”
—Night Owl Romance
“Enjoyable paranormal…interesting plot and sensual scenes.”
—RT Book Reviews


Dear Reader,
The idea for Touch and Go came from an image in my head of a woman whose inner storm manifests itself in the real world. This would only be a metaphor in a contemporary book, but when dealing with psychic characters, heck, I can make it a real storm!
So my heroine Carrie was born, a woman who desperately wants to control her erratic psychic powers. She works for a paranormal investigation agency with the one man she believes can help teach her control. However, her growing attraction to him is difficult to hide when every time he triggers her desire it turns into in an accident—broken glass, moving furniture…a tropical storm, perhaps?
Patrick McKay, who also appeared in my previous Harlequin Blaze title, Hot Spell, takes the stage as the hero in this book and he’s definitely a great match for Carrie. He has a few tempests of his own to deal with that he keeps hidden from his sexy and inquisitive new partner. At least, he tries his best.
All of this is set in the Bahamas because…where better for a little uncertain weather and a whole lot of blazing heat than there?
Happy reading!
Michelle Rowen
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1 
Two years ago 
SHE’D NEVER BELIEVED in love at first sight. Lust was another matter. Her current object of lust was about six-two, with dark blond hair, broad shoulders, a navy blue suit and a killer smile.
And he was walking right toward her.
He approached her table at a small bistro called Amelia’s. It was one of her favorite restaurants and as good a place as any for an interview such as this.
“Carrie Stanfield?” the man asked, smiling in a way that made her knees go weak. Luckily she was sitting down. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I’m Patrick McKay.”
His voice was the same as over the phone—deep and mellow, with an edge of friendly amusement to it. She’d liked his voice the two times they’d spoken about setting up this meeting. She had no idea that the rest of him could possibly compete with it. In fact, she’d been expecting an old, short guy with a bald spot and thick glasses.
She composed herself quickly and held out her hand. “It’s great to meet you in person, Patrick.”
“You, too.” His skin was warm as his fingers curled around hers. His eyes were a vivid emerald green. The color reminded her of the ocean—clear, invigorating, bottomless.
She was not usually this distracted by a hot-looking guy, especially one she had to interview. She’d been sent here to write an article for the Mystic Medallion—the magazine she hoped was just a stepping-stone to the New Yorker or The New York Times. A tiny stepping-stone.
Patrick McKay was the branch manager of a local business in Mystic Ridge, New York, called the Paranormal Assessment and Recovery Agency. They investigated supernatural phenomena, and every agent who worked there was allegedly psychic.
Carrie didn’t believe in psychics or paranormal phenomena. But she believed in a good story when she heard it.
“You don’t believe in psychics,” Patrick said. He was still holding her hand.
Her eyes snapped to his handsome face. “Pardon me?”
“Do you think being a skeptic is going to negatively color your story about me?”
She felt as if she’d been cornered, but he was still looking at her with friendly curiosity in his clear green eyes. He had yet to let go of her hand, though. And she had yet to pull away.
“I—uh, how did you know that?”
He placed his other hand on top of hers. The warmth of his touch slid up her arm. “I’m empathic.”
She blinked. “That’s the type of psychic that can read other people’s emotions.”
“You’ve done some homework.” He finally released her and she had to say she was sorry about that. “You take your job very seriously.”
Carrie gave a nervous laugh. “I try. So, what else did you sense from me? That’s what this is, right? You’re trying to give me a psychic reading now to break the ice?”
His smile widened. “But you didn’t call my 1-800 number. And I don’t have your Visa card on file.”
She couldn’t help but grin. “Funny guy.”
“I try.”
The waiter came over to the table, but Patrick asked him to give them a few minutes. There were no other customers. It was midafternoon, between the lunch and dinner crowds. The bistro felt like a private dining room for just the two of them—much more intimate than she’d anticipated.
Patrick studied her, his gaze moving over her face to her throat and down to the neckline of her white blouse, which she’d unbuttoned at the top. He politely didn’t go farther, but returned his attention to her face. “I read that you’re curious, you’re practical, and you like to be in control at all times. I read that you’re a skeptic, that you don’t believe in PARA being a legitimate business and that you’re just doing this article so you can flesh out your résumé and get a better job elsewhere, preferably far away from this dull little town.”
She felt the color draining from her face with every word he spoke. Maybe he was the real deal after all. “That sounds pretty specific for an empathic reading. Aren’t you just supposed to read emotions?”
“I’m very good at what I do. And the skin-to-skin contact helps to make things that much clearer for me.” He glanced down at her hand. Her nails were short but well manicured, thanks to a visit to the salon yesterday.
He was tanned, which meant he spent a lot of time outside or he’d recently been on vacation. It made his teeth seem that much whiter when he smiled at her shocked expression.
“So…did you see anything else?” she asked after a moment.
His smile faded and his expression tensed a little as if he were concentrating. “You’re in a relationship right now, but you know he’s not the right man for you. Another man hurt you a long time ago and you’re hesitant to give your heart away to just anyone. But you know there’s someone better out there. Someone who feels right from the first moment you meet.”
She moved away from him. It felt intimate—too intimate—sitting here with him and having him tell her things she already knew about herself, including that man in her past who’d made her untrusting toward others. It was equal parts scary and exciting—as if Patrick knew her inside and out after only a couple of minutes. She felt off balance. One thing Patrick said rang completely true—she liked to be in control of a situation. At the moment, she wasn’t.
“We should probably order something.” She reached for the menu at the same time he did and their fingers brushed against each other. Her heart began to pound faster.
“Carrie…I’m sorry,” he said, his voice low. “I didn’t do that just now to scare you. I simply wanted to prove that psychics are real. That I’m real.”
“You didn’t scare me.” She sounded breathless.
He looked uncertain. “You’re sure about that?”
“Yes, I’m sure. I mean, you didn’t tell me anything I don’t already know.”
“I felt something else, but it wasn’t completely clear…” He looked down at her hand. “Do you mind?”
She licked her lips, eyeing her empty glass of wine and wishing for another one. This interview wasn’t going according to plan. She’d wanted to come here, chat with Patrick for an hour or so about PARA, go back to her desk at the magazine’s office and write up a couple thousand words to appeal to readers who soaked up all things mystical in Mystic Ridge.
Instead, she was getting a psychic reading from the sexiest man she’d ever met. A reading that involved touching.
Now that she thought about it, there really wasn’t much of a downside to that.
She extended her hand, facing up, on the table. “Fine. Go ahead.”
He slid his fingers over her skin until their palms touched. Desire curled low in her body, enough to make a blush crawl over her cheeks at the thought of touching more than just his hand.
If he could read her as well as he claimed, he’d be able to tell that she really wanted to—
“You’re psychic, too,” he said.
She blinked. “Excuse me?”
He looked into her eyes, his brow furrowing. “I thought I felt it before, but I wasn’t sure. He glanced up at the light above their heads, which had been flickering for a couple of minutes as if the lightbulb needed changing. “You’re doing that, you know.”
She glanced up. “I’m making the light flicker?”
He nodded. “You’re a telekinetic. Unlike other psychics, a lot of TKs don’t fully develop their abilities until they’re well into their twenties.”
Her eyes widened. Telekinetic. From the general research she’d done, she knew that term referred to psychics who could move things with their mind. They were also extremely rare. “What?”
“Your abilities haven’t completely surfaced yet, but they’re there. It won’t be long before they become more evident.”
That was the most ridiculous thing she’d heard in a very long time. “You’re wrong.”
His smile returned. “I’m not. But there’s no reason to be afraid.”
“I’m not afraid.”
“I can help you.”
“Right. Well, if I decide I need help with my light flickering telekinesis, you’re the first person I’ll call.” She let out a shaky breath. Her emotions—normally well under control—were all out of whack from meeting Patrick. She felt flustered and confused by her uncontrollable attraction to him. “Maybe we should just focus on the interview.”
“Sure.”
She bit her bottom lip. “You’re still holding my hand.”
“I am.” He looked down at it. “And you’re not pulling away.”
She wasn’t sure if it had anything to do with Patrick’s abilities, but a tingling sensation was sliding up her arm, moving further throughout her body the longer they remained touching. It felt really good. He was wrong about her—about the telekinetic thing, anyway—but she was so attracted to him she might consider letting the ridiculous subject slide.
The problem was, she was seeing someone. Joe was a great guy she’d met at the magazine a month ago. He worked in the layout area as a designer. They’d only been dating for two weeks, but there was no reason she’d simply break up with him because of a couple of minutes of intense hand-holding, sexual tension and empathic reading with the psychically seductive Patrick McKay.
He slid his index finger along one of the lines on her palm. Could be her life line, maybe her love line. She didn’t know.
Her breath caught. “Do you get this close with every woman whose fortune you read?”
“I don’t normally read fortunes.”
“So I’m special?”
He met her gaze and held it with a heated one of his own. His grip on her hand increased. “Carrie, you’re—”
There was a buzzing sound, and Patrick’s jaw tensed before he pulled his hand away from hers and fished into his inner jacket pocket for his a cell phone.
“Yes,” he said. “No, I won’t be long. Talk to you soon.”
He hung up.
“Let me guess,” she said, sliding her fingers around the rim of her wineglass. “It’s PARA wanting you to jet across the country to pick up a cursed garden gnome from somewhere.”
“That wouldn’t be completely unusual in my line of work, actually.” He put the phone away. “But, no, that was…my fiancée.”
“Oh.” That piece of news worked like a glass of cold water thrown directly in her face. She hadn’t seen a wedding ring, so she thought—
What had she thought? That something meaningful was going on between them? Stupid. This was only an interview and a glorified palm reading. Nothing more.
She shook her head and smiled at her own naiveté. “So let’s talk PARA.”
Patrick leaned back in his chair. “You’d be good there, you know.”
“Would I? Did you read that, too?”
He kept his hands on his side of the table, on either side of the place mat. It was easier to concentrate now that the thought of being totally skin to skin with Patrick McKay was no longer a possibility. And damn it, she felt disappointed about that. She couldn’t help it. A lot of things she wanted in life were positioned just out of her reach. Patrick was the most recent example.
“Yes, I read it. You’re meant to be an investigator—whether it’s journalism or something else. You’re analytical, you’re naturally curious, you’re levelheaded—well, most of the time.” He smiled.
She felt heat flood her cheeks again. “You make it sound like you know me.”
“I think I do.”
It was well past time that she gained full control over this conversation again. “Let me tell you one thing, Patrick. I am a good investigator, but I won’t ever be working at PARA. I’m a writer, not a psychic. And as far as I’m concerned, I’m done with this topic of conversation.”
The light above them flickered violently until it finally went out completely.
She looked up at it. “And I didn’t do that.”
“I think you’d best be careful of elevated emotions in the future. It makes the TK go a little crazy if you don’t have a firm grasp of it.” He reached into his pocket and produced a business card. “Here’s my number at the office. Whenever you need me, just call. I’d be glad to help you.”
She picked up the card and pointed it at him. “I won’t need it. Now let’s get back to these questions because I have to be somewhere else soon.”
“No you don’t.”
She hissed out a breath. “That is really annoying.”
He grinned. “Sorry. Okay, ask your questions, Carrie. I’m all yours.”
No, he wasn’t. But that was okay. She was only interested in the next hour. After that, she’d probably never see the gorgeous and engaged empath Patrick McKay again.
She had to admit that the thought was disappointing.




2 
TWO YEARS SURE COULD change a lot of things—personally and professionally.
Carrie pulled her jacket tighter around her, ignoring the winter chill in the air and the snow falling around her. She stared up at the tall glass front doors of the Paranormal Assessment and Recovery Agency a moment before entering the building’s front lobby.
Well, here I am. 
She’d kept Patrick McKay’s business card safely tucked away in her wallet all this time, taking it out every now and then to look at his name, title, phone number and email address. He’d somehow managed to frequently work his way into her hottest dreams after spending only one hour in her company. But dreams weren’t reality and she was more than aware of that.
Her normal life was just that—normal. She still wrote articles for the Mystic Medallion. The profile on Patrick had garnered rave reviews from readers who loved finding out more about all things supernatural. A year ago, she’d rented an apartment in New York to try her hand at big city living and bigger writing gigs.
It had gone well, or it was starting to when disaster struck and Patrick’s “read” on her proved only too true.
Six months ago, on Carrie’s twenty-ninth birthday, her telekinesis arrived in full force. Bam. Or, rather, splat. The cake her then-boyfriend had bought for her flew across the room and straight into his face when she learned from a friend that he’d cheated on her. Things had been crazy ever since. The control she’d valued since leaving home at eighteen and putting herself through college by working two jobs was gone.
Telekinesis was real. Forget about flickering lights in restaurants, she was now a full-out safety hazard. A jinx. A walking natural disaster.
That should be her byline—Carrie Stanfield: Natural Disaster.
She believed in psychics without question now. In fact, as she reflected back on her life, there’d been signs she was a telekinetic since she was a kid. Little things. Doors slamming shut when there wasn’t a breeze. A boy in Grade Six who’d picked on her losing his balance and falling headfirst into a swimming pool. The windshield of her father’s car cracking down the middle as he drove away, leaving her mom for another woman.
It was different now. Worse. Her emotions played a huge part with the crazy happenings. She knew she needed help mastering her new and unwanted abilities.
And she just happened to have the business card, tucked away safely in her wallet, of someone who’d promised to help. Someone who’d said she would make a great agent for PARA due to her journalism background and her natural curiosity.
Two weeks ago, she’d summoned enough courage to finally call Patrick to explain her situation. True to his word, he told her to immediately move back to Mystic Ridge and start work at PARA, where he’d personally help her master her telekinesis.
She was so grateful she’d nearly cried right then and there. She could investigate paranormal phenomena. Sure she could. And in return she’d get her life back under control. It sounded like a fair deal to her. An opportunity that sounded too good to be true.
Plus, she’d get to see Patrick again. The idea thrilled her more than she’d like to admit, even though she knew his fiancée of two years ago was probably his wife now.
I’ll lust after him at a safe distance, she thought.
Still, even solid in her knowledge that he was off the menu, she felt her heart thudding wildly as she waited for him in PARA’s lobby at promptly one o’clock this Monday afternoon. Today her new life would begin.
And then she saw him get out of the elevator at the far end of the lobby with a brunette woman. They begin walking toward her. He was just as she’d remembered—tall and lean, mid-thirties, with hair the color of dark golden sand and eyes the color of an emerald-green ocean. He wore a crisp white shirt that fit his top half perfectly and slate-gray pants that fit his bottom half perfectly.
Over the past two years she’d hoped that it was just her imagination that had made her remember this electric attraction to him. It wasn’t. She felt it now as keenly as she had the first time she’d seen him.
Two years, too many erotic dreams to count, and she knew she wanted Patrick McKay to make wild love to her.
The light above her head didn’t flicker this time. It shattered, raining tiny pieces of glass down just in front of where she stood on the ceramic tiled floor.
She winced. One look at Patrick was enough to spike her emotions enough for her telekinesis to create a minidisaster. Great second impression.
He stopped walking and looked up at the broken light, then down at her.
He raised an eyebrow. “That was definitely you this time, wasn’t it?”
She grimaced. “Guilty as charged.”
“Welcome to PARA, Carrie,” he said.
“Thanks. I’m—I can’t tell you how glad I am that you’ve agreed to work with me.”
“Mastering TK is a challenge, but I think you’ll be up to it if you’re willing to work hard.”
She glanced down at his left hand, surprised not to see a gold wedding ring there. Her eyes flicked back to his. “I’m a hard worker.”
“I’ve asked that you be temporarily assigned as my partner so I can work personally with you.”
She couldn’t help but smile. “That sounds good to me.”
Patrick then looked at the woman standing next to him. She was beautiful, with dark hair a shade lighter than Carrie’s and bright blue eyes. “This is Amanda LaGrange. She’ll be helping you get settled in and she’ll show you around. If you have any questions, Amanda’s the one to ask. I’m going to be away for the rest of the day, but we’ll touch base tomorrow. Our first assignment together will be an off-site assessment next week. I hope your passport’s up to date.”
An off-site assessment sounded interesting. “It is.”
Amanda stretched out her hand. “It’s great to meet you, Carrie.”
Carrie smiled and shook it. “You, too. And thanks again, Patrick. I’m going to sound like a babbling, enthusiastic newbie for a while, but the fact that you’d remember me after all this time really floors me. I appreciate it more than you know.”
She extended her hand toward him.
She waited.
And then waited some more.
His shoulders stiffened and he looked down at her hand. “Carrie, I…”
Amanda glanced at him for a moment. “Sorry, Carrie. Patrick doesn’t touch…uh…” She appeared to grapple for her words. “Patrick prefers not to have physical contact with anyone. Don’t take it personally.”
No physical contact? Carrie felt confused and embarrassed as she pulled her hand back and shoved it into the pocket of her winter jacket. This was the extreme opposite of the first time they’d met, when he’d taken her hand in his. Maybe he’d become a germaphobe in the last couple of years.
“It’s okay. I understand.” She didn’t, but she didn’t want him to feel awkward about it.
Patrick cleared his throat. “I can make an exception for my new partner, of course. Let’s try that again, shall we?”
He held his hand out to her, his expression tense.
Carrie glanced at Amanda, who watched them with a slight frown, before she took Patrick’s hand. He squeezed, but didn’t shake it. His skin was slightly rough and as warm as she remembered. It sent a shiver of awareness through her that made her breath catch. Nothing had changed. She still felt this strange sensual pull toward him that was much too strong to ignore. She wondered if he felt the same.
She shifted her attention from his hand to his handsome face and was startled to see his already tight expression had grown pained.
She tried to smile. “Hope you’re not reading something horrible about me this time.”
“No…nothing like that.” His voice sounded strained and he let go of her and took a shaky step backward. “That’s more than enough.” He said it under his breath, more to himself than to her, then gingerly touched his temples as if he had a headache.
She watched him cautiously. “Is something wrong?”
“No, it’s—it’s nothing. Sorry, Carrie, we’ll have to catch up later. I need to go. Right now.” He turned and quickly walked out of the building, pushing through the glass doors without another word.
Carrie watched him leave, deep uncertainty filling her. She glanced at Amanda. “I have that effect on men lately. They run away from me as fast as they can.”
Amanda laughed. “I have trouble believing that.”
“So did I scare him away? That just seemed a little…odd.”
Amanda was quiet for a moment. “Come over here. Before I show you the rest of the office and introduce you to everyone, there’s something we have to talk about.”
Carrie followed her toward a black leather couch in the waiting area across from the reception desk. “That sounds ominous.”
“Don’t worry, it’s got very little to do with you. It’s all about Patrick. And since you’re going to be working one-on-one with him, you have a right to know.”
“Know what?”
Amanda sat down and crossed her legs, gazing out the glass doors in the general direction Patrick had departed. “He’s changed. He never used to be this way.”
“What way?”
She pressed her lips together for a moment. “Before, he was funny and great to be around. He was a good sounding board, gave terrific advice and was fair to every employee at PARA. If you had to think of the perfect boss, Patrick McKay would be it.”
“Sounds too good to be true,” Carrie said.
Amanda smiled. “He wasn’t perfect, but he was close.” Her pleasant expression faded, replaced with concern. “But then he changed. Some time ago, he covered for an agent on a case and ended up getting shoved down a flight of stairs by a poltergeist.”
Carrie gasped out loud. She’d been reading up on the paranormal world in preparation for her work at PARA and knew a poltergeist was a nasty supernatural force that enjoyed making trouble and throwing furniture around. “Was he…is he okay? I mean, he seems fine now, but…”
“No, he wasn’t okay. The accident put him into a wheelchair for ages. He was supposed to go to physiotherapy three times a week to get back on his feet, but he wasn’t very patient with it and started slacking off, then wondered why he wasn’t seeing any solid results. Then one day about four months ago, he started walking again like nothing happened.”
Carrie leaned back into the sofa. “Just like that?”
Amanda nodded. “It was a miracle. But being healed stripped away his previously great personality. He even took a demotion from agency manager to field agent, which is the main reason he’s able to partner with you. While they’re looking for a replacement manager he’s doing a bit of both jobs, although reluctantly. But now he’s guarded and private to a fault, and he doesn’t like being around other people. And he never touches anyone. The handshake with you is the first time I can remember seeing him touch anyone in recent memory.”
Carrie considered all of this. It didn’t make much sense to her. But maybe Patrick had some issues about being in a wheelchair that made intimacy difficult now. Or perhaps it was posttraumatic stress from the injury itself. “What about his wife?”
“Wife?”
“Last time I saw him he said he was engaged.”
Amanda pulled her cell phone out of the pocket of her dark blue suit jacket and glanced at the screen when it buzzed, then she tucked it away again. “He was. But they broke up shortly after he was injured. He hasn’t been seeing anyone since then. I figured he didn’t want to date while he was dealing with his injury, but now that he’s healed, I really don’t understand what’s going on with him, and he refuses to talk to anyone about it.”
Patrick looked exactly the same as the first time Carrie met him, but she had sensed something was different about him. Guarded was a good way to put it.
“Why are you telling me all of this?” she asked after a moment.
Amanda hesitated. “Because Patrick’s decided he wants to help you. That means you’re going to get a chance to spend a lot of time with him when he would normally keep to himself. It’s an opportunity I didn’t want to let pass.”
“An opportunity for what?”
“You’re a journalist, and from what I’ve heard, a damn good one. You investigate stories and get to the bottom of them.”
“This is true,” she said, not without a smidgen of pride. She had the shiny awards to prove it still boxed up from her move to her new apartment three miles from the PARA office building.
“I want you to find out what happened to Patrick and why he changed.”
Carrie studied Amanda’s serious expression. “You really care about him, don’t you?”
“He’s a good friend to me and my husband—or at least he used to be. He has a problem and he won’t confide in anyone. Sometimes an intervention is necessary.” She exhaled a little shakily. “So, will you help me?”
Two years ago Carrie had felt such a strong physical attraction to Patrick that she hadn’t been able to forget him. Now she had a chance to get to know him better, to work with him personally as he helped her learn how to control her telekinesis. She didn’t know much about him, really, except what Amanda had just told her.
But he’d offered his assistance without hesitation the first time they’d met. If she could help him in return, she would.
“Okay,” she said with a smile. “I’ll let you know what I find. Promise.”
If there was one thing Carrie loved, it was a mystery.




3 
CARRIE STANFIELD WAS just as sexy as he remembered. Her hair was a little longer now, but otherwise she looked just the same as she had the last time he’d seen her. And touching her, feeling the warmth of her smooth skin against his after fantasizing about it all this time—
It had been worth it.
Patrick couldn’t believe he was actually shaking, and it had very little to do with the freezing cold temperature at the end of January. He stood next to his car in the parking lot after brushing the snow off his windshield and stared down at his trembling hands.
“Oh, come on,” he groaned. “Get control over yourself, will you?”
He was fine. Seriously. Just fine.
There was a time when Patrick could get a read on someone simply by being in the same room with them. It had been a very handy, very powerful tool he’d taken for granted. Back then, touching someone skin to skin helped hone in on certain feelings. He could tell, if he concentrated, when someone was lying. And sometimes he could even glean specific thoughts.
A powerful psychic ability like that had taken him to the top of PARA pretty damn fast, and it was a gift he’d had complete control over. He could turn it off if he didn’t want to be bombarded with details about another person’s life and turn it back on when he needed it again.
Then he’d had the accident. Thankfully, it hadn’t led to permanent paralysis, but spine injuries were a bitch to heal.
His fiancée, Julia, hadn’t stuck around very long once he’d landed in a wheelchair and had to start painful physio sessions. He wasn’t sure if she’d left because of his own miserable attitude at suddenly being physically challenged or that she simply didn’t want to be with him any longer. In any case, she’d broken up with him, returned the engagement ring and walked away. He heard she’d gotten married recently to a CEO in Los Angeles. The news hadn’t hurt half as much as he thought it would. Maybe they’d grown apart well before the accident and just hadn’t realized it, but his injury provided the perfect catalyst for Julia to make her life somewhere else. With someone else.
He preferred being alone, anyway. It was easier.
Being stuck in that wheelchair had been torture. He was used to being physically fit and completely independent. Working in an agency that dealt with enchanted objects on a daily basis could only lead to certain temptations. And he’d successfully been tempted by a healing charm a couple of agents had brought back from Egypt. Patrick began wearing the silver disc on a thin leather rope around his neck.
And it had worked like, well…a charm.
In a single day, the pain was gone and he was able to walk again as if the accident had never happened in the first place.
It was too good to be true.
Only, like many things that were too good to be true, his restored health had come at a price. Now he couldn’t get a read on someone simply by being in the same room. He had to actually touch them. That alone would have been fine. He’d have been willing to give up a fraction of his former power in order to recover from his injury in record time.
But now when he touched someone, he experienced their emotions and thoughts like a bone-crushing, mind-numbing wave that threatened his sanity and frequently gave him nosebleeds. The pain was too much for him to handle, and he had a high tolerance to begin with.
Sure, he could walk. Hell, he could run marathons like he used to—and he did take great joy in running five miles every morning at sunrise. But if he touched anyone, he was brought to his knees by the agonizing pain.
As a result, he didn’t touch anyone. Pain avoidance. Sanity preservation. He’d prefer his head not to explode. He needed it right where it was.
His BlackBerry, once a useful tool, had become his lifeline. He was never without it anymore. What information he used to get from touching someone, he now tried to get through the smart phone. He had a connection to the PARA database through it—a wealth of info about everything he needed to know. It wasn’t the same as before, of course, but he was adapting. It wasn’t as if he had much choice in the matter.
With his reduced capabilities, he’d known he couldn’t be the agency manager anymore, but PARA was his life. He wasn’t willing to simply walk away from it and start fresh elsewhere. He’d been asked to reconsider his decision, to be the boss again, but he wasn’t ready for that. Not now. Maybe never.
Not touching anyone had become second nature to him by now, but he knew it marked him as an outcast. His friends and coworkers were confused by his behavior, but he couldn’t tell them the truth. No one knew his secret. If news got out that he never tapped into his abilities anymore, he’d lose his credibility—and job.
Then along came Carrie Stanfield. She’d called him out of the blue a couple weeks ago, worried her telekinesis was completedly out of control. Telekinetics were rare and valuable—he knew this from years of managing psychics. He’d wanted her on staff two years ago when he’d sensed her burgeoning power. He hadn’t changed his mind about that. He’d hired her while he still had the authority to do so.
But she was going to be trouble.
The woman even looked like trouble with that long, sexy raven-colored hair and those cinnamon-colored eyes and lush pink mouth. A mouth that was a little too wide for her face, a feature that kept her from being just another generic and forgettable beauty.
There’d been something about her that day in the restaurant. It wasn’t an unusual situation. He’d been interviewed before, but his reaction to her had been out of the ordinary, to say the least.
Instant attraction. He’d never felt anything like it before. The only thing that held him back from doing anything about it—and, possibly, making love to her right then and there—was the fact they were in a public place and he was engaged to be married.
No woman, not even his ex-fiancée, had ever affected him so strongly. His cock hardened even now at the memory of her skin against his and the cautious desire he’d seen in her eyes. It was a mutual attraction and one that he’d sensed when he touched her. Carrie had wanted him.
No one but Patrick knew he’d kept the article she’d written in his top desk drawer just so he could look at her picture every now and then. He’d been convinced he’d never see her again.
And yet here she was. The brief handshake a few minutes ago had confirmed to him empathically that nothing had changed. She was still attracted to him after all this time.
But nothing could happen between them. A few seconds of the intensely pleasurable feel of her warm skin against his—a torturous tease for someone who’d been celibate for longer than he cared to admit—before his power kicked in, making his head feel ready to explode with agonizing pain. He couldn’t imagine what a more intimate exploration of her beautiful body would do to him. Just the thought of her naked flesh pressed firmly against his gave him a hard-on.
He’d empathically read something other than attraction from her today, though. She was scared. Nervous. Uncertain.
She hid it really well.
He wanted to help her. He could help her. He’d worked with dozens of telekinetics over the years. Carrie was just going to be a greater challenge for him. Their relationship would have to be hands-off—literally. Professional only. If anyone found out about his secret, his job was in jeopardy.
He could do both. He could help Carrie master her psychic abilities so she’d make a great addition to the PARA team, and he could keep his hands to himself.
When he felt better and less shaky, he got in his car and adjusted the mirror so he could look himself in the eye.
You can do this, he told himself. The pep talk didn’t help much.
Given enough time, Carrie would learn to keep her distance from him like everyone else at the office now did. Their first assignment together would take them to the Bahamas for a couple of days. It was to be a routine assessment and recovery of an allegedly magical object.
Business only.
This was how it had to be. There was no other choice.
He’d touched the beautiful Carrie Stanfield for the last time.
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A SUB-ZERO, FROZEN landscape one day, palm trees and blue skies the next.
Carrie thought she might be able to get used to a job like this. She’d had no idea her first official assignment as a PARA agent would be a trip to the Bahamas, but she wasn’t going to complain. She just hoped and prayed that nothing would go wrong. Patrick seemed to have a lot more confidence in her ability to keep her telekinesis under control than she did.
A warm tropical breeze that held the barely-there scent of coconut suntan lotion wafted gently past her as she stepped from the taxi onto the pavement. The late afternoon sun was low in the sky, and she closed her eyes for a moment, letting her pale skin absorb the sunshine she’d been craving since winter hit New York State full-force in late November. The Vitamin D would do wonders for her.
She’d been concerned about the flight to the Bahamas—wouldn’t want to accidentally break a window at thirty thousand feet altitude the way she had with her father’s windshield—so she’d gotten a prescription for Xanax that pretty much knocked her out for the entire trip. She’d also stopped drinking coffee three days ago. Caffeine made her jittery.
She missed coffee.
She had packed a bathing suit for any off-time she’d get while down here. As they said, when in Rome… Or the Bahamas.
“You ready?”
The words jolted her out of the pleasurable moment and she opened her eyes. Patrick stood in front of her. He’d finished paying the taxi driver.
Her gaze swept the length of him, over the dark jeans and black button-down shirt that clung to his arms and chest. Her appreciation for what she saw stayed hidden behind her sunglasses. “Of course.”
This had been the way conversation had gone between them since landing at the Nassau International Airport an hour ago—short and to the point. She was almost used to it by now. Just as Amanda said, Patrick was not the same as he’d been the first time Carrie met him. He was more serious now, and kept to himself unless contact with other employees was unavoidable.
He’d spent a little time with her in the office the previous week, outlining her job responsibilities. Showing her files on past assignments. She’d studied them and learned. It amazed her to think it wasn’t so long ago that she hadn’t believed in the supernatural world at all. Now she was a part of it.
Patrick also gave her a stack of paperwork to read about telekinesis—he called it TK. She spoke to another telekinetic agent—one who worked at a branch of PARA in Texas. He’d given Carrie a half-hour talk that made her hope for the best.
Since she was a realist, however, she didn’t set her hopes too high.
Being close to Patrick made it difficult to concentrate. She hadn’t had enough time to figure out what he was hiding yet. They were rarely alone, and every time they were, he usually found a reason to leave after a few minutes.
She had to admit that she’d enjoyed reading all about the history of the agency and liked meeting everyone in the office. She hadn’t expected to feel so welcome—especially with her extremely conflicted feelings about her own psychic predicament. But everyone had been amazing and the job seemed both interesting and challenging.
Each case was like figuring out a mystery. That appealed to her. When she was a kid, she told everyone she was going to be a detective like the ones she watched on television. She devoured Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys novels. Something about solving a puzzle challenged her. She hadn’t become a detective, but some of her articles had required extra digging. Those were the ones she loved writing the most.
Patrick McKay was a puzzle for her to solve, no doubt about it. And it only made him more intriguing.
Occasionally, she’d look over at him and find that he was staring at her. Their eyes would meet and hold. And she felt it—there was heat between them. Moments like that didn’t last long. Patrick would turn away, leaving her hot and bothered and determined to get to the bottom of the enigma that he was.
Come what may, Carrie had one hell of an inconvenient crush on her handsome new partner and spent too much time fantasizing about tearing his clothes off and shamelessly having her way with him.
But that would require him to touch her. And for some reason he had issues with that. Since their strange handshake on her first day, they hadn’t had any physical contact. Nor had she seen him touch anyone else. She’d been watching.
He definitely had a secret, no doubt about it. The only question was—what was Patrick McKay hiding from everyone?
“This place is gorgeous,” she said, taking in the green grass, the red, orange and bright pink hibiscus flowers twice the size of her hand, and the Royal palms that lined the cobblestone driveway leading to the front doors of the Violet Shores Resort.
Patrick glanced down at his BlackBerry. That thing always seemed to be in his right hand, as if it were surgically attached to him. “The owner and his wife ran this place together, but she died a year ago and he’s stayed on by himself. It’s a couples resort—mostly honeymooners. Smaller than a lot of the other resorts in the area, but this is a nice piece of beachfront property that includes a small private island.”
Across the street was the Loa Loa, a five-star resort Carrie had read about in the in-flight magazine before she dozed off. It dwarfed this place, but didn’t hold a candle to the unobstructed ocean view that Violet Shores had.
“Welcome,” a voice said. Carrie turned to see a man approach. He was around thirty, attractive, with short light brown hair with sun-kissed highlights. He was dressed in a casual green golf shirt and tan pants that hung a bit loosely on his thin but athletic frame. “Thank you for coming. Patrick McKay, right?”
“That’s right. You’re William Crane?” Patrick glanced at the man’s outstretched hand, but didn’t make a move to shake it.
He smiled. “Guilty as charged.”
“Good to meet you.” Patrick nodded at her. “This is Carrie Stanfield, my partner.”
“Please call me Will.” He reached his hand out to take Carrie’s and she didn’t hesitate to shake it. Firmly.
It hadn’t escaped her notice that Patrick had blatantly refused to shake William’s hand. Then again, she hadn’t expected him to. Patrick glanced at her and their eyes met. She looked down at his hands, which he quickly slid into the front pockets of his jeans.
“Something wrong?” Patrick asked pointedly.
“No, of course not,” Carrie said. “You have a beautiful resort, Will.”
“Thank you.”
“Where did the name Violet Shores come from?”
“My wife’s name was Violet. I officially changed the name six months ago because when I’m here…she’s still with me.” Will’s smile faded at the edges. “Since she’s been…gone…times have been tough. Bookings are down. Way down. I’m desperate for a solution or I’m going to lose the place.”
Carrie couldn’t help but feel his grief, and her heart ached for this man she’d just met. She glanced around. Now that Will mentioned it, it was extremely quiet here. No cars other than their taxi had pulled up since they’d arrived. Considering the hotel was located in a popular area of Nassau, there should have been some activity.
“Where is everyone?” she asked.
“I have a few guests right now, but…well, come inside and I’ll tell you all about it.”
Will led the way and into the lobby, which had a shiny indigo teal tile floor. The skylight above showed a section of bright blue sky. A woman behind the main desk nodded at Will in greeting.
Doors to the left led to the pool and beach area, and a young, attractive couple walked through them into the lobby.
“I hate you!” the woman snarled. “I wish I’d never married you.”
“The feeling’s mutual,” the man snapped back. “Do you know how much that wedding cost?”
“I know because my parents paid for it. Your parents were too damn cheap to chip in on anything but the flowers.”
He glowered at her. “I should have hooked up with your roommate instead of you.”
“I knew you had the hots for her, you bastard!” She burst into tears and ran off toward the elevators and he stomped back out to the pool area.
A chill moved down Carrie’s arms after witnessing the squabble.
A couple of moments later, they arrived at Will’s office. “What you just saw out there is one of the many problems at Violet Shores right now.”
“A married couple arguing about their relationship.” Patrick crossed his arms. “Not all that unusual.”
“Yeah, but they only got married yesterday. Here, on the beach at sunset. They invited me as one of the witnesses, since they decided to elope. They were madly in love, no doubt about it—so much so that I envied their happiness. Now? I don’t know.” Will sighed. “And they’re not the first to have a falling out right after their vows. Almost every couple that stays here and is obviously in love leaves miserable and, uh, not in love. I assume other guests are repelled by the arguing and fighting and end up going across to the Loa Loa, hoping there are rooms available.”
“And you think this is a curse?” Carrie asked.
He spread his hands. “What else could it be?”
“You said you believe you’re in possession of a cursed amulet. It says here—” Patrick studied the small screen of his BlackBerry “—you’d give more details once we arrived.”
Carrie took a seat across from Will’s desk when he indicated that she should. Patrick remained standing.
“Yes.” Will lowered his voice to a whisper and looked around nervously. “It’s Erzulie.”
“Gesundheit,” Carrie said.
“No, I didn’t sneeze. That’s the name of—”
“The Caribbean goddess of love and sex,” Patrick finished.
Will nodded. “It’s all her fault.”
Patrick eyed his screen again for a long moment. “You think a mythical goddess cursed your resort.”
Will’s jaw set. “Yes, I do. And I’m surprised you sound so skeptical considering who you work for.”
“I didn’t say I didn’t believe you, but it’s very unusual. I’ve never, in all my time at PARA, come across anything like this before. I typically deal with curses and enchantments cast by magic-using humans, not…goddesses.”
Will looked at Carrie hopefully.
She shrugged. “Patrick’s the expert here. I’m new at this.”
His shoulders slumped. “Well, that’s just great.”
“But…” she began. “Why would a—a goddess of love and…uh…”
“Sex,” Patrick said.
The sound of that particular word leaving Patrick’s very enticing lips caused a pleasant but unexpected shiver to run down her spine—similar to the one she felt every time he said her name. The sensuous reaction was instant.
She cleared her throat, feeling warmer all of a sudden, wishing she wasn’t wearing a long-sleeved shirt. She’d have to take a swim in the pool later to cool herself off.
“Why would a goddess of love and sex want to curse your property?”
“Because I pissed her off.”
“You pissed off a goddess.”
He nodded gravely. “When Violet passed away I was out of my mind with grief—I just couldn’t accept she was gone. I acquired the amulet from a museum auction—had to mortgage the resort since it was a huge amount of money—I was told to hold the amulet and think very hard about what I wanted in order to summon Erzulie. So I did. I wanted to see if she could…” His voice trailed off.
“Could what?” Carrie prompted after a moment, disturbed that Will’s expression had grown strained.
“Could bring Violet back to life.” His eyes were glossy now. He rubbed the back of his hand over his forehead. “Anyway, little did I know, she hates being woken by humans and our petty little problems. She refused to help me. After that, everything went to hell. Not only was I in debt thanks to buying the amulet, but the property’s now cursed. I can’t pay the bills and I’m going to lose the resort. The Loa Loa has already made me an offer. They want to expand. But I—I just can’t give up that easily. So I called your agency hoping like hell you could help me.”
Carrie glanced at Patrick. There was genuine concern on his face for their grief-filled client. One thing she knew for sure about Patrick, he sympathized with people in distress. She was the perfect example. Will’s pain had reached him. It had reached her, as well.
“Of course we’ll help you,” he said after a moment.
Her heart warmed and she was relieved he wasn’t going to argue about it.
Will nodded. “If there’s anyone in the world who can get to the bottom of this I know it’s you, Patrick. Your reputation precedes you. That’s why I asked for you specifically.”
Patrick smiled. His lips were a major distraction for Carrie, especially after the mention of sex. “We’ll try our best to find out what’s causing your problems—whether it’s really a curse or something else entirely.”
“Good. Thank you.”
“Where is the amulet?” Patrick asked.
“A couple miles from here on the west island. It’s a tourist trap only accessible by private boat, lots of great photo ops. I buried it there hoping to be rid of it once and for all, but it didn’t make a damn difference—the damage was already done. My boats are both in the shop, but they’ll be back tomorrow so you can head over.”
“Sounds fine.”
Will glanced at Carrie and smiled. “Till then, why don’t you two have some fun here at the resort? I’ll give you a honeymoon suite with a heart-shaped hot tub. It’s way classier than it sounds, I assure you.”
Carrie shifted in her seat, feeling a line of perspiration slide down her spine. Great. Now she had a very clear image in her head of a wet, naked Patrick rising out of a steamy tub, the hot water trickling down his chest, over his flat stomach, and down to his—
Suddenly, the coffee mug on Will’s desk shot off the side and crashed to the floor.
She froze. Oops.
Will frowned as he looked at the broken glass. “That’s odd. Is there a breeze in here?”
Carrie cleared her throat and looked away.
“Carrie is my business partner only,” Patrick said, not acknowledging the most recent telekinetic accident. “We’ll require separate rooms. In fact, I’d like our rooms on separate floors, if possible.”
“If you insist. This place has four full floors to play with.” He sighed. “The Loa Loa has twenty-five.”
Carrie eyed Patrick with surprise. Separate floors? She knew he didn’t want to touch anyone, her included, but that was a bit excessive.
Then again, maybe he was just scared he’d get hit by an unidentified flying object if he were too close. She couldn’t say she blamed him.
Damned breakable coffee mugs.
She remembered her mother switching to plastic travel mugs for her coffee since regular ones had a mysterious habit of breaking. Carrie was dismayed to realize that probably had been her fault.
Will went to see that their bags were taken to their rooms. Patrick’s arms were still tightly crossed as Carrie got up from her chair. She studied his body language, her gaze moving over him and ending at his green eyes.
“What is it?” he asked, watching her carefully.
“I’m just trying to figure you out, that’s all.”
He was quiet for a moment. “There’s nothing to figure out. With me, what you see is what you get.”
“Sure it is.”
His poker face gave her no clues about what his problem might be. “Settle in, freshen up, and meet me by the pool in an hour. We may as well use the extra time we’ve been given to do some telekinetic exercises.” He raised an eyebrow, and she had a momentary glimpse of the warm humor she remembered once seeing in his eyes. He drew closer to her, so close that for half a second she actually thought he’d brush up against her. “So there are no more accidents involving glassware.”
Her face flushed at that and she chose not to comment. Instead her attention moved over his face to his throat. He’d undone the first couple of buttons on his black shirt, showing off a tantalizing glimpse of his toned upper chest. “What’s that?”
“What?”
“That.” She pointed at the small, crudely engraved tarnished silver disk that he wore on a thin black leather strip. “Doesn’t really suit you.”
He brushed his fingertips over it. “That’s why I wear it under my clothes.”
“What is it?”
“Just something I picked up.”
“It looks Egyptian. Are those hieroglyphics?” At his raised eyebrow, she added, “I took Egyptology as an elective in college.”
He covered the pendant with his hand, then did up a button so it was hidden again. “Like I said, meet me by the pool in an hour if you want to practice. If not, I’ll catch up with you later.”
It looked as if she’d hit a sore spot by questioning him about that pendant. Interesting. “No, I’ll be there. Practice makes perfect, after all.”
“We’ll get the amulet first thing tomorrow. If it really is a danger, I’ll destroy it here. Otherwise, I’ll take it back to PARA to go into the vault. We can be back in Mystic Ridge in forty-eight hours or less.”
“Barely enough time to get a good tan before we’re trudging through snow again.”
“Try to remember that this is a business trip, not a pleasure trip.” He blinked. “Why are you smiling at me?”
“You sound like a boss.”
“I’m not.”
“You used to be.”
He exhaled. “I used to be a lot of things.”
“I noticed you didn’t shake Will’s hand.”
He was silent for a moment. “What’s your point?”
“Just a bit strange, is all,” she said. He fisted both hands at his sides. “Why don’t you touch anyone anymore?”
“Because I choose not to.”
He was close enough that she could feel the heat from his body. If she wanted to touch him, all she’d have to do was reach forward and slide her hands over his chest. But she didn’t.
“Ever?” she asked.
“Rarely.”
“You touched me when I started last week. Am I special?”
He began to look vaguely amused by her onslaught of questions. “It was only a brief handshake. Don’t get too excited.”
Again her cheeks flushed. Patrick McKay was the first man capable of making her blush in years. “But you didn’t shake Will’s hand, and he’s a client. I’d think you’d make an exception for him, too.” She cocked her head as she studied his tense expression.
“What?” he asked warily.
“What would you do if I touched you right now? Right here?”
He held her gaze for a long moment. “Nothing. But I’d probably consider it very unprofessional behavior that you couldn’t keep your hands to yourself, Ms. Stanfield.”
She’d take his rebuff as a slap on the wrist if she didn’t see the heated look in his eyes. “Yes, sir.”
His jaw tensed. “Pool. One hour.”
“Okay.” As she turned and walked away, she realized she was smiling. After all, she did love a mystery.
And Patrick McKay was a tall, blond, handsome mystery she was determined to solve. Whether he liked it or not.
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WHEN HE FIRST MET Carrie, he’d read her as someone who was curious to learn more, someone who liked to find out the truth. He’d taken it as an indication that she’d be a good PARA agent—one who wanted to investigate mysteries and get to the bottom of them.
Patrick hadn’t figured he’d be one of the mysteries she’d set her mind on solving.
The thought was as disturbing as it was fascinating. He liked that he was right about her, but he’d prefer she cast her interest elsewhere. He’d rather keep his secrets entirely to himself. While the thought of letting the beautiful woman get closer to him wasn’t a bad one, he knew it couldn’t happen.
Touching her was tempting, but it would be torture.
He didn’t like torture. And he didn’t like the idea of getting fired from PARA for having a few secrets he’d prefer not to be revealed before he was good and ready to reveal them himself.
He hadn’t thought of Carrie as an investigative journalist. He’d met his share of those in his day. While psychics were familiar in society, they certainly weren’t accepted by everyone. A lot of people were interested in psychics and agencies like PARA, but others didn’t want to know about the ghosts and spirits that could be lurking around the corner. Some would prefer not to know that empaths could gauge your emotions just by shaking your hand. Or that telekinetics could pick up a car with the power of their mind and throw it over a cliff if they wanted to.
Or…forget cars. Some could simply break a light. Or a coffee mug.
Speak of the devil, Patrick thought.
He dug his fingers into the arms of his chair as Carrie came fully into view on the pool deck. She’d let her hair down from the ponytail she’d had it in earlier so it hung long and sleek over her shoulders. She had on a brightly colored wrap skirt—a sarong, he thought they were called—that fit snugly over her slim hips. Other than that, she wore only a black bikini top that, given how little it covered of her breasts, was definitely not appropriate for a business trip.
Not that he was complaining, of course.
After nearly two years of no sex, he thought he had himself totally under control. He’d dealt with several women who’d come onto him, both at the office and during off hours. They’d taken the hint pretty damn fast and he hadn’t suffered.
Well, not too much, anyway.
But a mere glimpse of Carrie’s breasts—covered, even—was enough to instantly make him hard as a rock.
He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.
Now he was suffering.
Carrie was too much for him. He was too attracted to her. He’d gotten a very deep empathic read on her the day they first met, one that made him feel as if he’d known her for years. He’d seen into her heart. And he’d liked what he saw.
Plus, she was gorgeous as hell and he’d give a lot to be able to touch her and explore this desire he felt for her—one that had only become stronger with every additional day she’d been in his life. The real thing was much better than a small black-and-white photograph at the end of a magazine article.
Carrie was a true danger, no doubt about it.
This was a mistake, he thought. His own issues made it impossible for him to get close to anyone. She’d be better working with somebody else.
It made sense. And it would be best to let her know now, rather than have it come as a surprise when they returned to Mystic Ridge—especially after he’d been the one who promised to help her in the first place. He owed her that much.
“Sit down, please,” he said. “I need to talk to you.”
Her eyebrows rose and she took a seat across from him. “Sounds serious.”
“Don’t worry, it’s not a big deal.”
“What is it?”
“When we get back, I’m going to ask for you to be reassigned as someone else’s partner.”
She wore dark sunglasses so he couldn’t see her reaction to this announcement. “You don’t want to be my partner?”
“I don’t think we’re a good fit.”
“But it’s only been a week. And we haven’t even worked together much. How do you know we’re not a good fit?”
“I just know.”
“But—but I thought you were going to help to teach me control over my abilities. You promised you would.”
He tried not to feel guilty about this. “Please, don’t take this personally, Carrie. It has nothing to do with you.”
Her distractingly full lips thinned slightly. “No, you’re right. It has to do with you, doesn’t it?”
“I’ve been with PARA long enough to know whether or not a partnership like this is going to work out or not. I don’t need months to make that determination.”
“Right.”
“I’ll make sure you’re placed with someone who can help you just as well as I could have.”
“Fine.”
Patrick found that when a woman looked perfectly calm but started using one-word answers, it meant she was mad as hell.
“What about the Erzulie amulet?” she asked.
Good. A change of subject was very welcome. He willed himself to relax and crossed his legs, trying to ignore his erection. Even though the view was lovely, he really wished Carrie had chosen more appropriate business wear. She made it nearly impossible for him to concentrate.
“We’ll assess it, like Will wants us to. But I honestly think he’s wrong about an angry Caribbean love goddess being responsible for his troubles. There are dozens of other possible reasons why this resort isn’t popular right now and why his newly married guests might be prone to argue with each other.”
“If you say so.”
“We’ll get the boat and retrieve the amulet tomorrow morning. If you want to do your own thing until then, I won’t stop you.”
She bit her bottom lip. “Does this mean you’re not going to help me practice right now?”
He wished he could make her understand. Apart from telling her everything, he couldn’t think of a way to do that. “We can still practice, of course. We have time.”
“Then let’s do it.”
The heat between them had noticeably dropped a few degrees. She wasn’t happy. He didn’t blame her. If he wasn’t convinced he was doing the right thing, he might give in to the guilty feeling stalking him. He wasn’t abandoning her—this was for the best. For both of them.
He realized he’d been a fool to think this could work out. Everyone knew he preferred to keep to himself. So now all of a sudden he was going to take on a newbie partner who needed one-on-one training? A newbie partner who was able to stir desire in him with a mere look in his direction? A woman he’d wanted to make love to for two years?
He’d been seriously kidding himself.
“You’ve done the reading I gave you,” he said after a moment.
“All three thousand pages of it.”
“That’s a bit of an exaggeration.” He had a glass of ice water sitting on the table in front of him. “The most important thing to keep in mind is not to be afraid of your powers.”
“I’m not afraid.”
She was lying. He didn’t have to be empathic to see that. Carrie was someone who felt the need to appear in control at all times. “That’s good to hear. Why don’t you focus on this glass and try to push it a couple of inches toward my hand. If you work this particular exercise every day, then you’ll get stronger and stronger and soon it’ll become second nature to you. It might not seem as if you’re progressing, but small steps add up over time.”
She eyed the glass. “That sounds great, but I can’t do it.”
“You’re not even trying.”
Her jaw tensed. “I am trying.”
“Then you’re not concentrating properly. With time, practice and patience, you’ll be able to thread a needle just by thinking about it.” He looked down at the glass, his hand resting only a few inches to the left of it. “Now concentrate and push it.”
Her forehead creased. “I’m trying.”
“Try harder.”
The next moment, the glass shattered and ice-cold water soaked his lap.
He jumped back and looked at her sharply. “That was a bit too much.”
She had her hand over her mouth. “I didn’t mean to do that. Seriously.”
The water was very cold. However, it did help to douse his arousal—a little. Kind of like an involuntary cold shower. He realized that Carrie was laughing. That’s why she was covering her mouth.
He tried not to smile, but it was a struggle. “You meant to break the glass. It just shows me you have more control than you think you do.”
“I know you seem to believe that practice makes perfect, but I just don’t feel it. This is something that has a mind of its own and wants to do its own thing.”
“So it was the telekinesis that dumped a cold glass of water on me for pushing you outside of your comfort zone. Not you.”
She jutted her chin out. “Exactly.”
He’d been called a strict teacher before. Once upon a time, he’d considered teaching high school biology—he loved science and wanted to share his enthusiasm with his students. That was before he’d discovered the depth of his empathic ability and been recruited into PARA right out of college. Since then, he’d worked with many psychics in all categories—clairvoyants, empaths, TKs. Not all took to his teaching methods perfectly. Especially those who were resistant to learning in the first place.
Some students, like Carrie, were less cooperative than others.
“If you think of it as a separate entity, there’s no way you’ll ever be able to control it.” He grabbed a napkin and blotted his lap. “You already have that control inside of you—I know you do. You just don’t believe it.”
“I can do lots of things when I put my mind to it. This is not one of them.”
“Then you’re defeated before you even begin.”
“Which is why you don’t want to work with me.” Her bottom lip quivered and it nearly undid him. He didn’t want to upset her any more than he already had.
He sighed. “Carrie, like I already told you, it’s not you, it’s me.”
“Where have I heard that line before?” she asked dryly. “Oh, wait a minute. I think it was in high school from somebody who couldn’t think of a real excuse.”
She didn’t seem to have a problem speaking her mind.
He raked a hand through his hair. “You’ll be fine with somebody else, I promise you will.”
“Have you even had any partners other than me? Or are you the only solo agent with PARA at the moment?”
More questions. “I’ve had a couple. But I’ve only been a field agent again for a few months.”
“So is this what you tell your partners? It’s not them, it’s you? Have any of them even lasted a week with you before?” Her sharp tone betrayed her hurt feelings.
This was beginning to feel like a tug-of-war. She was angling for information and he was reluctant to give her any, and yet he wanted her to understand his decision to place her with a new partner. “One lasted two whole weeks.”
“Those walls you’ve built up around yourself are pretty thick. Since I’m not an empath, I can’t quite see through them, but I see enough. I’m very observant.”
He leaned back in the deck chair. “There’s no need to talk about this, Carrie.”
“Patrick Liam McKay. Thirty-six years old. Recruited by the Paranormal Assessment and Recovery Agency thirteen years ago at Yale University. Field agent for four years, then headed the Mystic Ridge branch as agency manager for nearly nine years before his accident.”
He stared at her with surprise. “Are you writing up my bio?”
“I did that research for the Medallion article. But you’d probably be surprised what’s available from a simple Google search.”
“This isn’t a magazine article. And you’re not a journalist anymore.”
“No, I’m a paranormal investigator now. But you said yourself my natural curiosity is going to be an asset to this job.”
He wanted to keep his guard up but her flushed cheeks only made her more beautiful. He was dismayed by how much he wanted her, even now. And he was the one who talked about professionalism. “I’m sure it will.”
“Do you do that with everyone?”
“What?”
“Be so diplomatic. Makes people who don’t know you that well think you’re a nice guy, doesn’t it? But maybe you’re not so nice.”
Despite his attraction to Carrie, he was feeling increasingly uncomfortable and it wasn’t simply because his crotch was soaking wet. He flicked a rapidly melting ice cube off his right thigh. “I never claimed to be nice.”
“I think I’m starting to figure you out.”
“Is that so?” He stroked a finger over his BlackBerry as it began to vibrate on the table. He glanced at the screen to see an email had arrived from the office—the file he’d requested about the goddess Erzulie. He’d read it later.
“You don’t like it when people get too close,” Carrie said. “Not just physically, either. You like to keep everyone at a safe distance since your accident. Or rather, since you got better from that accident.”
His shoulders stiffened. “People change.”
She shook her head. “Something changed you. You’re an empath, but now you don’t touch people, which leads me to believe that it has to do with your psychic ability.”
“You’re welcome to have any theories you like about me. It’s a free country.” He really wished he had a pair of sunglasses to hide his own eyes. She was studying him like a sample under a microscope. He looked down at his BlackBerry again.
“You refused to touch people right when you started walking again, which means you can’t really use your empathic ability anymore.”
His gaze flicked from the smart phone’s screen to her. She was far too insightful for her own good. He had to stop this before it got out of control. He struggled to keep his face expressionless.
“I don’t refuse to touch people,” he said. “I’ll touch you right now to prove it.”
She extended her hand without hesitating. A challenge. “Okay. Touch me. Tell me how I’m feeling.”
He eyed her closely. “Did someone put you up to this? Was it Amanda?”
Of course it was Amanda, he thought. Who else?
“She’s concerned about you,” she confirmed. “You’re like a big brother to her. A big brother with lots of secrets.”
He frowned. “Amanda needs to mind her own business.”
“You’re not touching me yet.” She raised an eyebrow. “Something stopping you?”
He reached forward and entwined his fingers with hers. Just like the time at the restaurant when they’d first met, the intense pleasure from the skin-to-skin contact sank deep into him. “See? No problem.”
Carrie watched him carefully. “What am I feeling?”
He fought back against the first wave of pain. “You’re feeling some anger toward me. And some confusion.”
“So far so good.”
“You’re feeling something else, too. Something you can’t control whenever you’re this close to me.”
“What’s that?”
He gave her a full smile despite his now throbbing head. “Lust.”
Her mouth gaped open.
He worked hard to hold on to his grin. “Just another reason why we shouldn’t work together so closely. How can your mind stay on business when you’re busy wanting to get me into your bed?”
She yanked her hand back. It was a minor triumph, but one he was paying for with the current vise grip on his brain. He ran his hand under his nose to make sure it hadn’t started bleeding.
“You’re a cocky son of a bitch, aren’t you?”
“It’s not cocky if it’s true.” He couldn’t help but be amused by her look of outrage.
Her cheeks reddened. “I really don’t like you.”
He felt the burning glare right through her dark glasses. “Now, remember, you’re the one who asked me to touch you. Don’t blame me for what I got.”
She continued to stare daggers at him. He’d admit it. He was just playing with her now. She was even more gorgeous when she was mad.
His smile grew wider. He hadn’t felt this amused in ages. “It’s okay to want me, Carrie. I don’t mind at all.”
The next moment, his chair flew backward about ten feet before turning over and dumping him unceremoniously into the pool. He sputtered as he came to the surface, laughing despite the pain crushing his skull from using his ability. He knew the more out-of-control elements of her telekinesis were completely tied to her emotions. He must have hit the bull’s-eye.
She now stood at the side of the pool with her hands on her hips. “You might try to hide whatever is wrong with you, but I can tell that it’s eating away at you and making you miserable. And you know what?”
“Oh, please tell me. I’m all ears.” He began dragging himself out of the water.
“You might not want to be my partner when we get back to Mystic Ridge. But you’re my partner right now, and for the moment you’re stuck with me. Amanda asked me to find out why you’ve changed. For some reason she cares about you. And despite all signs that I should steer totally clear of you, I care, too, and I want to help you whether you like it or not.” At his look of surprise, she smiled. “I will find out what you’re trying to hide, Patrick. And you can’t stop me.”
He ignored the sinking sensation that statement caused in his gut. “Then it’s just too bad that I’m not hiding anything, isn’t it?”
“We’ll see about that.”
“I think you have enough problems of your own to deal with without adding mine to your list.”
“So you’re admitting you have problems?”
“Yes. Apparently I do. She’s about five-seven with dark hair, light brown eyes and she’s totally dry while I’m dripping wet.” He stood up, his clothes trailing water as he moved toward her. Despite the ego-warming from learning that Carrie Stanfield lusted after his body, his patience was growing thin with these games. The headache from hell wasn’t helping matters much.
She looked at him warily as he approached, but stood her ground, not taking even a single step back when he drew almost close enough to touch her. But he didn’t touch her. Only a few inches separated their faces as he leaned toward her. He could smell her cologne—a light floral scent that succeeded in reigniting his heated attraction toward her.
She cared about him. That was another problem he had to deal with.
She inhaled sharply. “Are you trying to intimidate me?”
“Is it working?”
“No.”
“You need to try harder to master your telekinesis. Do you know what happens to TKs who can’t control their abilities perfectly?”
She frowned, which only drew his attention to the sexy curve of her lips. “What happens to them?”
“They’re put on medication that dampens their powers so they’re not a threat to anyone—way stronger than the drugs you took to fly down here. It’s not bad for a few hours. Not great for the rest of your life. And a small percentage will spend time in mental institutions, either voluntarily or involuntarily.”
“Oh.” There was no blush to her cheeks anymore. In fact, the color had drained completely from her face as she turned away from him.
He felt a sharp stab of remorse. What he’d told her was true, but he shouldn’t have said it so bluntly.
“Carrie…” he began. She slowly turned to look at him. He shook his head. “I know you don’t totally believe in yourself, but I know you can do this. I’ve seen uncontrollable before, and you’re not it. I can see some things that you even hide from yourself.”
She inhaled shakily. “Yeah, well, I guess that makes two of us.”
“You’re not empathic.”
“You might have psychic insight, but I have gut instinct, and it’s never let me down before.”
“And what does your gut tell you about me?”
“That you’re trying to run away from your problems, but they’re creeping up behind you. Either they’ll defeat you or you’ll defeat them.”
“You should write horoscopes for a living. Or fortune cookies.”
“Instead I’m working for PARA. And…I know I want to keep this job, no matter who my partner is.”
He nodded. “Then prove it.”
“I intend to.” She held his gaze.
He was close enough that if he leaned forward only a fraction, he could brush his lips against hers. The outline of her nipples strained against the thin material of her bikini top. He had the sudden urge to pull the straps off her shoulders, bare her breasts to the sunlight, and circle his tongue over the hard, sensitive tips while she moaned his name. It was nearly an unstoppable compulsion that made his cock painfully hard again and it strained against the zipper of his pants.
He wanted to touch her so badly his hands ached.
Carrie’s gaze had grown more intense. Was she aware how hard she’d made him? Should he be embarrassed about that?
It had been so long since he’d touched anyone for more than a few seconds. He’d thought it wasn’t a problem, but it was. Carrie wasn’t the only one with inconvenient lust issues in this temporary partnership.
There was something about her, something he’d seen when they first met, and it was enough to keep her on his mind ever since. Aside from her looks and the way she filled out that bikini top, he liked the way she pushed him. How she challenged him. She wasn’t afraid to admit that she cared enough to help him even though he hadn’t given her a damn reason to feel that way.
Running away from his problems. Funny way to put it, actually. Before he was the accident he’d been in the best shape of his life. He’d been training for a local marathon with the goal of competing in the Ironman triathlon in Hawaii.
The next thing he knew, he was stuck in a wheelchair, dealing with painful physio sessions and doctors who told him that even if he was able to walk again, he’d never run again. Not like before.
Now he ran every single morning, relishing how it felt as his feet pounded the pavement, the wind on his face. He’d never take it for granted again.
Without the healing charm he’d have had to spend too much time with his painful exercises. Months. Years. All with the goal of walking with the assistance of a cane for the rest of his life.
Not nearly good enough. At least the charm was a sure thing.
Hell, maybe he was running away from his problems, but at least he could run.
“I need to change out of these wet clothes,” Patrick said, before finally turning away from Carrie.
“Patrick—” she began, but he never found out what she was going to say next.
He didn’t run away from her. He walked. Quickly.
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SHE WASN’T GOING TO a mental institution. That much she knew for sure.
Everything else was uncertain.
Patrick didn’t want to be her partner anymore, which told her one very important thing. She was close to discovering the truth about him. It was as encouraging as it was frustrating.
Aside from that unpleasant part of the conversation, there had been a moment when she’d sensed something from Patrick. A heated intensity at odds with his more reserved “I want my room on a different floor” behavior. The way he’d looked at her, that aching need in his eyes as his gaze skimmed her body had made her hot. All she’d wanted to do was to—
“I want you off my property.”
Carrie turned to see Will speaking with a dark-haired man at the far end of the pool deck, next to the short stone fence that led to the beach and ocean, where the sun was sinking beneath the horizon in a gorgeous display of pink, orange and yellow. The man had a camera strapped around his neck and was taking pictures of the sunset.
“Just a couple more for our files,” he said.
Will looked distressed.
Carrie walked toward him. “Is everything okay?”
“Yes, fine. Everything’s fine.” Will frowned. “I just want this guy to leave.”
“He’s leaving.” A beautiful redhead in a dark blue wrap dress that hugged her curves approached slowly.
Will’s eyes widened at the sight of her. “Ruby. I’m surprised to see you.”
She smiled at him. “I told you I’d be back.”
“You did, but…I thought you were transferred to the resort in Acapulco.”
“That was only temporary. You’re keeping track of my whereabouts, are you?”
“No, I…” Will shook his head. “Sorry, I’m being rude. Ruby Smythe, this is Carrie Stanfield.”
Carrie shook the woman’s hand. “Hi.”
“Ruby works for the Loa Loa,” Will said, then glared at the man beside her. “So does her picture-taking friend here.”
The man crossed his muscular arms. “I only do what I’m told to do.”
“What if I tell you to shove that camera up your ass?”
The smile held. “I only do what Ruby tells me to do.”
Ruby gave Carrie an appraising look. “Are you with Will?”
“With him? Oh, no, I’m just here to—”
“Carrie’s on her honeymoon.” Will’s blue eyes flicked nervously to her. “Having a wonderful time, too, aren’t you?”
She could take a hint not to mention she was on assignment with PARA. “Yeah. I love it here. I mean, just look at that sunset.”
Ruby’s attention hadn’t wavered from Will. “Oh, well congratulations, Carrie.”
“Thanks.”
“So you’re still running this place by yourself, Will?” she asked.
“I am.”
“Must get lonely.”
His shoulders stiffened and he slid a hand through his short hair. “Not really. I have plenty of guests to keep me company. And my staff, of course.”
“Of course.” Ruby moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue as her gaze traveled over his trim body. “Anyway, I’ll be seeing you again.”
“I’m not signing the papers.”
“You’ve read them?”
“I have, and I’m not signing them.”
“It’s a very generous offer. More generous, really, than this property is worth.”
“I don’t care about the money,” he said firmly.
“I know you’re having a hard time letting go of the past.”
He shook his head. “It’s got nothing to do with that.”
“Sometimes it’s a good thing to embrace new possibilities. Look to a future that could hold happiness and joy for you rather than obsess about what’s gone forever. I only want what’s best for you, Will. I worry that you’re making your decisions for the wrong reasons. That you won’t even open yourself to change.”
Will smiled but it was tight and forced. “Thanks for stopping by, Ruby.”
“Fine. Be stubborn. But I’m not even close to giving up.” She held his gaze for a moment longer before she nodded. “Okay. Diego, let’s go.”
The camera guy followed her off the patio and Carrie watched as they disappeared around the edge of the building.
“Sorry about that,” Will said.
“Seemed a bit tense between you two.”
“I don’t want to sell. There may come a time when I have no choice, but right now it’s not an option. I can’t let go of this place.”
“It reminds you of your wife, doesn’t it?”
He peered at Carrie. “Are you empathic like your partner?”
“No, but I’m not blind. You and your wife ran this place together and now that she’s…she’s gone, Violet Shores keeps her close to you.”
A flicker of pain crossed his tense expression. “Yeah. That about sums it up.”
“So you’re not interested in Ruby?”
“What do you mean, interested?”
“I got the impression she might have you on her romantic radar.”
He laughed, sounding embarrassed. “She’s not even a friend.”
“I think she’d like to be more than that.”
“She’s my competition. She’s trying to convince me to sign those papers when it’s the last damn thing I want to do.”
Carrie couldn’t help but feel an immediate affection for her first client and his plight. “Look, it’s none of my business, and I know we just met, but sometimes when you’re stuck in the past you can’t see the wonderful opportunity right in front of you.”
He crossed his arms. “You’re absolutely right.”
“I am?”
“Yeah. It’s none of your business.” But he smiled back at her. “Where’s your partner?”
She cringed, thinking of Patrick’s abrupt departure. She couldn’t figure him out. Although, admittedly, she’d only just begun trying.
“He’s not here, that’s all I know. I get the feeling I won’t be seeing him again until tomorrow morning when we head out to the island. I’ll have to check out the local shops before they close tonight.” She turned to the sunset and the endless expanse of ocean. “Listen, about this goddess—what was her name again?”
He hesitated. “Erzulie.”
She exhaled shakily, just thinking how crazy this all sounded. “Did you see her? Did you talk to her? Is that why you think she cursed this place?”
“No, I didn’t actually see her, but I felt her presence. Strongly. I asked her to help me—I told her about Violet. She…told me to go away. When I kept talking, I felt her get angry with me. She told me to leave and not disturb her rest again. She’s well known down here, and everyone I ask says when she’s mad, she won’t hesitate to curse you.”
Carrie frowned. “But she’s the goddess of love and sex.”
“She is.”
“She doesn’t sound very friendly, considering who she is.”
Will smiled. “Who said there’s anything friendly about love or sex? Wars have been fought over both.”
He had a good point.
“Don’t worry. We’re going to dig up the amulet tomorrow and Patrick will be able to tell if it’s a threat. If she really did curse you, he’ll destroy it, the curse will be broken, and all is well.” That was her understanding of what was going to happen. It sounded fairly reasonable, all things considered.
“Thank you.” Will finally relaxed. “But you know, maybe this place is just naturally doomed to failure. Maybe I should sign on the dotted line and hand the property over to Ruby so the Loa Loa can have an unobstructed view of the ocean.”
“Maybe you should.”
There was a steely look of determination in his eyes. “No way.”
She nodded. “Then there you go.”
Will relaxed after a moment, staring out at the horizon. “I can see the two of you together, you know. You and Patrick.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Are you psychic, too?”
“Sometimes I think I might be.” He leaned against the half wall separating the pool deck from the beach. “I get this hunch when I meet people. I can sense their chemistry. You should have met my wife. She was a regular matchmaker.”
“Patrick and I are business partners only,” she said firmly.
“Well, if things change, remember I’ve got a honeymoon villa a mile from here on the east island. It’s all decked out and nobody wants to use it. King-size bed. Huge tub. No distractions. It’s been deserted for more than a month. Total privacy.”
This didn’t help her get the image of Patrick out of her head in the slightest. “We’ll investigate your love goddess, but I don’t think we’ll be investigating any honeymoon villas.”
His grin faded and his expression darkened. “Just be careful tomorrow. Erzulie…she’s a bit of a troublemaker.”
Carrie raised an eyebrow. “What a coincidence. So am I.”
 
PATRICK WANTED TO CHECK on Carrie, but it was better if he didn’t. She had his BlackBerry number. If there was a problem, she’d call.
Coward.
Let’s not be cruel, he thought. He was avoiding her so she wouldn’t get upset and start breaking things. It was for her own good, too.
Sure it was.
He ignored the hot tub in the corner of his room and instead read the file on Erzulie, followed by a legal thriller he’d brought along. When he got tired, he turned off the light and stretched out in the king-size bed.
Tomorrow they’d find the amulet and that would be that.
Easy. He liked things nice and easy.
Since when? 
Since now.
He wondered who would become Carrie’s new partner. Would he or she be patient? Would they help her practice her TK? He decided right then and there to personally pick his replacement so he could make sure Carrie was in good hands. It was the least he could do.
Carrie had been right about one thing: he didn’t need a partner. It wasn’t a requirement at PARA. It would just limit the kinds of assignments he was sent on in the future.
He closed his eyes, and just before he fell asleep he found that her image filled his mind. She was an annoying, nosy, demanding, gorgeous, sexy, fascinating woman and he wished he could touch her for more than a few stolen seconds. He hadn’t been lying when he said he’d sensed her lust. She wanted him.
He had no damn idea why, but she did.
His body ached for her now. Guess he wasn’t made of stone, after all. That would have been much more convenient. He slid his hand down his stomach toward the indisputable evidence of his desire for her.
Forget hot tubs. Several ice-cold showers were in his future. At least until they got back home.
He heard a sound—the soft creak of a door opening. He sat up in the bed.
Carrie peeked around the edge of the door.
“It was unlocked,” she said.
He was dreaming right now. He had to be. After all, he’d had so many dreams about Carrie since they first met that he couldn’t keep count. However, this one felt very real.
Just to be safe, he rumpled the sheets so she wouldn’t see he was dealing with a raging hard-on at the moment. Luckily, it was dark in the room.
“What is it?” he asked. “Are you okay?”
She smiled mischievously, and the expression warmed his insides. He struggled to keep his face neutral.
“You’re concerned about me?” she said. “I thought you were ready to dump me as a partner.”
“That doesn’t mean I’m not concerned.”
“May I come in?”
He hesitated. “Maybe we should talk tomorrow morning. It’s late.”
“Late? What are you, a farmer? It’s only midnight.” Without waiting for permission, she entered the room, closing the door behind her. He was positive he’d locked it.
She still wore the sarong and bikini top from earlier. His gaze moved slowly down the length of her. “What’s that?”
She looked down at the blue tie-dyed scarf in her hand. “Just something I bought in a little shop down the street earlier. Pretty, isn’t it?”
“Sure. Am I dreaming right now?”
“I don’t know. Do you dream about me a lot?”
He didn’t want to answer that just in case this was real.
She came over and sat on the edge of his bed. He shifted a little so he couldn’t feel the heat from her body that made him want to get dangerously closer to her.
“Are you going to tell me your secret, Patrick?” she asked.
He held her gaze. “I don’t have any secrets.”
“Why don’t you touch anyone? Does it have to do with your empathic ability?”
He stared at her for a long silent moment. “I have touched you several times. In the restaurant—”
“That doesn’t count. It was a long time ago.”
“In the lobby at PARA. Down by the pool.”
“Those were only for a moment.”
He swallowed hard. “Look, Carrie. I may have some problems, but I’m dealing with them the only way I know how. Your prying into my life will just complicate matters.”
“So instead, you refuse to let yourself get close to anyone, to touch anyone, because if you do they might find out your little secret.”
There was another long pause before he answered. “That’s pretty much it.”
“I have a question, though.”
“And what’s that?”
“Do you want to touch me?”
It was such a blunt question that it took him by surprise. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t.”
“But you can’t.”
He didn’t want to say another word that might incriminate him.
Carrie’s gaze moved down his bare chest. “So you’re reluctant to touch me, even though you want to. Interesting. But…”
“What?”
“Can I touch you?”
He tensed when he felt her hand brush against his leg. “What are you doing?”
“A bit of an experiment.” Her fingers trailed over his knee and up the length of his thigh. Only the thin cotton sheet separated them so he could clearly feel the heat of her skin.
What the hell was she doing? Was this real?
He inhaled sharply when she didn’t stop, but boldly brushed her hand over his erection.
“Shit,” he managed.
She smiled. “Nice to know I’m not the only one feeling a bit of lust in this partnership.”
She lightly traced circles on the silky sheet, succeeding in making him painfully hard.
“You’re trying to torture me,” he rasped. “Is that why you came in here tonight?”
“Torture’s not exactly the word I’d use.”
“Could have fooled me.” He hadn’t been touched like this in…well, it had been a hell of a long time. He felt frozen in place. Vulnerable. If this wasn’t a dream, why was she acting like this? It didn’t seem like her. Not after their argument earlier. “Why are you doing this?”
“Don’t you like it?” She continued to tease him through the sheet and it took all his concentration not to lose his mind.
“Carrie…”
“I want to touch you. It’s all I’ve been thinking about. And when I want something, I have a tendency to go after it.” Her hand returned to his thigh, and the long slow strokes along his leg to his cock were driving him insane with need for her. “Thus, my experiment.”
“What experiment?”
“Since you’re reluctant to touch me except for short moments I bought this so you wouldn’t have to.” She trailed the length of the cool silk scarf over his bare chest.
He eyed it warily. “It’s not exactly my color.”
Her lips curled. “It’s not for you to wear.”
“Carrie…”
“Put your hands over your head and grip the headboard.”
He stared at her, shocked and aroused. “This is not really what we’re in the Bahamas for.”
“Or you can tell me to go back to my own room.” She cocked her head to the side, holding the scarf in her lap as she patiently waited for his answer. “It’s totally your call.”
He opened his mouth to say something else, possibly tell her that they had separate rooms for a very good reason. But no words came out. As if he wasn’t already turned on enough, a surge of desire moved through him at the look in her eyes and the promise they held.
Also, he couldn’t help but be curious. Could Carrie touch him when he couldn’t touch her? He’d never put that particular theory to the test before. Nobody had pushed his boundaries like this.
Carrie did.
And…he liked it.
He knew he should tell her to go. But instead of speaking, Patrick raised his arms slowly above his head. Beyond anything logical, he had a deep and uncontrollable need to feel her skin against his, no matter what he had to do to facilitate that.
The next moment, he was gripping the bars of the brass headboard that was designed to look like a sun with branching rays. A sexy grin spreading over her beautiful face, Carrie began to tie the silky material around his wrists. Not too tight. Just enough to hold his hands firmly in place.
It felt real. He watched her silently in the near darkness of the room. The only illumination came from the moonlight streaming in through the balcony window to their right. It bathed her face and body in silver.
“Now, tell me if you want me to stop,” she said, then slid her hands from his shoulders down to his chest.
He braced himself for an onslaught of empathic information, but there was nothing.
“Should I stop?” she whispered. Her warm hands felt incredible on his skin.
“No.”
She leaned over and brushed her lips softly against his. “How about now?”
He shook his head. “Don’t stop.”
As their kiss deepened, he groaned, but it definitely wasn’t from pain this time. She slid her tongue against his, and the kiss grew hotter and deeper and drew another low growl from the back of his throat. He’d wanted to taste her from the moment they’d met and she tasted just as good as he’d imagined—hot, sweet, addictive.
Carrie moved down his throat to his chest, leaving a damp trail of kisses behind. His stomach muscles flexed as she drew her tongue along his abdomen and navel, her hand moving to the edge of the bedsheet. Then, without hesitating for even a moment, she slid her hand underneath.
Patrick gasped as she wrapped her fingers around his cock and slowly stroked his length. He swore and strained against the scarf binding his hands. He didn’t care what she’d said. This was torture—exquisite torture.
After a moment, she pulled the sheet away completely so she could see him naked and hard for her. He felt exposed and uncertain, but the instant he felt her hot breath on him and then the wet stroke of her tongue, he lost all capacity to think.
“Do you want me?” She looked up at him through heavy-lidded eyes. Without waiting for a response, she lowered her head and took him into her mouth. He cried out and his hips rose off the mattress. It was by sheer will that he didn’t come right then and there.
“Damn it, Carrie…this is a dream, it has to be…” He could barely speak. “Untie me. Right…right now. Please.”
Again, the smile played on her lips. “You want to touch me?”
“Yes.” His forehead furrowed. “But…but I—”
“But you can’t?” She raised an eyebrow curiously, still prodding, still looking for answers, even now that she’d placed him at a distinct disadvantage.
For a moment he’d forgotten about his little problem. He couldn’t touch her. Even if he wanted to—and he did. More than anything.
She slowly slid back up his body and stroked her fingers over the Egyptian healing charm lying flat on his chest—the only thing he currently wore since he always slept in the nude. He wanted to tell her everything, but something continued to hold him back, and it wasn’t just the scarf.
Besides, he couldn’t concentrate very well at the moment. She continued to stroke his length and he felt ready to explode. He thought he could live without sex, without being touched, but one taste of Carrie Stanfield and he was greedy for more.
Suddenly, she straddled his body and he strained against the scarf that held him in place.
“What do you want?” she asked him. “Tell me the truth.”
“You’ll know if I’m lying?”
“Yes.” She smiled. “So what do you want, Patrick?”
“I…want to be inside of you.”
“You want me. It’s why you’ve kept my picture all this time, but when you look at it, it just makes you feel more alone because of the decisions you’ve made.”
He frowned. “How do you know that?”
“You need me, don’t you? Admit it.”
“Yes…I need you. Carrie, please—”
“Do you know what else you need?”
“What?”
He closed his eyes as she leaned forward to whisper in his ear, her breasts brushing against his chest. “You need to answer your phone.”
“I need to—to what?”
“Answer your phone.”
And then, suddenly, she disappeared into thin air.
“What the hell?” Patrick blinked and opened his eyes fully, finding himself alone in his bed with a throbbing erection and a buzzing BlackBerry.
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JUST AS HE’D GUESSED, it was only a dream.
He couldn’t help but feel the stab of disappointment as he grabbed his phone and held it to his ear.
“What?” he snapped.
“Having a bad night?” Carrie asked.
He fell back onto the bed and looked down at his cock. A cold shower was not going to be nearly enough to take care of that, unfortunately. He gripped himself and thought about Carrie, naked, sinking down onto him inch by inch.
That image wasn’t helping this situation in the slightest.
“You have no idea,” he managed.
“Since you’ve been hiding from me—”
“I’m not hiding.”
“Sure. Anyway, I’m wondering about tomorrow. When and where should we meet? I believe we have an amulet to recover.”
“How about the lobby at nine o’clock? We’ll grab Will’s boat and take care of the amulet by noon.”
“Okay. I’ll see you then.”
“Carrie—”
“Yes?”
“Where were you a couple minutes ago?”
“A couple minutes ago? I was having a shower. I just got out before I called you.”
“Oh.” He didn’t think it was a shared dream. That sometimes happened between psychics. Not often, but sometimes. There had been a remote possibility that she’d really been with him.
But she hadn’t.
It was highly unlikely that she’d sneak into his room and tie him up so she could have her way with him. He wasn’t that damn irresistible. But for a moment—well, he’d thought she was really here.
“Good night, Patrick,” she said.
“Good night.”
He disconnected the call. While he’d been having his erotic dream about her, she’d been having a shower. Naked. With water pounding her body as she ran the soap all over her stomach, her legs, her breasts…
Enough, he told himself. You’re going to be a professional and not think about your current partner naked, wet and soapy.
He looked down at his arousal again.
Well, a few more minutes of thinking about it wouldn’t really hurt anyone, would it?
 
PATRICK DIDN’T LOOK AS if he’d slept very well last night when he entered the lobby the next morning. There were dark circles under his eyes and he seemed more than a little distracted.
“Let’s go” was his less than cheery greeting to Carrie who’d already been waiting for ten minutes.
“Good morning to you, too.”
“Good morning. Now, let’s go.”
Somebody was grumpy.
“I have the map,” he said. “Will dropped it off at my room earlier with instructions, so we’re all set to do the recovery and assessment. I read up on Erzulie last night. If she’s really behind this, I have a couple incantations to bind her in place and keep her from casting any additional curses.”
“Sounds, uh, good to me.” The entire goddess and curse situation was far outside Carrie’s comfort zone, but she knew Patrick was an expert on all of this. She was just along for the ride as part of her PARA training.
After talking to Will yesterday, she’d wandered through the resort exploring the grounds. She hadn’t gone on a real vacation for years. Not that she didn’t have the money. She did. But tropical vacations such this just seemed too much of a throwaway luxury. Places like Violet Shores were meant for honeymoons.
This was no honeymoon.
While their heated discussion yesterday still troubled her, Patrick was much too sincere for her to ever accuse him of being deliberately hurtful. What he’d said was the truth, nothing more, nothing less. He was simply trying to warn her what was ahead if she didn’t practice as much as she could.
Last night she’d had another dream about him involving a hot tub. She’d woken up aching to visit him in his room. Of course she hadn’t acted on it. He would have found that behavior extremely unprofessional. Part of her didn’t care. The other part kept her firmly in her own bed on the second floor.
Patrick walked ahead of her. She could tell that something was bothering him. Then again, maybe he was just the kind of guy who was uptight about everything. He seriously needed to learn how to relax.
She really wished she didn’t care about him. She’d seen his good side a few times and that helped to make up for any bad. If this was just lust she felt for him it would make everything so much easier to ignore. But two years was a long time to lust after someone. She was seriously infatuated now.
Just as Will promised, a small motorboat was waiting for them at the dock, one of two boats available to the resort.
“No driver?” Carrie asked.
“Will’s let most of his staff take some time off with the hopes he can hire them back when business picks up.”
“So that’s a no?”
“That’s a no. But I used to spend a lot of time on boats in the past. When I was younger I went fishing with my father nearly every summer weekend.”
“Then you’re an expert.”
“I wouldn’t say that, but I think we’ll be okay.”
She had no reason not to trust him, so she gingerly stepped into the boat and sat down.
She glanced around the disturbingly small boat, saw where the life jackets were stowed and grabbed one, hurriedly putting it on.
Patrick raised an eyebrow at her rush to suit up. “You do know how to swim, don’t you?”
She grimaced. “I usually stay at the shallow end of the pool.”
He slowly put on one of the other jackets. “You can’t swim.”
“Well, not exactly. Other than a really splashy and embarrassing dog paddle.”
His brows drew together with concern. “If you’re worried about being out on the water—”
“No, it’s fine.” She laughed nervously. “Just try not to sink the boat and I’m sure we’ll be okay. You’re amazing at mouth-to-mouth, right?”
Her cheeks immediately flushed. She really hadn’t meant it to sound like an invitation. Or maybe she had. She’d be willing to bet Patrick was amazing at mouth-to-mouth.
“I do have a certificate in CPR,” he confirmed, with barely a noticeable smile.
“Then it’s all good. I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.” A change in topic might be a nice idea. “Did you sleep well last night?”
“Like a log.”
“Really?”
“Like a log with insomnia.”
“Something on your mind?”
“Many things,” he said, and she felt his gaze on her. “You?”
“I slept great.”
“I’m happy to hear it.” But he didn’t sound happy. He sounded preoccupied. At least her telekinesis hadn’t done any damage yet this morning. She was trying to remain calm about it. She’d even done some yoga on the beach at sunrise. It settled her nerves a little and helped keep her focused on the task of the day. Get the amulet. Prove she could do her new job without any major incidents. Then continue to ride Patrick until she broke him like a wild stallion and he told her all his dirty little secrets.
Sounded like a lot of fun, actually.
Patrick pushed the boat away from the dock and started the engine. The island they were headed for wasn’t that far away, only a couple of miles, and it formed a triangle with the main resort and the smaller honeymoon island. The day was beautiful with a bright blue, cloudless sky. And hot—nearly ninety degrees. The heat from the sun soaked pleasantly into Carrie’s skin.
She wished she felt calm. But being out with Patrick, so close to him in such a tiny boat, was entirely too distracting. She watched the muscles flex in his arms as he drove the boat over the surface of the crystal-blue water. After a few moments of enjoying the view—both of Patrick and the water itself—Carrie closed her eyes to feel the refreshing breeze on her face.
She hoped very much this assignment would go off without a hitch—or damage to any more objects around her. And she wanted to find out what Patrick was hiding. It really wasn’t fair that he seemed to know all of her secrets and she knew next to nothing about his.
 
PATRICK WATCHED HIS BEAUTIFUL partner as she soaked up the sun, her eyes closed, face raised to the sky, and he took the opportunity to let his gaze leisurely travel the length of her body, unable to keep the arousal from stirring inside him. The dream last night kept him from focusing entirely on business when Carrie was around, and he ached to touch her. Too bad that wasn’t an option for him.
Today she wore a short-sleeved white blouse under her life jacket. Casual, but still more professional than the bikini top from yesterday.
He did like that unprofessional bikini top a great deal.
When his slow and appreciative examination reached her face he realized her cinnamon-colored eyes had opened again and she was looking directly at him.
“Yes?” she said.
He cleared his throat, hoping to cover the fact he’d been ogling every inch of her beautiful body. “So, have you finished investigating me yet?”
“The investigation has only just begun, Mr. McKay.”
His shoulders tensed. “Good luck with that.”
“I do have a theory, though.”
His brows drew together. “A theory, huh?”
“Yup.”
“What’s your theory?”
“I’m thinking your problem might have a lot to do with your ex.”
“My ex?”
“The woman you were engaged to when we first met. You’re not seeing her anymore. No wedding ring. No recent girlfriends—”
“Asking around about my social life, are you?” A smile played at his lips.
“Don’t let it go to your head. Anyway, I figure you’ve got some major intimacy issues going on right now.”
Intimacy issues. 
Julia came to his mind then, his beautiful ex-fiancée who’d grown more and more distant after he’d landed in the wheelchair. At the beginning of his recovery, he’d been forced to use a catheter that had made him very self-conscious about any attempted intimacy. Because of this, it was possible he’d pushed Julia away. In fact, he was quite certain of it.
Luckily for Julia, she’d moved on to bigger and better things.
“So is that what happened?” Carrie asked. “Your heart was broken and you don’t want to let yourself get close to anyone again?”
He tried not to smile at her lousy theory. It was a whole lot safer than the truth.
He sighed and tried to look pensive. “You figured me out. My soul is wounded from a bad breakup.”
She studied him. “No, that’s not it. I thought it was a possibility, but please. I don’t buy it. You wouldn’t let any woman get under your skin that much.”
“I guess that depends on the woman.” He watched her guardedly. He’d only touched Carrie a couple of times and she was already under his skin.
The boat brushed up against the dock alongside a few other craft of various sizes. They’d arrived at the island.
Patrick tied up at the dock and climbed out using the wooden ladder built into the side. His first impulse was to offer her his hand to help her after she’d shrugged out of her life jacket, but that wasn’t an option. She didn’t seem to mind. She made her way up the ladder and along the dock to a gravel road that followed the shore line.
Not far from the dock, two bikini-clad girls lay on colorful towels on a small white sand beach. The island was two miles in diameter, with lush green vegetation, including tall coconut palm trees that stretched up into the bright blue sky. A small flock of flamingos waded near the shore line, and an iguana eyed them from his perch on a fallen tree trunk next to the road.
“So where are we going?” she asked.
He looked at the map drawn on a piece of lined notebook paper. It was crude and Will could never claim artistic talent, but it was sufficient. “The pet cemetery.”
“Alert Stephen King.” She glanced at the small, colorful beach houses as they began to walk along the road. A couple of people sitting out front of one waved to them as they passed by. “So people live here?”
“A couple dozen locals according to Will, plus there are a few time shares.”
A half-mile walk and they reached the pet cemetery. It wasn’t all that grand, but there was a plaque on the gate identifying it. A couple dozen small gravestones for beloved pets adorned the enclosed grassy area, which was shaded by several palm trees.
“It should be right here,” Patrick said, pointing at the ground, where a small patch looked as if it had recently been dug up.
She grimaced. “Do you think he’s right about this being a pissed off goddess we’re dealing with?”
She sounded uncertain and it made him want to put her mind at ease and take the worried look out of those beautiful brown eyes. “Honestly? No. I get a gut feeling that there’s something else at work here. I’m sure if Erzulie really exists, she’d have better things to do with her power than use it to curse Will’s resort. But the amulet itself might be cursed and that’s what we’re going to determine today.”
She put her hands on her hips. “Then I guess you should probably start digging.”
He grinned. “Yes, ma’am.”
There was a small shovel leaning against a green shed to his left. He grabbed it and went to work.
 
CARRIE HAD TO SAY SHE was enjoying the view.
Patrick’s biceps flexed as he dug at the loose ground. She liked the line of his back and the way his black pants fit his ass. His short-sleeved shirt stretched tight across his chest and broad shoulders. He wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. He looked like an athlete, strong and sexy, and he made her shiver even though it was hot outside. She was mesmerized by every move he made.
“I have it,” he said after a moment.
The show was over before it had barely begun. She was disappointed by that. She could have watched him all day.
“Okay,” she said, holding her breath, not knowing what to expect. “Let’s see it.”
“Here’s the amulet.” He pulled an object free from the loose earth and stood up.
“That’s it?” Carrie asked. It was a small, the size of her thumb. On closer inspection she saw that it was a red stone with a surprisingly detailed carving of a woman’s figure.
Patrick nodded and held it in the palm of his hand. “This is where Will said he buried it.”
“Do you feel any, uh, power coming off it?” She figured a magical amulet should give off some sort of aura. She, however, felt nothing at all, apart from her inner stirrings at being only an arm’s reach away from the untouchable Patrick.
“My empathic ability doesn’t extend to inanimate objects.”
“But can you tell if it’s real or not?”
He shook his head. “Not at first glance. I’ll have to take it back to the resort and inspect it more closely.”
The next moment, a couple of men entered the small cemetery and Carrie turned to look at them.
“What’s that you have?” one asked. He had pale blond hair and a sunburn on his cheeks.
Patrick closed his fist over the amulet. “Just something I found.”
“Are you digging around in the graves here looking for treasure?”
Patrick exchanged a look with Carrie and she could see a shadow of warning cross his features. These men did not look like they were out for a casual morning walk, nor did they look like they lived on the island. Carrie didn’t have to be empathic to feel the dangerous vibe coming from them. It made her tense.
“It’s nothing,” Patrick said. “Really. And this is a pet cemetery, so grave robbing is rather unlikely.”
The blond’s partner, a dark-haired man, nodded at the amulet hidden in Patrick’s hand. “If it’s nothing, you may as well give it to us.”
“Pardon me?” Patrick said.
“And while you’re at it, why don’t you go ahead and give us your wallets, too? And any other valuables you have on you.” He grinned. “Thanks so much for your cooperation.”
If Carrie had thought she was only feeling paranoid before, his words confirmed they were in deep trouble.
Patrick curled his other hand into a tight fist. “Why don’t you leave us the hell alone and we won’t have any trouble here?”
“I don’t like that plan,” the blond said. “I like ours much better.”
A breath caught in Carrie’s chest as his companion pulled a knife out of a sheath on his belt. Patrick made to move in front of her, but the thug grabbed her arm and pulled her against him so quickly, all she could do was gasp with surprise. She struggled but the man’s grip was painfully strong.
“Hand it over. Wouldn’t want anything to happen to your pretty little girlfriend, would you?”
She felt the edge of the sharp blade lightly trace over her throat.
“Let her go now,” Patrick snapped. “You do not want to mess with her.”
“Wrong. I do. And I want your money. Come on, tourists like you two usually have lots of cash on you. Do it and no one gets hurt. Give us a problem and, well, there might be some blood.”
His grip tightened on Carrie. When Patrick said not to mess with her she thought he was going to beat the crap out of them and save her like a knight in shining armor. By the look on his face, it was possible. But that wasn’t what he’d meant.
He had a good idea what could happen if her emotions got riled up. And they were plenty riled.
“Let go of me right now or else,” she warned, feeling the psychic energy course through her, along with a mix of fear and panic.
“Or else what?” he said mockingly.
One of the gravestones five feet away unearthed itself and flew toward Carrie as if she were magnetized. It hit the mugger hard enough on his shoulder that she heard something crack—possibly a bone. He yelped in pain and let go of her. Another gravestone broke loose and headed for the other mugger. Letting out a pained grunt, he tried to deflect the blow.
“You’re a witch,” he said, fear naked in his voice. “Aren’t you?”
She glared at them. “Sure. I’m a witch. And I’m going to turn the two of you into toads if you don’t leave us the hell alone.”
That was all it took. They both turned on their heels and ran away. She finally let out the breath she’d been holding, wishing she could control her telekinesis better, but happy that everything seemed to work out perfectly this time. Her heart hammered in her chest.
“Bastards probably go island to island looking for marks.” Patrick touched her arm. “You okay?”
She turned toward him and her eyes widened. “Oh, shit! Watch out!”
Another gravestone was headed straight for them. Patrick pushed her out of the way, but it hit him in the head and knocked him to the ground. The amulet flew out of his hand and fell to the dirt beside him.
“Patrick!” He was unconscious, and there was a red mark on his temple. She was fine with causing pain to the muggers—that had been self-defense, after all—but the last thing she wanted was to hurt anyone else, especially not Patrick. She stroked his hair off his forehead. “I’m so sorry!”
“He can’t hear you at the moment,” a voice said.
Carrie looked up, shocked to see a woman in the graveyard. She hadn’t noticed anyone approach after the muggers took off.
“He’s hurt,” she said, her voice tight. “He needs help.”
“Don’t worry yourself, child. He’ll be jus’ fine.”
The woman was stunningly beautiful and dressed in a cream and blue dress that set off her flawless dark skin perfectly. Her black hair was braided into hundreds of tiny plaits. She wore red shoes that laced up her legs right to her knees and her fingers were full of rings set with multicolored jewels that glinted in the sunlight. She spoke in a smooth, lilting Caribbean accent.
“Who are you?” Carrie asked cautiously.
“I’m Erzulie, of course.” She nudged the amulet with the tip of her shoe. “Looks like you summoned me. I hope you had a very good reason.”
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“I—I DIDN’T SUMMON YOU.” The attractive dark-haired human female looked at Erzulie with wide brown eyes.
“What is your name, child?” Erzulie asked.
“Carrie. Carrie Stanfield. And I’m sorry. We really didn’t mean to disturb you.”
Yet another interruption for no good reason. Did no one in the human world care about Erzulie’s rest?
The goddess concentrated for a moment as her gaze swept the woman. “You are very powerful, yes?”
Carrie looked confused for a moment. “Oh, you mean my telekinesis? Yeah, it’s powerful. But—” she looked down at the unconscious man at her feet and there was deep worry in her eyes “—but I can’t control it. I hurt Patrick. It’s all my fault.”
Aside from fear and guilt, Erzulie could easily sense the barely contained desire this woman felt for the sleeping man, whose head currently rested next to Bobbo, a pet turtle’s handmade gravestone.
“Yes, I feel it. Your power is like a storm brewin’ inside of you. It is very similar to the passion you feel for this man.”
Carrie’s attention snapped to Erzulie. “Excuse me?”
Erzulie sighed. She did try to be patient with humans. Sometimes it was difficult. “Your desire to touch him, to have him touch you—it swirls and rages within you. Within both of you. I feel it.”
The woman’s eyebrows rose and her cheeks flamed to the color of a flamingo. “I…I, uh…”
“Why have you not made love yet when it is obvious you want him—that you have wanted him for a very long time? Why do you deny yourself the pleasure when pleasure is all that matters? This is a storm that is meant to be surrendered to, not controlled.”
She smiled widely as the woman gaped at her. Some humans were taken aback by her bluntness. Some humans refused to deny their most primal urges when sex and love were the most important thing in life. They made life. They were life. One denied this at one’s own peril.
“You look uncertain, child.” Erzulie touched the woman’s chin. “But I can only be awakened by those who deeply need me. Some I can help. Some I cannot.”
“Really, we didn’t mean to summon you.”
“Believe that if you must.” Erzulie squatted down next to the man and grasped his face in her hand and squeezed. He opened his green eyes and she spoke directly to him. “I am Erzulie and I am feeling generous today. Use my gift well, child, and do not take it for granted. Consider yourself blessed by my divine generosity.”
The man frowned, then fell back into his slumber. But the goddess had had enough time to adequately search his mind for the information she needed.
She smiled. They did not mean to summon her? She found that very difficult to believe. The last man who had summoned her had done so purposefully and shamelessly, but Erzulie could not help him in the way he wanted. His grief, while palpable and powerful, was unfixable by anything but time and patience.
But these two—Erzulie eyed each of them in turn—they were very much alive. And they were wasting precious time with unimportant issues that kept them from being in each other’s arms.
Patrick and Carrie desired each other. They dreamed of each other. They were fascinated by each other. This was more than simple lust. Erzulie felt it keenly. The storm that brewed between them thickened with each moment that passed. One day soon, their passion would be too much to contain and the skies of desire would open up.
One day this would happen. But Erzulie was not known for her patience.
“I will help you,” the goddess said sweetly.
“Help us?” Carrie’s voice held wariness. “How?”
“Do you know why he is reluctan’ to touch you, child?”
The woman’s eyes widened again. “Does it have something to do with his psychic ability?”
She smiled. “It does.”
“I knew it.”
It would be much too easy to tell this woman the entire truth. But the man held his secret for a reason and it was not up to Erzulie to reveal all.
“It hurts him to use it,” Carrie said, a crease between her eyebrows. “So he tries not to use it at all.”
“Yes.”
Humans made choices and they had to deal with the consequences. At least, until they made new choices. This foolish man had chosen to fix a rather large problem with a much too easy solution. Human males like him were enjoyable to look at, but incredibly narrow-minded. It was not the least bit unusual.
Carrie’s expression shadowed with concern. “His ability must have changed when he got better from his injury.”
Erzulie glanced at his healing charm. “It did indeed.”
“Is there anything I can do to help him?”
“Do you truly wish to help him, child?”
“Of course I do.”
“Why?”
“Because I—because I don’t want him to be in pain.”
“You care about him.”
“Yes.” The woman didn’t hesitate with her honest answer. Erzulie could ask for nothing more than that.
The goddess regarded the woman for a long moment, reading her darkest desire and truest wish until Carrie flinched under the close scrutiny. Then Erzulie fished beneath the neckline of her own dress and pulled out a small golden ring. “Wear this.”
Carrie took it from her. “What is it?”
“It will help him.”
Carrie hesitated for a moment before slipping it onto her right middle finger.
“That gift was for him. Now for you, child…” Erzulie cocked her head and studied the woman. “Give me your hand.”
Carrie reached forward. Erzulie took her trembling hand, holding it lightly in her grip.
Erzulie could feel the energy coming off the woman in waves. “Just as I thought, there is a storm inside of you.”
“But no control.” She looked up with a mix of trepidation and hope. “Can you give me control?”
“Control is sometimes found through lettin’ go completely.”
“I don’t really know if I like the sound of that.”
“If you see it as an enemy, then it shall be your enemy. But if you see it as a friend, then it shall be your friend. Fightin’ it will only make it fight back harder.”
Erzulie placed her hand flat against the woman’s chest.
“Are you giving me control against my inner storm?” Carrie whispered.
Erzulie laughed, genuinely amused. “You haven’t been listenin’ to a word I have said, have you? All I am doin’ is givin’ you what you need.”
“But—” Carrie gasped as Erzulie pushed magic into her. A moment was all that was needed. For the human it would feel like a cool breeze had slid through her. Goose bumps broke out on the woman’s arms for a moment before they faded away to nothing.
Weariness filled Erzulie, and her eyes felt heavy. “It is time for me to rest again.”
There was a brightness to Carrie’s eyes. “What about Patrick?”
The goddess glanced down at the sleeping man, and a smile spread over her face. “You may awaken him with a kiss.”
Carrie eyed her skeptically. “A kiss?”
“Yes. And it must be one that you truly mean. No other will do. Kiss him with enough passion to unleash your inner storm.”
“That doesn’t sound like something I should—”
Erzulie closed her eyes and began to disappear.
“Wait…please…” Carrie’s voice held stress. “Please don’t go yet. You have to remove the curse you put on William Crane’s resort. He doesn’t deserve to lose his business just because he disturbed you.”
Erzulie shook her head. “I was angry to be wakened, but unable to give William Crane any of my gifts when he summoned me. If there is a curse at work, it is not by my hand.”
Carrie’s face clouded with confusion. “But what did—”
Erzulie disappeared completely, feeling that she had said all she needed to say. If some considered her valuable gifts to be curses, then there was not much she could do to convince them otherwise.
 
CARRIE WATCHED WITH AMAZEMENT as Erzulie vanished into thin air. If she’d had any doubts about the paranormal world up until now, they vanished right along with the goddess.
She stood in place for a full minute, too stunned to move.
Then she touched the gold ring she now wore, but didn’t have any time to think about what it meant. Later. She’d think about it later. Instead, she sank to her knees next to Patrick and brushed her hand over his forehead.
“Erzulie said it was just a bump. I really hope she was right.”
Kiss him with enough passion to unleash your inner storm. 
Carrie leaned over and brushed her lips lightly against his. “Come on, Patrick. Wake up.”
He didn’t move. She studied his handsome face again.
“You don’t want to be touched when you’re conscious. You probably wouldn’t like this very much, would you?”
He currently had no opinion on the matter. She didn’t want to hurt him. Erzulie had confirmed that his decision not to touch anyone. It was because it caused him pain.
“I’m sorry if this hurts you,” she whispered.
She kissed him again, harder and deeper this time, putting all of the passion she felt for him into it, and yes, it did feel as if there was a storm swirling inside her, threatening to break loose from her body. She’d fantasized about kissing Patrick for two years and here they were—a little different from what she’d had in mind.
She suddenly realized that he was kissing her back, his mouth opening so she felt the warm slide of his tongue against hers. He didn’t push her away. Desire churned in her belly, making her body ache and her nipples tighten. She placed a hand on his chest and felt the rapid pounding of his heart. After a moment, she forced herself to pull away a little to see if he was waking up.
Patrick’s eyelids flickered and surprise registered in his green eyes when he saw how close she was to him.
 
CARRIE’S DELICIOUS MOUTH was only an inch from his. And if he wasn’t mistaken, he could actually taste her like strawberries on his tongue.
“Carrie…” he began.
“She was right,” she said breathlessly, relief spreading over her expression. “What do you know?”
“Right about what?”
She looked amazed. “She said if I kissed you, you’d wake up.”
His eyes widened. “You kissed me?”
“Oh.” She cleared her throat and quickly got to her feet. Pressing her fingertips to her lips, she looked at him guardedly. “Well, I was just following orders.”
She’d kissed him. It must have been brief since he hadn’t felt any pain. What he did feel was the stirrings of an erection at the thought of her sexy mouth against his.
That was inconvenient.
Patrick grimaced and touched his head as he sat up. “You knocked me out with a flying gravestone.”
“Sorry about that.”
“Ouch.” He eyed her guilty reaction with a sliver of amusement. “I’ll be fine.”
She looked distressed. “Better than being sliced and diced by muggers.”
Heavy concern went through him at the reminder. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine. They didn’t come back. After all, they’re too scared of the witch, aka yours truly.”
He grinned despite himself, but it quickly faded. Those bastards had tried mugging them, threatened to hurt Carrie, and he hadn’t been able to do a damn thing to stop them. He was so relieved she was all right he could barely speak.
Patrick slowly got to his feet, tensing when he realized she was helping him. He cringed away from her when she made contact with his bare skin.
She pulled her hand away as if she’d been burned. “Sorry, I—I know that hurts you.”
He frowned. “Excuse me?”
“When I touch you. When anyone touches you. You feel pain, right?”
Shock swept through him and he tensed. “Who told you that?”
“I figured it out myself. But Erzulie helped a bit.”
Patrick looked at her incredulously for a moment, feeling an overwhelming need to reach out and touch her face, stroke her hair back from her forehead. But then he remembered coming to for a moment and seeing a woman who’d introduced herself as the goddess. “Erzulie was really here, wasn’t she?”
She nodded. “We summoned her when you dropped the amulet. But she’s gone now.”
This news made him look around the graveyard uneasily. “What exactly did she say?”
Carrie cleared her throat. “She said that what’s happening with Will’s resort has nothing to do with her.”
“If that’s true, then who’s responsible?”
“You’re the expert.” She smiled shakily. “Besides, your gut told you she wasn’t the cause in the first place.”
“That was before I knew she really existed.” Patrick gingerly rubbed his head. “I’ll need to do some more research and take a closer look at the amulet when we get back to the resort. Did she tell you anything else?”
“She told me to wear this.” Carrie held up her hand to let him see the gold ring. “She said it would help you. I have absolutely no idea what she meant by that.”
His brows knitted together. “A gift from a goddess is very rare.”
“I won’t try selling it on eBay.”
“Probably not a good idea. So she said that’s for me. A ring that you’re wearing. I don’t understand.”
She shrugged. “That makes two of us.”
“Does it feel strange to you?”
“No. It just feels like a regular ring. She said she was giving me a gift as well, something to do with my telekinesis.” Carrie frowned and slid a hand through her long and silky dark hair. He followed the motion as if mesmerized by every move she made. “She touched me and I felt a cold sensation for a moment. She said there was a storm raging inside of me. I don’t know what that meant.”
That was worrying. Carrie’s TK was unpredictable to start with. She hardly needed an unpredictable goddess to give her any gifts to deal with it.
Patrick looked up to see that the previously blue skies had clouded over. “Maybe she heard the weather report. Looks like it’s going to start raining soon.”
Carrie glanced up at the dark clouds. “It was totally clear a couple of minutes ago.”
He found he was staring at her mouth, and it brought back the fuzzy memory of her warm lips against his as he began to regain consciousness. It would have been nice to remember the experience more clearly.
He ached to touch Carrie, to kiss her again, and see if it was half as good as in his dream. Instead, he snatched the fallen amulet off the ground and slipped it into his pocket. “We should go.”
They began walking along the dirt road back to the dock. He stayed as close to Carrie as he could without actually touching her. After the incident with the muggers, he wanted to ensure that she was safe.
She was silent and that troubled him. Carrie rarely seemed at a loss for words. They reached the small motorboat in silence and climbed into it, each donning a life jacket. The water was choppier than it had been earlier. He hadn’t heard anything about a storm forecasted for today. It wasn’t hurricane season, but the winds had picked up and the skies had darkened significantly since they’d left the cemetery.
He pushed away from the dock and started the motor. When he looked at Carrie again, he was surprised by how intensely she was watching him.
Desire slid through him, and the taste of her still on his lips didn’t help matters much. “What is it?”
 
“NOTHING.” CARRIE INHALED deeply and forced herself to look away from her handsome partner. Erzulie was right. Her passion for him felt like a storm raging inside of her.
She needed to concentrate on something else. Ever since she’d kissed Patrick her skin tingled, her body ached, and her desire for him seemed to be rising with every moment that passed. It was all she could do to keep from touching him. It was a compulsion, one she restrained with all her might.
She had to think about something else. Anything else.
“Tell me why it hurts you to touch people,” she said bluntly.
His open expression became shuttered. “I don’t want to talk about it.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s none of your business.” He cringed and touched his head. The gravestone hadn’t broken the skin, but there was a red mark.
“Should you go to a hospital?” she asked with concern.
“No. I hate hospitals. They remind me of…” He trailed off.
“When you got hurt the last time.”
“Forget it.” But his jaw tightened. She’d barged into uncomfortable territory without an invite. With one hand on the rudder, he fished into his pocket and pulled out his BlackBerry. “Your TK helped today. But you need a great deal more practice. You saw for yourself how dangerous it can be when unrestrained.”
Unrestrained. That was a good word for it. That was how she felt right now, but it had very little to do with her psychic ability and much more to do with her attraction to Patrick. She squeezed her eyes shut, but it was his face she saw.
“You’re a very beautiful woman.”
Her eyes snapped open. Patrick looked surprised by his own words.
“I—I don’t know why I said that. I’m sorry.” His brows drew together, but he continued to let his gaze slowly travel over her body until he reached her eyes.
“Don’t be sorry.” The storm inside her grew and she noticed with a sinking feeling that the storm gathering in the skies overhead was growing, as well.
Patrick studied her face closely. “What is this, Carrie?”
She swallowed hard. “What do you mean?”
“I feel something—” He looked up. “What exactly did Erzulie say to you?”
“Other than confirming to me that you can’t touch anyone without it hurting you?”
His eyes narrowed, but not with anger. With concern. “You said something about a storm.”
She bit her bottom lip. She didn’t want to admit out loud what Erzulie had said. That the goddess had sensed the passion Carrie felt for Patrick—that this passion was like a storm that swirled inside of her.
“Carrie?” Patrick prompted. “What are you thinking right now?”
She locked gazes with him. “She said she felt the storm inside me. She said that when I kissed you it would help to unleash it.”
The previously blue sky was now blocked by clouds. Tropical storms were known to gather quickly over the Caribbean, but not like this.
Patrick looked up. “We need to get back to the resort. I have a bad feeling about this.”
“It isn’t my fault.”
Worry was etched into his handsome features. “We don’t want to get caught in a storm. This boat isn’t big enough to handle something like that.”
The sky continued to darken even as he spoke.
Her uneasiness increased. The water was getting choppier as the winds rose and the boat rocked violently back and forth. A wave washed over the side and soaked Patrick’s pant legs up to the knee.
Recognition dawned. “This is my fault, isn’t it?”
“You tell me.”
“She said my—my passion was a storm inside me. I thought she meant it as a metaphor.”
“And now?”
“And now I’m thinking she might have been speaking literally.”
Patrick swore and looked up at the dark sky. “Then you need to control this right now.”
“I’m trying. I can’t.”
The moment Carrie kissed him, the desire she’d felt inside her had started manifesting itself outward. In the papers Patrick had given her to read, she’d learned there were a few telekinetics in history that could psychically control localized weather patterns.
Uh-oh. 
In mere moments the temperature had dropped at least ten degrees and it was as dark as night, the bright Caribbean sunshine blocked by thick, black clouds. They’d traveled far enough away from the dock that she couldn’t see it anymore.
“You need to make this go away, Carrie.” Patrick’s voice was tense. “Before it’s too late.”
She shook her head, worry filling her. Her desire, her passion for Patrick had done this. It had taken hold of the emotional storm inside of her, and with a kiss strong enough to wake him up, an active storm had been unleashed, just as Erzulie said.
It had been one of the gifts the goddess had given her.
She shook her head. “It’s already too late.”
A moment later, the clouds opened up and the full force of the tempest hit them.
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THE RAIN CAME DOWN in buckets, drenching both Carrie and Patrick in seconds. Carrie screamed as the boat pitched to the side.
“Damn it,” Patrick growled under his breath. Forget about muggers. The goddess was trying to kill them herself. He had some knowledge of boating, but not enough to handle navigating through a storm—either naturally or psychically generated.
Fear ripped through him as a wave crashed over the side and knocked Carrie off balance. Without thinking he reached out and grabbed her arm so she wouldn’t fall overboard.
He tried to steel himself against the pain the physical contact would cause, but she pulled away from him before he had a chance to feel anything except her damp skin.
“What are we going to do?” she yelled.
If he was a praying man, he’d suggest that. Since he wasn’t…
“Hold on to something!” he shouted back.
“What?”
“Anything!”
She looked deeply distressed.
“I’m so sorry!” she managed.
“Sorry? For what?”
“This is all my fault!”
If he wasn’t afraid they were both going to die in the next five minutes, he’d probably laugh out loud at that.
“This isn’t your fault. It’s Erzulie. Whatever she did to you…” The wind took his breath away. “Do you think you can stop this?”
She looked up at the sky, shielding her face with her hand. “No. I don’t even know how I created it!”
“Didn’t think so. Look, what we have to do is just hang on and wait it out. If I can get to shore—”
“Where’s shore?”
He scanned the darkness around them and damned if he could see anything even remotely helpful. “I wish I knew.”
“What’s that over there?”
Patrick looked where she pointed and could make out the fuzzy outline of something. Could be a dock. Could be the shore. Hell, it could be a fire-breathing dragon waiting to swallow them whole.
He was about to answer her when another wave hit the small boat, knocking both of them to one side. His BlackBerry fell out of his pocket and landed five feet away.
Another wave almost made him lose his balance completely and he attempted to crawl forward to grab his phone before it got damaged. But then he heard a scream and turned to catch a stomach-twisting glimpse of Carrie plunging into the ocean.
“Carrie!” He knew she couldn’t swim. Abandoning any attempts to grab his BlackBerry, his information resource and the one thing that had never let him down since he’d got it—he dove off the side of the boat into the dark, violent water.
“Carrie! Where the hell are you?” he shouted, swallowing a mouthful of salt water for his efforts. Panic sliced through him as he frantically searched for her.
She thought this was her fault? She was wrong. This was his fault. If he’d been more patient. If he hadn’t been so damn selfish. If he’d taken the time to help her practice her telekinesis—something he’d agreed to originally—instead of trying to push her away, maybe she would have been able to control it better. Aside from whatever magic Erzulie had cursed her with, he knew without a doubt that Carrie had every inclination to use her powers properly if she could learn how.
But no. Patrick had told her he’d hand her off to another agent since he wasn’t able to deal with being so close to her—wanting to touch her. He was so afraid she’d find out his deep dark secrets with her naturally inquisitive nature.
He’d been so stupid. Now he didn’t give a damn about his secrets—any of them. All he wanted to do was find her. He couldn’t lose her. Not like this. He’d never forgive himself.
A wave washed over his head and he gasped for breath as he broke through the surface of the water.
Finally he felt her, his grasping hands closing around her waist.
“Patrick—” she sputtered. “Are you okay?”
She was worried that he was okay? “Forget about me. Hang on. Don’t slip away from me.”
“The boat—”
“Gone.” A glance through the torrential rain showed that the tiny boat had flipped over and was now sinking.
The storm hadn’t let up. In fact, it seemed to be getting worse.
He’d braced himself for the pain that would come from touching her, but surprisingly nothing happened. It was a blessing he wasn’t going to question at the moment. He didn’t think he could handle the mind-crushing pain and swim with her in his arms at the same time.
“I see something—I think it’s land.” He spit out another mouthful of vile-tasting water. “Just hang on.”
“I should have learned how to swim.”
“You’ll take lessons when we get out of this. Promise me.”
She nodded. “I promise.”
He fought against the waves, worrying every time one lashed against them that the undertow would drag them down and they wouldn’t come back to the surface. This was the worst storm he’d ever experienced. They were at least a hundred yards from what he assumed was shore, and if he gave it too much thought, he might give into despair.
With Carrie’s life currently in his hands, he had more to fight for.
He didn’t know what it was about this situation that kept his touching her from overwhelming him, but he was thankful for it. He couldn’t even empathically sense Carrie’s emotion at the moment, although he could pretty much guess what was going on in her head right now. She was scared.
He was exhausted when he finally felt solid ground under his feet. His legs, though strong from running and regular exercise, felt like rubber. He didn’t think he could make it another step.
 
CARRIE PULLED AT PATRICK, helping him as they staggered onto dry land—although the word dry wasn’t all that accurate at the moment.
“Are we back at the resort?” he asked wearily.
“I don’t think so.” She scanned the water-logged view. It was difficult to see anything with the rain coming down so hard. She’d tried to push away her worry that she’d somehow caused this. That seemed an impossibility. How could her passion have brewed up a storm? It didn’t make any sense.
She felt like she were going crazy just thinking about it.
But she had caused it. She knew it. She felt it.
Patrick didn’t look so good. He had a head injury to start, and now he must be exhausted from fighting the water. Maybe he had a concussion.
She helped him to his feet, pulling at his arm to get him to move quicker. The next moment, a large tree branch whipped past them, nearly knocking them over. The wind and rain bit into her skin and it was nearly impossible to make any headway against it. A crack of lightning struck a palm tree only twenty feet to their left, splitting it in half.
Somebody screamed. She was pretty sure it was her.
“Patrick, come on!” She grabbed his hand and pulled him off the beach and along a cobblestone path flanked by heavy tropical foliage. It took a lot of effort to fight the wind, but they had no choice. They had to find shelter. If they stayed outside for much longer, something was going to hit them—be it lightning or windblown debris.
She didn’t see any sign of human activity—none at all. It was as if she and Patrick were the only people left in the world. She heard another crack of lightning behind them and Patrick’s grip tightened on her hand. She didn’t have time to think about the fact he was touching her. Was he in pain?
She almost twisted her ankle as they turned a sharp corner, but at the end of the path—with torrents of rain coming off the roof like waterfalls—stood a small house. She made a beeline to it, still holding on to Patrick. Once there, she pounded on the door as hard as she could, but no one answered.
Patrick exchanged a look with her, and then glanced around. The storm was so loud now she didn’t think she could hear him if he spoke. He didn’t try. Breathing was hard, there was too much water coming down all around them, and the wind roared.
They had to get in that house.
He tried the door, but it was locked. No surprise there.
He pushed her gently to the side and rammed the door with his shoulder. It didn’t budge. His face shadowed with pain as he tried again. He was about to attempt a third time when she grabbed his arm. He looked at her with surprise.
“Let me try!” she shouted.
The door was made of solid wood. Patrick was only going to hurt himself if he kept going.
He studied her for a moment until it was clear he realized what she was doing. “Just concentrate!”
She nodded, but felt uncertain. If she couldn’t control her telekinesis when she was sitting on a patio next to a clear blue pool on a beautiful sunny day, it was unlikely she’d be able to control it now. But she didn’t have a choice.
Lightning flashed and she tensed, then pushed her drenched hair to get it off her face and out of her eyes.
“You can do this!” Patrick urged.
She felt his belief in her, and their eyes locked for a moment.
Ever since she’d found out she had this ability, she’d tried to clamp down on it. Whenever it escaped, it did so without her control. Being telekinetic was embarrassing, it was inconvenient and it had screwed up her life.
Everything was different now whether or not she wanted to believe it. The storm was proof positive that there was no going back.
For the first time since she’d realized she was telekinetic, she relaxed the part of herself that tried to hold her power back. It sat inside her now in a warm pool and she could feel it begin to spread through the rest of her body.
Without trying to force anything, she focused on the locked door.
Nothing happened.
She exhaled with frustration, nearly ready to give up and search for shelter elsewhere. This was a stupid idea.
But Patrick grabbed her hand and squeezed it. She knew it would cause him pain to do this, so his sacrifice to give her a little extra strength was enough to make her try harder.
He believed in her. She had to believe in herself. She used to. Hell, she was filled with self-confidence at one time. The telekinesis didn’t define her. She wasn’t some character out of a horror movie. She was Carrie Stanfield, onetime magazine journalist—award-winning, thank you very much—and now a newbie agent for the Paranormal Assessment and Recovery Agency.
She could do this.
This time—drawing on the warmth she felt from Patrick’s tight hold on her, reminding her she wasn’t alone in this—she gently nudged her power instead of waiting for it to simply work on its own.
Come on, telekinesis, she thought. Let’s be friends.
She heard a click, then without losing concentration, she pushed a bit with her mind.
The door swung open.
She gasped and looked with surprise at Patrick. He was grinning.
“You did it!” he said, before pulling her unceremoniously over the threshold. Once they were both inside, he let go of her long enough to fight to close the door against the strong winds.
The noise and wind and rain were shut outside.
Both panting, and both soaked, they stood there staring at each other.
“You helped,” she said.
“No, I didn’t.”
But he did. More than he would ever know.
“We nearly died,” she began, still feeling the fear and shock from only moments ago.
“Yeah.”
“But we didn’t.”
“When I saw you fall over the side of the boat, I thought I’d lost you.”
The relief in his eyes was replaced by something much more heated. It turned her cold wet skin warmer as his emerald gaze traveled the length of her body. She didn’t have to look down to know her soaked white blouse was completely see-through now and plastered against her breasts, her tight nipples jutting through the thin material of her bra.
Suddenly embarrassed, she covered herself with her arms. “I’m fine. We’re both fine.”
“Carrie, don’t…” He pulled her arms away from her chest. “I want to see you.”
Her cheeks felt very warm. “Why?”
“Because I—I wasn’t lying before when I said you’re beautiful.”
She was about to reply to that, although she wasn’t sure how, when she looked down to see his hands encircling her wrist. “You’re touching me.”
“You’re right.”
“Isn’t that a problem for you?”
He frowned deeply. “It should be.”
“But it’s not?”
“I…don’t know.”
“Well, either you’re feeling major pain or you’re not.”
His eyes met hers. “I’m not.”
That surprised her. “Why not?”
“I don’t know.” The next moment he let go of her completely and she instantly felt cold again.
She bit her bottom lip and stared down at the hardwood floor. “Well, it’s probably better if you don’t—”
Patrick grabbed her and crushed his mouth to hers, taking her breath away with the passionate kiss. She was about to stop him, to knock some sense into him. After all, she didn’t want to hurt him. Didn’t he have a problem with physical intimacy? Amanda had given her the impression that he’d basically been a monk for the last couple of years.
But this…
This was no monk.
She melted against him as his tongue swept hers and she kissed him back just as desperately as he kissed her. No more protests or trying to make sense of what was happening.
This wasn’t what she’d expected from this hands-off man. His hands were currently on, sliding down to cup her ass. He pulled her firmly up against him so she could feel the hard length of his erection pressed to her stomach.
“I’ve wanted to touch you like this for so long,” she whispered against his lips.
“Then touch me.”
Desire pooled in her core. She wasn’t going to let this moment go to waste. She moved her hands up over his chest and shoulders, up his stubble-covered jaw and his cheekbones, and slid her fingers into his wet hair as their tongues tangled together. The sound of the storm pounding against the villa outside, the warm, sexy scent of Patrick, and the taste of his mouth on hers filled her senses and pushed her thoughts aside.
She’d never wanted anyone this much in her life. She was near-frantic to have him deep inside of her.
A bolt of lust hit her at the same time as another lightning strike flashed outside. It only increased her aching need for him to make love to her. However, the next moment he broke off the hot kiss and stepped out of her embrace completely.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
She gasped for breath. “That’s not exactly the sort of thing you apologize for.”
“This is—I don’t know what’s happening here. We should talk about this.”
She raised an eyebrow. Talking was not what she wanted to do at the moment. She tried to compose herself but it was difficult. She didn’t want to talk. She wanted Patrick naked in bed. Now.
She felt the storm still swirling inside her. She needed to calm down.
But instead of calming her down, the desire inside her expanded. It felt like tiny electric shocks, but instead of being painful, it felt very, very good.
His eyes widened. “I can feel your power right now.”
She frowned. “I think it’s acting up again.”
“No more storms. Please, Carrie. The one outside has already trapped us here. We don’t need one inside.”
But it wasn’t a storm her power brought forth this time.
The bed from across the room slid directly toward them, knocking Patrick in the back of his legs so that he fell on top of it. He propped himself up on his elbows and looked at her with shock.
She’d been feeling desire for Patrick—a lot of it. She’d wanted him in bed—desperately.
Patrick was now in bed.
Her inner desire had become a reality.
She gasped as the realization came to her. “I’ve been cursed by a goddess of love.”
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“CURSED,” HE REPEATED. 
Carrie bit her bottom lip and nodded, the energy still swirling inside of her. Seeing him lying there in bed, looking at her, made her desperately want him naked.
The next moment, his buttons popped right off his shirt so that his chest was bared. He looked down at himself, then at her, his eyebrows raised.
She covered her mouth with her hand. Her every lustful thought toward Patrick seemed to be manifesting itself.
She remembered what Erzulie had said.
Why have you not made love with him when it is obvious you want him—and have wanted him for a very long time? This is a storm that is not meant to be controlled, but surrendered to. 
The goddess knew she wanted Patrick. Despite their differences and despite their difficulties, it was true. Carrie ached for him and had since the moment she’d first met him. And now he lay bare-chested on a king-size bed staring at her with guarded interest.
“Strange,” he said. “I’m not telepathic, but it’s as if I can somehow read your mind. I wonder why that is?”
“Teasing me about this is not helping.”
A glimmer of a smile played at his lips. “You want me naked and in bed. Not necessarily in that order. I can’t help but take that as a compliment.”
“Please stop.”
“I’m not the one doing anything.”
She looked down at the ring Erzulie had given her. “It’s because of this stupid thing.” She pulled it off and threw it away from her. It clinked as it hit the wooden floor and rolled under the bed. She let out a sigh of relief. “Maybe that will help.”
“My shirt is still ruined. The water was bad enough, but now it’s totally unsalvageable.”
She glared at him, then looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time. “This is Will’s honeymoon island, isn’t it?”
Patrick propped himself up on his elbows. “I figured that out the moment the door swung open. This must be the honeymoon villa.”
It was beautifully decorated. She concentrated on that for a moment as she tried to calm down. It reminded her of a more luxurious version of her room at the main resort. Hardwood floors, a huge canopied bed draped in rich fabrics. Through an archway to her left was a large ensuite bathroom with a marble tub that looked big enough for eight people. Sitting on a nearby table was a small basket filled with—she strained to see what it was…
Condoms. 
Even honeymoons needed safety precautions.
She scowled at Patrick’s amused look. “This isn’t funny.”
“I disagree.”
“How can you be so relaxed? We almost died out there.”
“But we didn’t. And now we have more than adequate shelter until the storm passes.” He sighed. “However, I did lose my BlackBerry. I think I’m in mourning.”
“Hopefully that’s the only casualty today.” She glanced nervously out a bay window that had to be made from reinforced glass. Water poured down it, rendering the outside a fuzzy blur of indistinct shapes and darkened colors. “Erzulie is evil.”
“No, she isn’t.”
Carrie looked at him. “What?”
“She’s the goddess of love and sex. Why would she be evil?”
“I have no damn idea.” She bit her bottom lip. “I’m sorry about your shirt.”
“Next time you want me to get undressed, just ask.” He absently ran his fingertips over the hard ridges of his abdomen. Carrie had to force herself to look away to suppress the fresh burst of desire that exploded inside of her. It didn’t help much.
“It won’t happen again. I’m not wearing the ring anymore.”
“I don’t think it had anything to do with the ring,” he said. “It was the power she pushed into you. It’s changed your telekinesis, although likely it’s only temporary.”
“How can you sound so sure about something like that?”
“Experience.”
“I feel better. I feel like I have some control again.”
“It’s all about perception, Carrie. You just think you’re not in control and that’s why you’re not. Erzulie saw that. She used it to do what she wanted to do.”
“Which was?”
“Well, she is the goddess of love.”
There was that intense look again as he rose from the bed and came toward her.
“What are you doing?” she asked breathlessly.
“Testing a theory.” He slid his hand around her waist, slipping under her wet blouse so that he was touching her skin, and drew her closer to him. She fanned her hands over his hard muscled chest and its light dusting of dark golden hair. He felt so good. She desperately wanted him to kiss her again, but as she glanced up at his face, she noticed he looked pained. He released her a moment later.
“Just like I thought,” he said.
“What?”
“I can’t touch you right now.”
“Why not?”
“It’s the ring you were wearing. She did say it was for me, right?”
Carrie nodded. Erzulie had told her to wear it and it would help Patrick.
Help him to touch her.
She moistened her suddenly dry lips with the tip of her tongue. “Do you want me to put it back on?”
He slid his gaze from the floor to her face. “Yes.”
Desire twisted inside of her, a desperate need for him to touch her again as soon as possible. “But, my telekinesis—”
“I don’t think it has anything to do with the ring.”
“How do you know?” The ache inside her grew more intense as he shrugged off his soaked shirt, letting it fall heavily to the floor. He stood in front of her, bare from the waist up. She wanted Patrick McKay. She’d never wanted anyone or anything so badly in her entire life.
“I just—” he grimaced as a condom from the basket flew across the room and hit him in the forehead “—know.”
Maybe he was right.
The flying condom kind of gave it away. Carrie couldn’t hide her desire for the sexy man standing before her. Why was she even bothering?
“We need to get out of here,” she said. “Can we call Will? Can he send the other boat to come pick us up?”
“With weather like that?” Patrick asked, nodding at the window. “I don’t think so.”
“How long will we be stuck here?”
“No idea.” He blinked. “You’re dripping wet.”
She looked down at herself to see that a puddle had formed at her feet.
He sighed, then went to the phone that would have been next to the bed if it was still in its regular spot against the wall. He picked up the receiver and held it to his ear. “No dial tone.” He flicked the switch that would have been for the bedside lamp. “The power’s out.”
“Not good.”
Patrick scanned her from drippy hair to drippy shoes. “Are you bothered by the thought of spending time alone with me?”
She met his gaze. “No. But I would have thought that you’d feel that way. You’re the one who’s been avoiding me so I don’t find out your deep dark secrets. And you’re the one who wants to trade me off to a new partner the moment we get back.”
His amused expression finally deflated a fraction. “I don’t want you to take that personally.”
“Who said I did? I’m just stating a fact. It’s what I do. State facts. Uncover facts. Figure things out.”
He stared at her steadily for a long minute until she began to feel uncomfortable.
“What?” she prompted. “Do you have something to say?”
“I do.”
“What’s that? That I need to be more professional? That I should mind my own business and stay out of yours? That I should be thankful that PARA would even consider me for the job, considering how unpracticed my abilities are and how much trouble they’ve gotten us into?”
“No.”
“Then what?”
“I’m wondering when you’re going to put that ring on again.” He glanced in the direction she’d thrown the small piece of jewelry before looking back at her.
She studied him carefully. “Why do you want me to put it on?”
“Because I can’t touch you when you’re not wearing it.”
A breath caught in her throat.
“If you’re not wearing the ring,” he continued, “I can’t make love to you. Right here. Right now.”
Carrie’s mouth fell open. “You want to make love to me?”
“So much that I can barely control myself.”
Her face felt flushed. “Patrick—”
“When I thought I lost you out there in the water…you don’t know what was going through my mind. I knew I couldn’t lose you, Carrie. I feel like I’ve only just found you.”
Her mind swirled with thoughts and arguments but she was speechless. She’d felt the heat between them, but she hadn’t expected this.
“I want you, Carrie,” he said, and his thickly spoken words slid over her like warm butter, making her insides twist with desire. “I’ve wanted you since the first moment I saw you. That’s two damn years now. When you called me after all that time… You have no idea what the thought of seeing you again did to me. You affected me like—like no one else.” He rubbed his forehead, frowning hard. “I’ve tried to ignore how I feel, since I knew I couldn’t touch you. But now…”
“Now what?”
“Now I can touch you.” His eyes were like liquid emeralds. She could see the need reflected there. He was telling the truth and she could barely believe her ears. He wanted her as much as she wanted him.
Another condom rocketed toward them and it hit Patrick in the shoulder this time. She grimaced.
He looked down at it, before returning his gaze to her. “Is that a yes?”
If she put the ring on right now it would be as much as telling Patrick that she wanted his hands on her, his mouth, his tongue—
She would be laying bare her emotions with the chance of getting hurt.
But, no. It didn’t have to be like that at all. She’d been in control of her life before, and she could be in control again. The decision was entirely hers.
What happened in a honeymoon villa in the Bahamas in the middle of a violent tropical storm could stay in a honeymoon villa in the Bahamas in the middle of a violent tropical storm.
Maybe she could get Patrick out of her system, out of her thoughts and away from the telekinesis that seemed triggered by her hunger for him. She could go back to PARA and have a new partner and everything would be okay. Being with Patrick would be the bridge between her two lives—her controlled past and her uncontrollable future.
Without another word, she leaned over, fished the ring from under the bed, and slid it onto her finger.
 
“I WANT YOU, PATRICK.”
If he hadn’t already been as hard as a rock, he’d be that way now.
He’d always made decisions easily, certain that he was doing the right thing. Not when he was with Carrie, though. She put him off balance with only a look from those sexy cinnamon eyes. He ached for her like no other woman, but there had been a barrier between them.
The goddess of love and sex wanted them to be together. She’d taken measures to ensure that would happen, and here they were. Stranded. Together.
Erzulie had done this on purpose—whether it was a trick or a game or the legitimate fulfillment of a wish on both their parts. She’d sensed their attraction and had put them in a position where they could do something about it. She’d temporarily warped Carrie’s telekinesis so it would summon the storm that would strand them here and allow them to explore what they felt for each other.
Whatever this was—passion, desire, need. All Patrick knew was he wanted her. Badly.
He approached Carrie slowly, cautiously, as if expecting her to back away from him. She had to see the need in his eyes, the dark, overwhelming ache that desperately made him want to touch her. It had been so long for him.
But there was no fear in her eyes, no uncertainty. Not anymore. There had been a moment ago, but it was gone now. He stood only a foot away from her, close enough that he could feel the heat from her body. He was the one who felt afraid as he reached toward her. Afraid that it had only been a fluke before, that this time he’d feel the crushing pain when he touched her.
He slid his fingers along her cheek to her jaw and down the side of her throat. She inhaled sharply.
He waited for the pain but there was nothing but the warm, smooth feel of her damp skin. Thanks to whatever magic Erzulie had infused it with, the ring worked perfectly.
She inhaled sharply as his hand slid down to her breast, cupping her through the wet material of her shirt.
“I had a dream about you last night,” he said.
“About me?”
“Yes. I dreamed you came to me in my hotel room. That you tied my hands over my head and…”
“And? And what?”
He couldn’t help but smile a little at her interest. “And you had your way with me.”
“I had my way with you,” she repeated.
“Yes. Your mouth, it was so hot when you went down on me. You drove me crazy. I thought it was real for a second.”
“You thought I’d be so filled with desire for you that I’d visit you in the middle of the night, tie you up, and do what I wanted with you.”
“Consider it a personal fantasy. But then you disappeared.”
“I disappeared.”
“It was extremely disappointing.” He slowly began to unbutton her blouse from the waist up, then slid it off her shoulders.
“Sounds like a good dream.”
“It was. For a while.” His jaw tightened. “I didn’t care for the part when you disappeared.”
“Well, mid-seduction, I can’t really blame you.”
He laughed out loud at that. “It was just a dream. But this is real.”
She let out a soft moan as his hands edged beneath her satin bra and skimmed her diamond-hard nipples. “Patrick…”
“I need you naked.” His breath was coming faster now. The feel of her smooth skin was beyond anything he’d imagined. She felt so good, so warm. He didn’t want to stop touching her for a moment.
He unhooked the bra from the back and it fell away. He didn’t waste any time, leaning over to slide his tongue over her nipples. Just as he’d fantasized about on the pool deck yesterday, he pressed her breasts together so he could lick both of them at once, pleased at the shuddery sigh it elicited from her, fueling his desire.
He felt famished, as if Carrie were a delicious feast laid bare for him and he hadn’t eaten for years. And he hadn’t. His body was starving for her. But not just for sex. He was starving for Carrie. Carrie, the woman who’d haunted him from the moment they’d met. Whose beautiful face had fueled his dreams.
She was with him. She was here with him, and the look in her eyes told him that she wanted him, too. This was more than physical. He knew that. This wasn’t a quick lay that would end a long period of celibacy. It was much deeper.
At this moment—this moment in particular—nothing else mattered but the feel of her. The smell of her. The taste of her.
Erzulie had given him a gift. She’d given him the chance to touch and to be with the woman he desired above all others.
He’d sensed from the very beginning that Carrie was special. She cared about him when he’d given her no reason to. She was curious and driven to find the truth about him when others had given up or never cared in the first place. Carrie was amazing, and he felt grateful that she’d even consider being with him.
His dream the other night had been hot and sexy, but unfinished. He hoped like hell he wasn’t going to wake up from this, alone in bed.
This wasn’t a dream. She was here, with him, and he’d never wanted another woman more in his entire life.
Patrick inhaled sharply as he felt her hands at the front of his pants. She undid his belt, then worked at the button, unzipping him quickly. And as her hand wrapped around his cock, he realized that dreams were nowhere near as good as reality.
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“CARRIE…please…” HE tightened his grip on her shoulders as a shudder of pleasure coursed through him.
Her lips curved. “So polite.”
“I don’t want this over too soon.”
“Why?” she asked with a mixture of innocence and wickedness. “Has it been a while for you?”
“I think you know the answer to that.” He swore under his breath as the feel of her hands on him was almost too much to bear. “Carrie…touching me…like that…you’re going to reach the finish line in record time.”
“Like this?” She stroked him and he groaned darkly.
“Yes…exactly like that.”
Her breathing was coming quicker. “Were you able to get hard like this when you were injured?”
He looked at her with a sliver of amusement. “What is this, a—a medical examination?”
“Answer my question or I’ll finish this right here.” She stroked him again and he nearly climaxed like an anxious teenager.
“I don’t remember the last Q&A with you being so…challenging.”
“I’ve changed it up a bit. Do you like it?”
“Yes. You’re an amazing interviewer.” He tried to smile, but failed. “When I was in recovery I could get erections. I was only paralyzed for a couple of weeks. Then I partially began getting sensation back—shooting pain down my legs for starters—as my spinal cord slowly began to heal. It wasn’t pleasant, but it was just good to feel anything at all at that point. I still couldn’t walk, though, but I could get aroused.”
“I’m so sorry you had to go through that.” Her warm brown eyes watched him as she listened, her expression showing clearly that she felt for his past pain. “But why weren’t you with anyone back then? If you could still…perform, that is?”
He shook his head. He wouldn’t answer these questions for anyone else, but with Carrie—somehow he felt safe opening up to her. “I didn’t like how weak I was. I didn’t want anyone to have to deal with that firsthand, not until I was back to normal.”
“That was kind of stupid of you,” she murmured, still not letting go of him.
He raised an eyebrow. “Thank you, Ms. Stanfield.”
“You were celibate even though you didn’t have to be.”
“Yeah, I was.” He remembered the pity and hint of disdain he’d seen in his ex-fiancée’s eyes when he’d pulled away from any romantic encounter after his release from the hospital. It seemed like a very long time ago.
Carrie’s lips brushed against his throat. “Did you feel the empathic pain back then, too? Is that why you didn’t want anyone to touch you like this?”
“No. That kind of pain came later.” He finally grabbed her wrist and pulled her away from him. “Enough questions.”
She suddenly looked uncertain, now that she wasn’t fully in control. She was about to cover her bared breasts when he shook his head.
“Please, Carrie. Don’t. Do you know how incredibly beautiful you are?”
She looked embarrassed. “I wouldn’t say that.”
“That’s why I’m saying it. You’re gorgeous and sexy and I want to worship every inch of you right now. The same storm that rages inside of you rages inside of me. I think you know that now.”
She locked gazes with him. “Some storms are more dangerous than others.”
“They are.” He took her face between his hands. “Please take off the rest of your clothes for me, Carrie. Let me see your beautiful body.”
He thought she might argue, resist, but she didn’t. Biting her bottom lip, her damp, dark hair falling over her face, she slipped off her wet shoes. Then she undid her jeans, slowly sliding them over her hips. She stepped out of them completely so she stood there only in her panties.
Patrick watched her hungrily, working his own pants off the rest of the way and discarding his sodden shoes. He sat down on the edge of the bed. “Come here.”
She tentatively drew closer and he devoured all of her with his eyes. He hadn’t lied. She was perfect. Gorgeous. Everything he’d ever dreamed or fantasized about. She challenged him. She frustrated him. And she made his cock harder than any other woman.
She came all the way to the bed and put a hand on either thigh, parting them so she could get closer. Then she leaned over and kissed him, soft and wet and deep. He groaned. To be able to touch her, to kiss her, and feel only pleasure was a gift he cherished above all others.
He smoothed his hand over the back of her thighs and pulled her forward so she had no choice but to press against him. He lowered them both down to the firm mattress.
“You taste so good,” he said softly against her lips.
“So do you.”
“Salt water tastes better on your lips than it does in the ocean.”
She grinned. “High sodium, not great for the diet. I’ll make an exception this one time.”
“Thank you.”
He eased his fingers beneath the silky fabric covering her sex. When he felt the proof of her desire for him, male pride exploded through his veins.
“You’re wet,” he said.
She moaned, her fingers digging into his shoulders. “The storm’s not entirely to blame for that.”
As he stroked her sex, her breathing became more erratic.
“Mmm, Patrick…please…” She squirmed on top of him, then gasped loudly as he slid his middle finger inside her tight, heated core.
He couldn’t help but smile at the very encouraging reaction. “Yes, Carrie? Do you have another question for me? Further investigation into my so-called secrets?”
“Don’t be a smart-ass. Stop teasing me. I can’t take it.” Her grip on his shoulders grew tighter, as if she had to hold on to something—an anchor—or else be swept away completely. He was happy to oblige.
Her hips began to move, guiding his finger in and out of her body. She felt so good, so wet and ready for him, that any thoughts of teasing her fell away. He’d waited so long to touch her. Now he desperately needed to be inside of her. He didn’t think he could control himself much longer.
“Do you want me, Carrie?”
“Yes,” she answered without hesitating.
“You want me inside of you?”
“Patrick…please…” She sounded more demanding this time.
He gently rolled her onto her back so he was on top. Her panties were now pushed to the side and he caught a tantalizing glimpse of her glistening sex as her legs parted for him.
He didn’t think it was possible for him to get harder. He was wrong.
“Tell me what you want,” he whispered, a rough edge to his voice.
He hooked his fingers into the sides of her panties and skimmed them slowly down her legs. He brushed his lips against her inner thigh and she groaned his name.
“Patrick…I want your cock…inside of me.”
He kissed her lips. “My cock.”
“Yes.” She grabbed his face and he saw the desperate, frantic look in her eyes. “Now, please. I’ve wanted you for so long. I need you.”
The feel of her naked body against his was both torture and bliss.
It had been so long, and the feel of Carrie, his desire for her, seemed too much to process. He didn’t want this over too soon, but he knew he wouldn’t last as long as he’d like to. The body could only take so much before it needed release.
He was close to the edge already.
“Carrie, you’re so damn hot,” he whispered fiercely. “You’re driving me crazy.”
“Don’t make me wait. Please…”
She moaned as he rubbed the tip of his engorged cock against her wetness, back and forth until his only thought was to be inside her.
He leaned over the side of the bed and grabbed one of the condoms she’d psychically launched at him earlier, ripped the package open with his teeth and rolled it on himself with shaking hands.
“Carrie…” he said, stroking the hair off her face.
She looked up at him, her moist, swollen lips parted, her breath coming in shallow gasps. His control was already shaky, but the dark, raw look of desire in her eyes destroyed him. As slowly as he could manage, he pushed his hard length inside of her, inch by inch.
Carrie moaned as he filled her, and her hot, wet tongue traced the curve of his ear. “Patrick, please…don’t stop…”
His body began to move of its own accord and he pumped his hips against hers, each stroke becoming more fierce and insistent as control skittered out of his reach again. It was too much. Sensory overload. He pulled her against him so her breasts flattened against his chest and he crushed his mouth to hers, again tasting the ocean salt that hadn’t been washed away by the rain.
The pleasure he felt was beyond anything he’d experienced before. Was it because he had been without sex for so long? Or was it because he was with Carrie?
Both.
He leaned back after a moment, bracing himself on his forearms, and looked down to see where their bodies connected, where his length slid in and out of her soft wet flesh. Her hands gripped his ass and he felt her fingernails dig in so deeply it almost hurt.
“You feel so good,” he managed.
“Don’t sound so…surprised.” She inhaled sharply, then brought her hands over his shoulders to span his chest. She studied him intently before the slightest glimmer of a sexy smile played at her lips as he moved inside of her. “So was it worth it?”
“What?”
“I just don’t know what you’ve been waiting for.”
He tried to grin. He’d been waiting for her to come back into his life—he just hadn’t known it. “I guess I’ve been waiting for a rainy day.”
She started to laugh, but the sound was swept away by his groan of pleasure. “You feel so good. But—”
He stilled. “But what?”
She slid her fingers through his hair. “I want to be on top now.”
His smile returned. “Oh, really?”
“You’re—you’re not the boss of me.”
“Not at the moment.” He leaned over and swirled his tongue over the tight bead of her right nipple, pleased that the simple move made her gasp and arch her back.
“Will you be agency manager again in the future?”
Always with the questions. Even when there were much better things to focus on. “Maybe someday. I don’t know.”
What happened in the future didn’t concern him. Neither did anything that had happened in the past. All that mattered was what was happening right now. He wanted to freeze this moment in time so he’d never have to step out of it.
But he was certainly willing to accommodate her request. He shifted positions so he was on his back—it was very reminiscent of his dream. He half expected her to produce a blue silk scarf out of thin air.
“You’re beautiful, too,” she whispered into his ear.
His lips twitched. “Just what a guy wants to hear.”
His smile faltered when she straddled his body and gripped his cock. She hovered over the tip of his penis for a long and torturous moment before slowly lowering herself down on him, taking him inside of her in one smooth stroke. He swore darkly under his breath.
And he’d thought her telekinesis was the most dangerous thing about her. He’d had no idea of her true power over him.
She leaned over and brushed her lips against his ear, “Does that feel good?”
“I vote…yes. So good.”
“I didn’t realize this would be part of my agent training.”
He reached up to take her full breasts in his hands and squeezed them, rubbing his thumbs over her hard, sensitive nipples.
“You didn’t read your contract?” he teased, although it wasn’t easy to concentrate.
“Not the small print.” She gave him a shaky grin. “Although, your print isn’t all that small. Very impressive, actually.”
“Compliments will get you anywhere, Ms. Stanfield.” He sat up, keeping her astride him, and covered her mouth with his, kissing her deeply. One hand slid into her dark hair, the other held tight at the small of her back as their bodies slid together.
“Please don’t stop,” she moaned against his lips.
He truly wished he could grant that request, but he was so close now. His thrusts became faster, deeper, and she cried out his name, her body clenching his, as she orgasmed.
“Carrie—” He growled deep in his throat. He wanted to make this last, to feel her body shudder with pleasure again, but it was too late. He swore gutturally as his own climax thundered through him and he came hard inside of her, holding her tight against him.
He couldn’t speak, couldn’t think for at least a full minute afterward. Carrie didn’t make any move to pull away from him, wrapping her arms around him instead.
“It’s funny,” she said against the side of his face.
“What is?”
“When we’re together like this, it feels like—like I’m in control when I’m totally out of control. Being with you feels like riding the storm inside me instead of fighting against it. Maybe that’s what she meant.”
He moved a little so he could look into her eyes. He trailed his fingers down her flushed cheeks. “Who? Erzulie?”
“The one and only.”
He still couldn’t believe he could actually touch Carrie. He traced the edge of her face and jaw, then stroked his fingers over her beautiful lips. “My empathic ability’s completely gone at the moment, likely due to that ring on your finger. Which is fine by me. But I have no idea how you’re feeling right now.”
“I’m feeling…” She brushed her mouth against his. “Like I’m glad there’s a whole basket of condoms at the ready.”
A grin tugged at his lips. “Now that’s wishful thinking. Remember, I’m thirty-six, not sixteen. An old man needs his rest, you know.”
“I truly can’t believe your cock’s been out of commission for two years. Such a waste.”
“Carrie Stanfield,” he said with mock shock. “What a mouth you have.”
“The better to kiss you with.” And she did.
“I lied,” he said, rolling her over and pressing her into the mattress.
She frowned. “About what?”
“Looks like I don’t need as much rest as I thought I did.”
She glanced down at his cock, which was hardening as they spoke. “That’s what we call a gift with purchase.”
He grinned and kissed her. “Is that what it’s called?”
Her smile faltered and she groaned with pleasure as he slid his hard length inside of her again. This time he was able to go slower and watch her face as she came, her back arching off the bed.
He knew this wasn’t just sex. It wasn’t just a chance to find his release.
This was more. So much more.
It was Carrie’s name he cried out as he reached his climax this time. Her lips he kissed as if there was no one else in the world but the two of them.
The phone rang a moment later. They both looked over at it.
“Ignore it,” Patrick said. “Nobody’s supposed to be here. Who’d be calling?”
Unfortunately, it was difficult to ignore a phone that kept ringing.
Carrie slid her hands down his back. “It’s stopped raining.”
“It has?”
She nodded. “Looks like the storm’s over.”
It took another four rings before he reluctantly let go of her addictively warm body and swung his legs over the side of the bed, quickly grabbing the receiver.
“Yeah?”
“Patrick? You are there!”
It was Will. Patrick frowned with confusion. “How did you know that?”
“A woman was in here a minute ago and she told me that’s where you were. That storm was the weirdest thing I’ve ever seen. Don’t know where the hell it came from. Are you all right?”
“We’re fine. Your boat sank, though.”
“Who cares about the boat as long as nobody’s hurt. What are the damn odds you’d be out in the middle of the ocean when there’s a freak storm? Thank God you made it to the island and took shelter.”
Patrick flicked a look at Carrie, now lying on her side on the bed, listening carefully to everything he said. “Who was the woman who told you that you could find us here?”
“No idea. Gorgeous, though. A local, I think, but I couldn’t completely place the accent.”
Patrick’s grip on the phone increased. Seemed as though Erzulie didn’t need her amulet in order to be summoned. She could simply summon herself.
“I’ll come get you myself,” Will said. “I’ll be there in an hour. Is that all right?”
He sounded apologetic, as if he were responsible for the storm that had put them in danger just before it put them in bed.
“An hour’s fine. Thanks.”
“See you then.”
Will hung up and Patrick placed the phone back in its cradle. “Did you get that?”
Carrie nodded. “He’ll be here in an hour.”
“Right.”
“An hour before we have to go back to reality. An hour here with just the two of us.”
A shiver of excitement went through him at the sexy tone of her voice. “A whole hour.”
“We better not waste any time,” she said. “Come here and make love to me again.”
He didn’t argue.
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CARRIE KEPT THE GOLD ring firmly on her finger as they rode in the motorboat back to Will’s resort. It was one-thirty in the afternoon. So much had happened since they left the resort only four and a half hours ago. Her body ached and felt tender, but sex with Patrick had been everything she’d imagined. She could feel his hands on her still, even though he sat five feet away from her.
The man had an effect on her that made her shiver. She’d wanted him so badly. And now she still wanted him.
At the moment, it took all her strength not to crawl over to him and beg him to make love to her again.
He glanced up and met her gaze. She held it for a moment before turning to look in the direction the boat was moving as it cut through the crystal-blue water.
She wasn’t a crawling and begging kind of girl. Never had been and—despite the incredible sex she’d just had with Patrick—never would be.
Still, a part of her ached for his touch, and knew deep down it wasn’t only a physical need.
“So you found the amulet where I said it would be?” Will asked.
Patrick patted his pocket. “Got it right here.”
“So what’s the plan now?”
“I’m going to destroy it.”
Carrie watched Patrick. “You believe Erzulie’s responsible for the curse. Even after what she told me.”
He nodded. “Yes. We’ve already seen how powerful she is. I think we were just lucky to catch her on a good day.” Her cheeks warmed and not just from the sunshine peeking through the dissipating cloud cover. “She’s the real deal. Destroying the amulet that Will used to summon her in the first place will likely remove whatever curse she placed on the property—and anything else she may have done.”
Carrie understood what he meant. Destroying the amulet would also help undo whatever Erzulie had done to make Carrie summon the storm in the first place. It could have been a onetime manipulation of her telekinetic powers, but she’d rather not take that chance.
Will studied Patrick for a moment, his hand on the rudder of the boat as he guided the small vehicle into place at the dock. Then he nodded. “Please destroy it as soon as you can.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t recognize her earlier,” Patrick said.
“Who?”
“Erzulie. She was the one who told you that Carrie and I were stranded on your honeymoon island. No one else would have known.”
Will stared at him blankly for a moment. “You’re kidding.”
“Afraid not.”
“I didn’t see her when I summoned her. I only heard her voice.” He blinked, “Now that you mention it, she sounded a lot like the woman that—well, shit. I have to say, the Caribbean goddess of love and sex is a stone-cold fox.”
Patrick climbed out of the boat and held a hand out to Carrie.
“Thanks.” She felt a shiver of pleasure as their skin touched and he helped her onto the dock. Will worked to secure it in place.
She looked up at the sky. Any signs of the storm were disappearing as rapidly as they’d appeared. Clouds parted to reveal the bright blue Caribbean sky once again.
Surprisingly, there didn’t seem to be any damage to the trees or beachfront here. Will had said that they’d had heavy rainfall, but nothing close to what she and Patrick had experienced out on the water and on the island.
It was a localized storm. Located right over Carrie and Patrick. And it had gone away the moment they’d consummated their passion for each other.
“So I guess you should destroy that amulet of hers,” she said. “Fix things here at the resort, and we’ll hop on the first flight back to Mystic Ridge.”
She felt his hand on the base of her spine and turned to look up at him.
“We can leave tomorrow,” he said, glancing at Will, who stood just out of earshot.
“But you retrieved the amulet. You’re going to destroy it. Why wait?”
He stared at her lips for a moment. “I think we should stick around a little longer before we head back, but that depends on how you answer my next question.”
“What question?”
“Will you have dinner with me tonight?”
“Dinner.”
“Yes, it’s the meal that comes after lunch.”
“I know what dinner is.” She couldn’t help but smile. “You’re sure you want to spend time with a storm-brewing psychic?”
“You make it sound so appealing. And I wouldn’t have asked if I wasn’t sure. So is that a yes?”
She looked at him. He seemed open and sincere, nothing hidden there. This wasn’t secretive Patrick, the man who drove her crazy with his guarded behavior. No, this was sexy, delicious Patrick, the man who made her want to forget everything and everyone and sail away to a deserted island so they could be together forever.
Don’t think like that, she told herself firmly. She didn’t want to set herself up for disappointment. Maybe this was just a fling. An amazing, wonderful fling. Once they got back to Mystic Ridge and she was assigned a new partner, maybe everything would change.
Her love life had only given her heartache in the past and left her unable to trust. Her boyfriend from seven years ago, the last man she could honestly say she’d been in love with, had loved alcohol much more than he did her.
But Patrick was different.
Being with Patrick, well…it felt like magic.
She wanted to believe in magic.
“It’s a yes,” she finally answered, and saw relief in his eyes.
“Good. Say, seven o’clock?”
“Sounds perfect.” She turned away, but he didn’t release her hand. She looked at him expectantly.
“I can’t seem to stop touching you,” he said, before reluctantly letting her go.
“I’m not complaining.” She grinned. “You have a lot of time to make up for.”
“I do.”
Maybe she could have kissed him goodbye, but she wanted to leave him wanting more.
 
SHE CALLED AMANDA FROM her hotel room.
“Have you discovered what Patrick’s hiding?” Amanda asked.
“Yes.” Carrie twisted the phone cord around her index finger.
“And?”
Carrie hesitated. “I don’t want him to get into trouble.”
“I’m not asking on behalf of PARA. I’m asking as a friend. No matter what it is, you can trust me to keep it confidential. I’m just worried about him, is all.”
Carrie believed that Amanda was sincere. “It’s his empathic ability.”
“What about it?”
“He can’t use it anymore. If he touches somebody it hurts him really badly. Like information overload. I’m not completely clear on the details. But it’s the reason he doesn’t touch anyone.”
“Really?” Amanda sounded confused. “Patrick’s had his ability for ages. That doesn’t make sense.”
“Then I don’t know what else to tell you. That’s what’s going on with him.”
“It does explain why he doesn’t like to touch people anymore. Patrick took great pride in his ability. It helped him in countless cases and he used it to deal with dozens of agents. He was one of the best and now he can’t use it at all. Such a shame.”
“No argument there.”
“So did you find out why he was able to walk again so easily?”
“Didn’t he go to physiotherapy?”
“He did when he actually made it to the appointment,” Amanda said. “When he didn’t see the results he liked right away, he stopped going regularly. Maybe a few times a month, if that. I remember the day he found out he’d never be able to run marathons again—”
“What?”
“He’s a runner. He was almost in the Olympics fifteen years ago.”
That was something Carrie hadn’t known. “And the doctor told him he couldn’t do marathons anymore?”
“Yes. The physio was supposed to strengthen his muscles and eventually keep him out of the wheelchair, but it was likely he’d have to walk with a cane for the rest of his life. He took it hard. Really hard. And then only a couple weeks later, he was walking around like he’d never been injured.”
“Do you have any idea what happened?”
“Other than a miracle? No, I’m not sure what could have done this.” She paused. “Well, outside of a healing charm, of course.”
“A healing charm?”
“They exist. But most of them turn out to be cursed or enchanted artifacts. But Patrick would never take the easy way out. He wouldn’t play around with something that might hurt him. All true magic comes with a price.”
The cord was now wrapped so tightly around Carrie’s finger that it cut off her circulation. “Listen, Amanda, I have to go. I’ll talk to you later, okay?”
She ended the call and sat there in the chair in her room, staring out of the window toward the ocean as she tried to piece everything together.
A healing charm.
But Patrick would never take the easy way out, Amanda said.
Doctors told him he’d walk with a cane for the rest of his life, and yet here he was walking, running, as if he’d never been injured in the first place.
Only now his empathic abilities—those that helped people and solved cases—were all messed up.
All true magic comes with a price. 
Carrie’s eyes grew wider. The amulet Patrick wore on a thin leather rope around his neck…it was a healing charm.
Son of a bitch. 
 
PATRICK DESTROYED THE SMALL red amulet in his hotel room. First he crushed it with a rock he found on the beach, and then he lit the remnants on fire. He did so with a lighter, containing the flames in an ashtray. Not totally respectful, but effective enough.
“Goodbye, Erzulie. It hasn’t been fun.” The amulet disappeared in a bright flash of blue fire.
“Oh, come now, child,” a female voice said, so unexpected it made him jump. “The handful of prophylactics you have stuffed in your pocket right now make me believe you had a little bit of fun.”
He turned to see the goddess sitting on the edge of his bed, a mischievous smile on her beautiful face, her legs crossed, wrap skirt parted to show long, lean tanned legs.
So it was the same woman he remembered. A goddess—the first he’d ever met in his career. And he was destroying her summoning amulet right in front of her.
He was in serious trouble. He brought to mind the incantations he’d learned to combat her, but he wasn’t sure if he needed them yet.
“Are you going to punish me for destroying this?” he asked bluntly.
“You do not sound as fearful as you should.”
“I’m not afraid of you. Should I be?”
Her smile remained as she stood and walked toward his window, giving him a wide berth. “Absolutely. But I am not displeased about the amulet. That one has caused me more problems than pleasure over the centuries since it was first crafted. There are others I would like destroyed, as well.”
“Contact PARA and we can probably help you out. For a price.”
Erzulie raised a thin eyebrow. “She knows your secret.”
Patrick watched her warily. “Who? Carrie? I know. You told her.”
“I did not tell her anything. She already had an idea, but even then it was only touching the surface of what is truly goin’ on with you, Patrick.”
She pronounced his name Pa-treeek.
“You should mind your own business.”
“You have captured my interest and this is why I’ve given you a couple of my gifts.”
“I don’t need your gifts, Erzulie,” Patrick said. “Or your advice on how to deal with Carrie.”
“No, you do not need anyone’s help, do you? You like to handle it all by yourself. But what is the human saying, child? No man is an island?”
His eyes narrowed. “You cursed Carrie.”
“I did no such thing. I gave her a gift. When her desire for you is unfulfilled or repressed there will be consequences. And you think you can remove them by destroying my amulet? Foolish boy.” She smiled wickedly. “Keep your lover satisfied and there will be no more stormy weather in your future.”
His stomach sank. “Remove this so-called gift. Right now.”
“It will fade the longer she has it, but I cannot remove it. Even if I could, I would not.”
She was finding humor in this situation. That made one of them. “And is that what you did to this resort? You gave William Crane one of your dubious gifts?”
“You leap to conclusions based on nothin’ but hunches.” Her words were sharp, but her smile held. “And to think you were once a respected, powerful man. How far you have fallen. Your spirit was taller back when you were seated in your wheelchair.”
A flash of anger finally ignited inside of him. “You don’t know anything about me. And you cursed Will’s resort. I want you to leave once and for all. Your summoning amulet is now gone. I haven’t called you here.”
“Believe what you want,” the goddess said, flippantly waving her hand at his outrage. “But there is something else at work. A force of nature closer than you might think.”
“What is it?”
She laughed. “How can you figure somethin’ so simple as this out when you cannot even figure out your own issues, child?”
“I don’t have issues. Not anymore.”
Her smile held. “Your new lover wishes to know where you should meet. She also wonders what she should wear to dinner. I suggest the blue dress just bought this afternoon in a local shop because she thought you might like it.”
The next moment, his phone rang. He glared at it a moment, then returned his fierce gaze to the goddess.
She was gone.
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A WARM BREEZE BRUSHED against Carrie’s face as she sat across from Patrick, gazing out at the beautiful ocean view from the restaurant’s outdoor patio. It was difficult to believe there had been a storm earlier that day.
“Everything okay?” Patrick asked after they’d finished their meal.
“Fine.”
“I saw Erzulie. She visited while I was destroying the amulet.”
That snapped Carrie completely back to the moment. “Why didn’t you tell me that earlier?”
“I wanted to have a good meal with enjoyable conversation before we got back to business matters.”
That made two of them. “What happened?”
“Not much. She taunted me a little. Told me in so many words that she wasn’t responsible for the curse on Will’s resort.”
“That’s what she told me, too. Do you believe her?”
“I don’t know.” His jaw tensed.
What was happening? That was something she’d been asking herself for hours—ever since Erzulie had claimed not to be responsible for Will’s problem. If it wasn’t the goddess, then who was it and how could she and Patrick figure out the answer before they had to leave?
Carrie played with the rim of her wineglass. “Other than Erzulie, there’s only one person I’ve met with enough motive to have a curse put on Will’s resort, and that’s Ruby.”
“Who’s Ruby?”
“She’s got something to do with the Loa Loa. The resort over there behind Will’s.” She nodded toward the grand hotel that they could see even from here. It loomed over everything else with its glass-and-metal exterior, architecturally designed to make the entire structure resemble a waterfall. In fact, an actual waterfall was built in the middle of the building, feeding a huge pool.
The article in the in-flight magazine had made the Loa Loa seem like the jewel of the Bahamas despite—or perhaps because of—its hefty five-star price.
“She wants Will to sell his resort to her?” Patrick asked.
“That’s right. I was confused for a bit because when I met her I could have sworn I felt sparks coming off her. Like she was really attracted to Will and that’s why she was coming around.”
“And now?”
“I’m not so sure anymore.” She raised her glass of pinot grigio and took a sip. “After some of the things I’ve seen in the last day and a half, I’m realizing that magic works in mysterious ways. For all I know, the vibe I was getting off her might have been some sort of a spell to influence him to sign.”
“But he doesn’t want to lose the resort.”
“He’s going to if we’re wrong about Erzulie and destroying her amulet doesn’t get rid of the curse. If Will’s business doesn’t pick up, it won’t take a math whiz to realize that he’ll have to sell.”
“I think he’s hanging on to the property because of his wife.”
“No doubt about it.” Carrie’s heart ached to think about it. She’d felt his deep grief for Violet.
“Love can do strange things to a guy. Make him act crazy.” He reached over and slid his hand over hers, making her skin tingle. She liked it when Patrick touched her. “Will was madly in love with his wife. The resort helps to keep her memory alive for him.”
“But she’s gone and she’s not coming back. It’s rough, but he needs to move on.”
“Sometimes it’s difficult to let go of something that gives you comfort when you’re grieving.”
She nodded and intertwined her fingers with his. “Something like a healing charm?”
His hand froze. “Excuse me?”
“I think you know what I’m talking about.”
“I don’t think I do.”
She hadn’t been sure when she was going to lay this all out on the table, but there it was.
“That thing you wear around your neck,” she said. “I didn’t think it suited you, but now I know what it is and why you wear it.”
His jaw tightened. “Talking to Amanda again?”
“She has no clue what’s going on. She mentioned healing charms but said you’d be too smart to use one. Guess she doesn’t know you half as well as she thinks she does.”
“And yet you do.” He pulled his hand away and placed it in his lap instead.
She wasn’t going to back down. “Yes, Patrick. I know you better than you might think. You were a runner, Olympic-bound at one point.”
“I sprained my ankle just before trials. Kept me out of the Games.”
“That was then and this is now. Maybe it was that disappointment that led you to look for an easy answer to a big problem.”
His green eyes flashed, but not with desire this time. “Is that what you think this is? An easy answer?”
She bit her bottom lip. “I have no idea what this is, actually.”
“And here I thought you had me figured out.” He pulled out his wallet and slapped a couple of bills on the table. “I don’t want to talk about this.” He got up and walked to the edge of the patio toward the beach. He looked over his shoulder. “Are you coming?”
She was surprised he wasn’t storming off without her. She fought against her frustration as she pushed back her seat and stood, then followed Patrick to the beach.
“Take your shoes off and carry them,” he suggested. “It’ll be easier to walk.”
She eyed him skeptically. “Sure you don’t want to run?”
“Not at the moment.”
The sun had begun to sink beneath the horizon. She wished she could freeze this moment, the ocean view, and the feel of the warm breeze on her skin. She pulled off her sandals, as he’d suggested, and felt the soft, warm sand beneath her feet.
“Beautiful,” Patrick said softly.
“It is.” She turned to him.
“I wasn’t talking about the view.” His gaze swept over her, and that heated look was back in his green eyes.
She felt a swell of desire for him, but wouldn’t let herself be distracted. “We need to talk about your problem, Patrick.”
“Why?”
“Because I care about what’s happening to you.”
“Don’t care about me, Carrie. It’s not worth your time or effort.”
She glared at him. “Oh, brother. Give me a break, would you? And stop this pathetic self-pitying because it’s already getting old.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Pathetic self-pitying? Is that what you think I’m doing?”
“Big-time.”
“I appreciate your opinion.”
“No, you don’t. The only opinion you appreciate on this particular topic is your own. Although I do recognize that you didn’t try to deny that you’re using a healing charm.”
“I figured it wouldn’t do me any damn good. Once you set your mind to something you’re like a pit bull with a slab of meat.”
“Sounds sexy.”
That earned a glimmer of a smile from him. “I never would have thought so before, but yes. It kind of is.”
She searched his face. “Tell me why you’re doing this, Patrick.”
“Why I’m using a healing charm?”
“Yes.”
He tensed. “Because without it I wouldn’t be able to walk.”
“No, that’s not true. You would be able to walk again if you got off your lazy ass and went to regular physio sessions.”
His jaw set. “Amanda needs to keep her opinions to herself.”
“She wants what’s best for you. And so do I.”
“Without the healing charm it would take an eternity to get better, and even then I’d be walking with assistance for the rest of my life. Right now I can walk. I can run. I’m in the best shape of my life.”
“And you can’t touch anybody or your head will explode.”
“Not literally. It just feels like it will.” He was silent a moment. “And that’s not entirely true anymore. I can touch you.”
She remembered just how good it had felt to have his hands on her skin, his body against hers. “Yes, you can.”
“See?” He drew closer and cupped her face. “No head explosions.”
She inhaled sharply. “Patrick—”
“If you weren’t wearing that ring, I couldn’t do this.” He leaned forward and brushed his lips against hers.
What were they talking about again? Funny how everything that seemed important vanished the moment he touched her.
“Do you want me?” he whispered.
A breath caught in her throat. “You know I do.”
He searched her face. “I’m not certain until you tell me. I can’t read your mind.”
“I want you.”
“Erzulie told me what she did to you—it’s related to how you feel about me. If we don’t give in to the passion between us, then there’s stormy weather ahead.”
“Did she actually say that?”
He smiled. “I’m paraphrasing, but the meaning’s the same.”
She frowned, upset that he’d distracted her, but he managed to do that so easily. “I’m not even close to being finished talking about your healing charm.”
“Come here.” He pulled her over to a natural formation of rock, worn down by the tide over the centuries. They could still hear people talking in the restaurant and music playing, but they had a measure of privacy.
Still, anyone could walk past.
“Patrick…” she began. “We should go back to the resort.”
“Not yet. I’m too hungry.”
“But we just ate.”
He smiled and leaned closer to her, pressing her back against the rock. “Would it be cheesy to say I still want dessert?”
“Very cheesy.”
“Then forget I said it.”
Another kiss swept any further protests away. All she could concentrate on was the taste of him…the feel of him…
“I do like this dress.” His hands were at the hem of her new blue wrap dress and he slowly lifted it to the tops of her thighs until he reached her panties.
“Glad you approve.”
A breath caught in her throat as he brushed his fingers against her sex through the silky barrier. The next moment, he took hold of the flimsy garment and pulled it down so she could feel the warm evening air on her sensitive flesh. Her breathing came quicker then, but she didn’t stop him. She stepped out of her panties when they reached her ankles.
“Hold up your skirt,” he instructed as he sank to his knees in front of her. “I want to see you.”
A surge of desire shot through her. She couldn’t think straight. All she could do was feel the warm imprint of his hands on her inner thighs. She did as he asked, pulling her skirt up so she was bared to him from the waist down. The warm breeze now felt wicked against her skin. She wasn’t only exposing herself to Patrick, she was exposing herself to anyone who might stroll by.
“Patrick…I—”
She was about to suggest they go somewhere more private, but a cry caught in her throat as she felt the hot, wet stroke of his tongue on her. He pushed her legs further apart so he could taste her more deeply.
“Do you like this?” he asked, sitting back on his heels and looking up at her with a dark hunger. The sun had almost disappeared beneath the horizon, bathing them in shadows.
“Oh, yes.”
The soft hiss of an answer was enough for him to continue and she moaned his name over and over, reaching down to grab the back of his head. His hair felt so soft running through her fingers. He slowly licked her until she thought she might explode into a million pieces. She tried to stifle her harsh scream with the back of her hand as he effortlessly brought her to climax.
His fingers bit into her thighs as he rose to his feet and, without pausing for a moment, crushed his mouth against hers. She tasted herself on his lips and it only made her want him more.
“Patrick…” she moaned.
“Turn around. I need to be inside of you.”
“But Patrick…”
“Please, Carrie.” There was deep, naked desire in his gaze as he kissed her again, openmouthed and ravenous.
“I get the strange feeling that you’re trying to distract me from talking about your healing charm,” she panted.
“Turn around and lean against the wall.”
It was as if he had some sort of dark, unnatural power over her, and she did as he asked without another word spoken.
The next moment, she heard the quiet rasp of his zipper. She turned to look over her shoulder as he tore open a condom wrapper. She smiled despite herself. He’d stocked up before they’d left the honeymoon villa. He’d anticipated that they’d be together again. He’d wanted this.
So had she.
A moment later, she felt the head of his erection press against her.
He leaned closer to whisper in her ear. “Do you want me inside of you again, Carrie?”
“Yes.”
That was the only invitation he needed. She clawed at the hard, rough rock as he filled her with one deep thrust. His right hand stroked her clit as he slid his hard length in and out of her.
“You feel so good,” he said with effort. “You’re so damn beautiful, Carrie. You make me crazy.”
She couldn’t speak at the moment. Only feel. She’d never been taken like this before. It felt wanton, naughty…incredible.
If she hadn’t been wearing her goddess-given ring, he wouldn’t be able to touch her at all, let alone make her feel like this.
It didn’t take long for her to see stars—literal and figurative—as she felt the waves of her second orgasm roll through her. She knew she screamed his name again, although she wasn’t sure how loud.
His hands came up to squeeze her breasts through the thin fabric of her gauzy dress.
“Carrie—” Her name was a guttural cry as she felt the shudder of his release.
She turned her face to his and met his lips, his tongue sliding against hers.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
She smiled languidly. “You’re very, very welcome.”
She saw something flicker in his gaze, and it wasn’t only gratitude. It looked rawer than that.
“You make me lose control,” he said.
“The feeling’s mutual.” She turned and wrapped her arms around him to pull him close, then drew his mouth down to hers. Kissing Patrick was in her top ten favorite things to do. Right at the top, actually.
She wrapped her hand around his cock—another one of her new favorite things—and began to stroke his length, already feeling him start to get hard again.
He groaned his approval, his lips against her throat. “You’re insatiable.”
She smiled wickedly. “You have no idea.”
“There is that hot tub in my room that Will made sure to mention when we arrived.”
“I believe you asked for separate rooms. On separate floors.”
“I was trying to be professional.”
“You were trying to avoid me.”
“And now I desperately want you naked in my hot tub with your legs wrapped around my waist.”
“It’s sounding better and better all the time.” She traced her finger over his throat and down to the silver amulet he wore.
He followed her gaze. “We’re not talking about that.”
The uneasy feeling that he was using a magic charm to solve his problems bubbled up inside of her again. It just didn’t feel right to her, not at all.
“You’re in denial,” she said softly. “Please talk to me about this.”
“I can’t.” He turned his face away.
“Using this isn’t fixing a problem. It is the problem.”
“That’s your opinion.”
“If you just try to see it from another point of view—”
“Actually, the only point of view I have currently is my own. And I’m the only one who’ll have to deal with the consequences if I didn’t have the healing charm.”
“But Patrick, you’re in denial—”
His expression darkened. “No. Actually, I think you’re the one in denial if you think I’m ever giving this up.”
He wasn’t even willing to consider other options. And now that she wore the ring, he could touch her, make love to her—he was having his cake and eating it, too.
The thought didn’t make her feel good.
Her gaze flicked up to his. She adjusted her clothing and nodded. “I think the hot tub can wait for another time.”
Much like the storm earlier, his anger seemed to leave as quickly as it had come. “Carrie…”
She raked a hand through her hair and felt a lump of emotion at the back of her throat. But she wasn’t going to cry. It had been seven long years since she’d cried over a man she cared about. “We’re going back home tomorrow. What happened here between us…don’t worry about it. It’s just a fling. I’m okay with that. You can return to your land of denial and not have to worry about having me as your partner to mess things up for you.”
He clenched his jaw. “Now you’re the one being irrational.”
“I’m tired. It’s been a long day. Thanks for—for dinner. I’ll catch up with you in the morning.”
She turned away from him and headed down the beach toward Violet Shores. For a moment she wished he’d run to catch up to her, but wasn’t surprised when he didn’t.
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PATRICK STOOD BY THE window in his room. If he strained his neck he could almost see the ridge of rock where he’d made love to Carrie earlier. He could still feel her. Still taste her. Still smell her.
She haunted him.
He stared at the phone. He wasn’t used to using a landline. As soon as he got back to Mystic Ridge, he’d replace his BlackBerry. Until then, this would have to do.
He should call Carrie’s hotel room, talk to her, apologize to her.
What was he apologizing for, again?
What wasn’t he apologizing for?
Bottom line, as much trouble as Carrie was—stubborn, curious, distractingly sexy—he felt happier than he had in a very long time. And he knew it had very little to do with the tropical scenery.
It was Carrie herself. Just thinking about her made him feel good. Even thinking about how pissed off she must be with him at the moment made him smile. Two could play the stubborn game.
His smile faded as he remembered their argument. He touched his healing charm, running his fingertips over the familiar carved surface.
She didn’t understand why he needed this. She hadn’t been around when he was in the wheelchair, dealing with painful physio sessions. He wondered if she would have looked twice at him then and seen past his problems. If she would have been willing to wait for him to improve, or like his ex-fiancée, taken the first opportunity to walk out the door and not look back.
It didn’t really matter. He wasn’t in the wheelchair anymore. The healing charm might come with its own set of issues, but thanks to Erzulie’s strange but helpful interference, Patrick now could make love to Carrie—and only Carrie.
Fortunately, she also was the only person he wanted to make love to. As far as he was concerned, it was a win-win situation.
He’d give her tonight to cool off. Tomorrow, however, it would be time to heat things up again.
 
“ARE YOU LOOKING FOR Patrick?”
Carrie turned to see Will approach her on the patio the next morning. “Have you seen him?”
“He was jogging on the beach earlier. You’re leaving today?”
“Yes.”
“When’s your flight?”
“Four o’clock.” She gave him her full attention. “Since the amulet was destroyed yesterday, have you noticed any change around here?”
He glanced around the empty grounds. Even the feuding honeymooners from two days ago seemed to have cleared out. “Afraid not. The phone hasn’t rung once for a new reservation. Being that it’s getting close to Valentine’s Day, that’s not a good sign for a couples resort.”
Her heart sank. “I’m so sorry.”
Will gave her a slight smile. “I was convinced it was Erzulie’s work, but I guess I was wrong. Maybe this place is just unpopular and it’s only a coincidence that honeymooners find out they hate each other when they’re here. That’s possible. I can deal.”
“Can you?”
He nodded. “I don’t really have any other choice, do I? If Violet was still here, do you know what she’d tell me to do?”
“What?”
“She’d tell me to stop being a stubborn ass and sign those papers, take the money the Loa Loa is offering, and hightail it the hell out of here.”
“But you’re not going to do that?”
Instead of an outright denial, he looked thoughtful. “I don’t know anymore.”
“Your wife sounds like she was a wonderful woman.”
“I was a lucky man. True love from the moment I first saw her.” He smiled wistfully at the memory. “I knew at that moment we’d be together forever. Funny how forever is never as long as you think it’s going to be.”
His pain was palpable and made her chest tight. “I’m so sorry.”
“And I don’t really care what Patrick says about the two of you wanting separate rooms…” He eyed her. “There’s something going on. I’m not blind. I see the way you look at each other. Are you in love with him?”
She inhaled sharply at the blunt question. “You’re getting a bit personal, aren’t you?”
He didn’t look all that guilty. “Sorry. I like to live vicariously through other people’s love affairs these days. I can spot romance from a mile away, and it’s not just because I own and operate a honeymoon resort.”
“It’s not like that with me and Patrick.” She tried to sound convincing when she felt anything but.
“How is it, then? Humor a widower who’s down on his luck.”
Will was prying but charming. It was a lethal combination. “When I’m with him he manages to get under my skin like nobody I’ve known before.”
“Sounds promising.”
“He makes me feel like I’m the only one in the world when we’re…well, never mind.”
“Let’s keep it G-rated for the time being.”
She grinned. “I really like him.”
“Just like?”
She crossed her arms and scanned the surroundings. Where the hell was Patrick? His morning jog should be long over by now. “Admitting to anything more would be extremely detrimental to my self-esteem.”
“Love can’t be denied, it can’t be repressed. It simply is. And when it’s gone—” he swallowed and took a moment before continuing “—that’s when you realize how much it meant to you and how you’ll never get it back, especially when you see others who’ve found it.”
Carrie felt a heavy press of emotion. Will’s words were so raw it was as if he’d lost his beloved wife a day ago, not a year. He was still in deep mourning for Violet. It hurt her to see this and she felt a tear slip down her cheek. She touched it and stared down at her fingers, surprised since she never cried.
She wanted to tell Will that losing someone special was heartbreaking, but life had to go on. He would meet a new woman, someone who would make him happy again. She felt loneliness coming off him in waves, and it made her cold despite the heat of the morning.
“I need to think,” Will said. “About the future of Violet Shores. Maybe I’m making the wrong decision trying to keep it open.”
“Maybe,” she reluctantly agreed.
“And maybe you’re making the wrong decision by not facing up to your true feelings about Patrick and putting aside any differences you might have.”
She eyed him for a long moment. “Maybe.”
He smiled. “See? I knew it. It’s like I have a serious sixth sense when it comes to romance.”
She tried not to laugh. “Don’t be smug.”
“I’m not. Here he comes now. Remember what I said about the hot tubs.”
“Mine’s busted. I tried it last night.”
“Oh.” He frowned. “I’ll have to check that out.” He passed Patrick as he approached. “How’s your hot tub?”
Patrick looked at him. “It’s broken, I think.”
“This place is falling apart and I can’t even blame it on a curse anymore.” Will glanced over his shoulder at Carrie. “Talk to you later, before you leave.”
“Okay.” Her gaze shifted to Patrick, who looked mouthwateringly gorgeous in a crisp white shirt and dark blue pants. “Morning.”
“Good morning.”
“All packed?”
“I am. You?”
“I’m leaving it to the last minute. I like a little excitement in my life.”
“Listen, about last night—”
She raised a hand. “Conversations that start like that are never headed in a good direction. Let’s just forget about it.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Really?”
“Really. I don’t want to fight with you.”
“Color me surprised.”
“Any more impromptu visits from Erzulie?”
“I think she’s vacated the premises.”
Something caught Carrie’s eye and she glanced over the half wall to the beach. The man who’d been here the other day, the one with the camera from the Loa Loa, was digging in the sand with his foot. After a moment, he leaned over and snatched something up off the ground that glinted like gold in the sunlight.
“Who’s that?” Patrick asked, following her gaze.
“He was here the other day with the woman, Ruby, from the Loa Loa. His name’s Diego. Will wanted him to leave…seemed really insistent when he was taking pictures.”
“What’s he doing?”
“No idea.”
“You still think the Loa Loa has something to do with the curse here?”
She looked at him. “Burying something on Will’s property would be a good way to plant a curse, wouldn’t it?”
“Depends on what he’s burying. If it’s an amulet like Erzulie’s, burying it is the best way to dampen its powers.”
“What about other magical objects?”
“Something to keep potential customers away?”
She nodded. “For instance.”
“Those would work best in a stationary position. Even under a layer of sand.”
She watched carefully as Diego held a cell phone to his ear.
“I have it,” he said.
Carrie and Patrick exchanged a glance. When Diego glanced in their direction, Patrick pulled her to the side so they wouldn’t be seen.
“Sounds like he was sent to retrieve something important,” Carrie whispered.
“I don’t know. Maybe it’s nothing.”
“Listen, I know we already did our job here. Will thought it was the Erzulie amulet and we retrieved and destroyed it as requested. Mission accomplished. But nothing’s changed. He’s still in danger of losing his property. If we’ve just discovered a lead that can break this case open, then we should follow it.”
She expected him to argue, to go by the book until the bitter end like any boss would. After all, Patrick used to be the agency manager at PARA and would have wanted his agents to follow company protocol.
“We have a flight at four,” Patrick said.
“That’s six whole hours away.”
“We need to be at the airport no later than three.”
“Five hours.”
“Taxi.”
“Fine. Four hours.”
He met her gaze and a smile played across the lips that Carrie had dreamed about kissing last night. “We have four hours to investigate your hunch. That’s it.”
She nodded. “That should be more than enough time.”
“You work fast.”
“I’m going to try.” She glanced over at Diego, who had moved further along the beach and was about to walk along a pathway leading toward the Loa Loa. “Come on. We’re following him.”
“Lead the way.”
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THEY STAYED FAR ENOUGH behind that Diego didn’t seem to realize he was being followed. Not surprisingly, he headed directly for the Loa Loa.
“So what do you suggest we do?” Patrick asked.
“What do you mean?”
“If this is the answer we’ve been looking for, if they’ve been messing around with some sort of spell to make Will want to sell his resort to them, then what do we do?”
“Are you testing me right now? Is this part of my PARA training?”
“Perhaps. I’m seeing what your instincts tell you.”
She racked her brain. “Is that sort of thing illegal?”
“No. The police don’t recognize magic as a crime. They don’t believe in it.”
“Why not?”
He shook his head. “It’s very rare and often hard to prove.”
“But that’s why PARA’s around.”
“Yes, of course. We’re funded privately, though. Most people think we’re a sham.”
“I used to think that.” She smiled. “It was one of the reasons I asked for the story about you way back when. I was very—how’s the best way to put it?—skeptical when I first met you and found out you were a psychic.”
“But I proved it to you.”
“You did.” Her smile widened at the memory of holding hands with him in the bistro. “I guess I liked things to make sense in my life. And when they didn’t, I didn’t really want much to do with them.”
“And now?”
“Now not much of anything makes sense.” She laughed quietly. “You, for example.”
“In what way?”
“All ways.”
His open expression shuttered. “I don’t want to discuss my healing charm again.”
“I didn’t bring it up.”
He sighed. “We all have our crosses to bear, Carrie.”
“Tell me about it. I’m dealing with a curse of my own at the moment, aren’t I?”
“I wouldn’t really call it a curse.”
“Then what would you call it?”
A glimmer of a smile returned to his lips. “An interesting situation.”
“The fact that when I get turned on things start flying around? That I conjured a storm out of nowhere yesterday that nearly got us killed?” Her amusement faded. “Anytime I get all emotional there might be a serious disaster.”
“Erzulie told me it’s only a temporary situation. What she did to you will fade in time. And it’s not simply when you’re emotional. It’s more specific than that.”
“When I get emotional about…you.” She looked at him. She already knew that little detail. She didn’t need it confirmed by the goddess.
He shrugged but didn’t meet her gaze. “So if you want to avoid this little extension of your ability, it’s very simple. Just stay clear of me until it passes.”
“And what if I don’t want to?”
He raised an eyebrow at her. “Excuse me?”
“What if I don’t want to stay away from you until it passes? What if I don’t want to stay away from you at all?”
He held her gaze for a long silent moment. “Come on, let’s not lose him.”
Diego disappeared around a corner. Carrie and Patrick stayed twenty feet behind him as he entered through the glass front doors of the Loa Loa.
Carrie could see at a glance why the place did more business than Will. The stunningly beautiful resort was five-star all the way. Violet Shores was nice enough, but with faulty hot tubs and motorboats constantly in for repairs—one of which currently resided at the bottom of the ocean—it didn’t hold a candle to the tourist appeal of the Loa Loa.
The chain had locations all over the world—thirty in all—and even during bad economic times they still did a thriving business for travelers looking for a luxury all-inclusive vacation. The only thing the Loa Loa didn’t have was Violet Shore’s unobstructed view.
Carrie didn’t know if that was worth putting a nasty curse on the property to keep potential customers away and make the ones who stayed there fight like cats and dogs. Seemed harsh. But people were willing to do a lot more for a lot less. She’d seen that countless times in her previous job as a journalist. Murders, kidnapping, extortion—all typically committed by desperate people looking for a bigger piece of the pie.
It was sad that some people were so driven by money that they lost sight of what truly mattered in life. Money could buy things, could make life more comfortable, but it didn’t make anyone a better person.
Will wasn’t driven by money. What was he driven by? Why was he adamant that the resort should stay open even when he was having so much financial difficulty?
His wife. To Will, the resort represented his late wife. The whole thing was even named for her. It was sweet and sad, and Carrie wondered if he could ever move on while living and working at a place that was the earthly embodiment of his wife.
But it wasn’t her job to counsel him on the grieving process. Her business, now that she worked for PARA, was to investigate his paranormal problem and get to the bottom of this mystery. That was it. That was all.
Carrie turned to Patrick. “We’re going to get our hands on whatever he dug up,” she whispered, “assess it to see if it’s dangerous, and if it is, destroy it so it doesn’t hurt anyone else.”
Patrick’s lips twitched. “Well done.”
“Come on.” She grabbed hold of his hand. It had been much too long since she’d felt his skin against hers, and in a flash everything that had happened between them on the beach last night came rushing back. She felt completely out of control, and her telekinesis didn’t have anything to do with it. When Patrick made love to her, her psychic ability had been the last thing on her mind.
Carrie’s feelings for Patrick were like a hurricane that swirled and grew inside her. The thought scared her. Hurricanes left damage in their wake, even metaphorical ones.
Walking past dozens of tourists—some with suitcases in hand as they checked in at the front desk, others simply lounging on plush sofas in the luxurious, marble-floored lobby—Carrie kept Diego in her sight.
The hotel was also a convention center, so the hallways led past meeting rooms on the main level. He entered one of these rooms. It was more of a banquet hall—huge, with a three-story ceiling. A wedding reception was being set up, a dozen tables adorned with white cloths, plates and cutlery, lavish flower centerpieces. A long banner was affixed to the wall, wishing the bride and groom a happy life together.
Diego fiddled with some keys to open another door on the far side of the hall, then slipped through it. Patrick rapidly made it to the door before it closed and Carrie followed. Diego was nowhere to be seen. The room looked like an office, with a desk at one end and a coat closet. Another closed door was on the opposite wall.
Carrie heard the door behind them click shut.
“Locked,” Patrick said, as he tried the handle. He tried the door Diego had used. “This one’s locked, too.”
She grimaced. “So, we’re trapped in here.”
“You could use your telekinesis and unlock it.”
“I could.” She looked nervously at the first door.
“You did it on the island.”
“That was under duress.”
“Do you need to be in a life-or-death situation in order to channel your ability properly?”
“Good question.” She eyed the door. Could she do it? “I hear someone coming.” Patrick’s grip on her hand tightened. “We can practice in a moment.”
Pulling her along with him, he slipped into the closet. The door was slatted so she could see out, even if it was only a glimpse, as three people entered. The first was Ruby, wearing a formfitting black dress and teetering on Louboutin stilettos. Her red hair was pulled back from her face in a French twist. Her cheeks were flushed and she looked upset. Behind her was an older man Carrie hadn’t seen before, and lastly came Diego, returning to the room he’d just left.
Carrie exchanged a glance with Patrick and couldn’t hide her exhilaration. It nearly outweighed how fearful she felt at the prospect of being caught.
“I’m trying my best,” Ruby said.
“You’re trying your best to avoid this conversation, that’s what you’re doing,” the man replied.
She glared at him. “Just let me do my job.”
“That’s what I’ve been doing. And I’ve been waiting three months now for results.”
“William Crane doesn’t want to sell his resort.”
The man sighed and raked a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair before taking a seat behind the expansive desk. His gaze scanned the room, stopping for a moment on the coat closet. Carrie instinctively pressed closer to Patrick, trying to take up as little room as possible. There were no coats to hide behind. The area was almost bare, the size of her small walk-in closet, with only a couple of boxes stacked to their left.
“You know what I want, don’t you, Ruby?”
Ruby glanced at the older man. “Of course I do.”
“My life’s work has been to build up my resorts. The Loa Loa chain is the feather in my cap.”
“I know.”
“Then tell me why, if I’m so rich, I can’t buy a pathetic little two-star resort?”
“William Crane doesn’t want to sell.”
“I’ve never met anyone…anyone…in my entire career who didn’t have a price.”
“The last offer was very generous. Maybe he’s the exception to your rule.”
“And you tried seducing him?”
Ruby went rigid. “If I was a man, you wouldn’t be asking me to seduce someone into signing away their property.”
“Wouldn’t I?” The man’s gaze shifted. “Diego, what do you make of this? You’re Ruby’s right-hand man, aren’t you? What is she doing to this place while I’m away in Europe? Running me into the ground?”
“Ruby is excellent at her job, Geoffrey,” Diego said without hesitation. “And trust me, she still has several negotiating tactics hidden up her sleeve in this matter.”
Yeah, Carrie thought. Like whatever Diego has in his pocket right now.
“Does she?”
“She will have the ownership papers for Violet Shores to you by the end of the week, if not sooner.”
“You sound certain of that.”
“I am certain.”
Geoffrey smiled. “Then that’s how long you have to produce those papers, Ruby. If your assistant seems to think you can handle things, then I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt.”
“Thank you.” She looked relieved.
“However, if Violet Shores isn’t mine by Friday, pray that William Crane is hiring because I will be filling your position with someone infinitely more qualified.” He stood up. “I believe we’re finished here. If you need to reach me, you know how.”
Without another word, Geoffrey Smythe—Carrie now recognized him as the billionaire land developer on par with Donald Trump—walked out of the room.
“That’s more than enough motivation for cursing Will’s property, isn’t it?” Patrick leaned over to whisper in her ear. His lips brushed against her and she shivered. He smelled really good. Too good. Desire for him pooled inside of her without any warning.
She didn’t want to get turned on at the moment. Not here. With her Erzulie-enhanced abilities she didn’t want to run into any problems. So, instead of thinking of the press of his hard, warm body against hers, she tried to focus on what she’d just heard.
Ruby was in danger of getting fired if she didn’t get Will to sign the papers, selling Violet Shores to Geoffrey Smythe. If she put a curse on his property, Will would have no choice but to sell. It sure wasn’t rocket science.
Ruby swore loudly and threw the file folder she’d been carrying across the room. Papers scattered to the floor. “It’s over.”
Diego came closer to her. “Don’t say that.”
“I knew I was in over my head with this job. This simply proves it.”
“Your father is being a jerk.”
Carrie’s eyebrows went up. Geoffrey Smythe was Ruby’s father? She remembered Will introducing her as Ruby Smythe.
“That’s just the kind of man he is,” Ruby said.
“He can’t fire you.”
“Sure he can. If I can’t handle something simple like this, then in his opinion I sure as hell don’t deserve to take over the business when he kicks the bucket.”
“He wanted you to seduce Will?” Diego asked. “Why didn’t I know this?”
“Because I didn’t tell you.”
“Right. The personal assistant is always the last to know. Do you have the hots for Crane, or what? You’ve been spending a lot of time chatting him up lately.”
“Well, he certainly isn’t hard on the eyes.”
Diego was silent. “I see.”
Her lips curved. “I’m not interested in seducing him. And it’s not just because it would make me feel like a whore for the family business.”
Diego looked sullen.
“Come here. Right now.”
With a slight hesitation, he closed the distance between them. Ruby grabbed him by the front of his shirt and pulled him closer. “You know there’s only one man I want in my bed.”
“And who’s that?”
“Don’t be modest.”
They kissed. Passionately.
Carrie was a little surprised. She could have sworn she felt some chemistry between Ruby and Will the day before yesterday. Guess not.
“Ruby…” Diego said after a moment. “I want you.”
“I’m right here. Make love to me.”
Carrie’s gaze flicked to Patrick’s and they shared an unspoken moment of understanding. They were trapped in a closet and two people were about to have sex less than ten feet away from them. Ruby’s hands were already at Diego’s zipper. She pulled him free and leaned back on the desk, her legs parted. She groaned with pleasure as he began to make love to her.
Right there, in front of them.
Instead of feeling uncomfortable or embarrassed, Carrie felt a strong surge of lust hit her.
“Patrick…I think we might be in serious trouble…” she whispered.
“No kidding.”
He pressed her tightly against the closet wall. His breathing had become labored. There was no mistaking the hard press of his erection and it made her damp with need.
She wanted him so badly.
The next moment, the light in the office burst, scattering glass everywhere.
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RUBY AND DIEGO GLANCED up at the broken light.
“What the hell was that?” Diego growled.
“Ignore it. Don’t stop.”
He took direction well.
“Your telekinesis…” Patrick began, his voice soft.
Before she could answer him, panicked that something else would happen to reveal them, he tilted his mouth to hers and kissed her. A gasp of surprise escaped her throat, but she didn’t need an explanation for what he was doing. Her desire for him, sparked by the palpable passion between Ruby and Diego, was enough to set her off. The broken light had been the first warning signal.
And there was only one way to stop her from busting lights. Or bringing forth another tropical storm.
It scared her how much she wanted Patrick, even in a less than ideal setting such as this. But she did. And judging by the passion he put in his kiss, he seemed to feel the same way toward her.
His mouth opened against hers and the sweep of his tongue did nothing to sate her desire, only increase it. She’d felt out of control on the beach last night, doing what he said, letting him take her the way he wanted to. She’d been swept away by her desire—by him. While she didn’t mind feeling that way with Patrick, she had other plans at the moment.
She trailed kisses down his throat, chest and abdomen, quickly undoing his belt as she moved lower. His hand clutched at hers as if he wanted her to remain standing—as if he anticipated what she intended to do.
Without any help from him other than encouraging groans, she released him, curled her hand around his hard length and took him in her mouth.
He said he’d dreamed about this. The least she could do was make that dream a reality.
“Carrie…” he moaned, not loud enough to gain the attention of the two people in the adjoining room. They were busy themselves, at the moment.
She traced her tongue over his erection, around the head, and over the very tip. He was pressed so tightly against the wall that she thought for a moment he might break through it. His fingers tangled in her hair. When she felt he’d reached the edge of his control, she rose to her feet, and he crushed his mouth against hers.
Pulling at her skirt and sliding it up her thighs, he stroked his hand against the damp silk of her panties.
“Off,” he demanded. “Now.”
She almost grinned at the desperation in his voice. She pushed the undergarment down, stepping out of the black lace thong when it reached her ankles. His hand moved between her thighs again, sliding back and forth against her slick sex until she thought she’d lose her mind.
“You want me,” he whispered. It wasn’t a question.
“Since the first moment we met.”
He smiled. “That long?
She nodded wordlessly.
“The feeling’s mutual,” he breathed against her lips.
Without tearing his gaze from hers, he produced a condom from his pocket, tore it open and sheathed himself. Pressing her back against the wall, he pulled her left leg up and hooked it over his hip. She glanced down.
“No,” he said. “Look at me. Only me.”
She did as he asked and moaned as she felt him slide inside of her, stretching to accommodate him. He began to move, in and out of her body, her hands on his shoulders. He cupped her buttocks with one hand, while the other kept her leg raised. Their eyes remained locked, their faces close.
Carrie could feel Patrick’s hot breath on her, his expression tense and filled with a dark, aching need.
“So good,” he whispered.
She had to agree.
She tried not to scream his name as the waves of pleasure rolled through her. It was difficult, but she managed, digging her fingernails into his shoulders instead. With a last fierce thrust he silently—almost silently—found his own release. She clung to him tightly and he wrapped his arms around her waist, drawing her against his chest as their breathing slowly returned to normal.
At that moment she knew how she felt about him—how she’d felt about him for a long time. Will had been right about everything. She pulled Patrick closer so she could whisper in his ear.
“I love you.”
His hands froze on her body. He leaned back to look into her eyes. His gaze was intense, but his voice was soft as he said, “You love me?”
Her cheeks heated immediately as she realized she’d spoken her thoughts aloud. “I—I shouldn’t have said that.”
“Did you mean it?” he asked quietly.
She swallowed hard and was about to say something else, she wasn’t sure what, when he lowered his lips to hers for a deep, heated kiss.
“I love you, too,” he whispered. “I think I have from the moment I first met you.”
Her eyes widened, and a smile spread over her face. “Well, that just makes everything way more complicated, doesn’t it?”
“Definitely.” He grinned and pulled her close to him again, then peered through the slats in the door to see Ruby and Diego shrugging their clothes back into place. “The show’s over.”
Telling Patrick how she felt made Carrie feel very vulnerable. It would have been terrible if he’d ignored her. Instead, he’d told her he felt the same way. A small light, long dark inside of her, flickered on and filled her with a strange, giddy happiness that helped to extinguish her fear.
I love him, she thought. It was true, after all. She couldn’t deny it, especially not to herself.
He kept his hand on her back, just under the edge of her shirt and above the waistband of her skirt, so his skin was against hers. She liked his touch.
Patrick had said he loved her. He’d said it.
“I love you,” Diego told Ruby in the adjoining room, as if inspired by Carrie and Patrick’s hushed admission.
“You’re not just saying that because I’m filthy rich, are you?” Ruby asked.
He stepped back from her, his expression darkening. “You don’t really think that.”
“I don’t know what to think.”
“I’m not your father. I don’t want to hurt you.”
She was silent for a moment. “Did you get it?”
He nodded. “It took me a few minutes of digging around, but I finally found it.”
Carrie dug her fingers into Patrick’s arm. This was what they’d come here for. Ruby was about to admit what she’d done to Will’s resort.
“We shouldn’t have been there in the first place,” Diego said.
“Maybe not.”
“I don’t know why your father can’t be happy without getting his hands on that damned property.”
“He’s a perfectionist and a control freak. The fact the Loa Loa is the best hotel in the area isn’t good enough for him. He wants things to be perfect. Without a clear view of the ocean, it’s not perfect.”
“He’s not even going to expand, though. He’ll just level the other property.”
“That’s right. But that’s hardly a loss. The Violet Shores is just a meaningless little piece of property.”
“It means something to the owner,” Diego said.
“The owner is stuck in the past,” Ruby told him, although she looked troubled. “We’re doing him a favor.”
Carrie drew closer to the door so she could see what Diego pulled out of his pocket. It was a thin gold chain with a diamond-encrusted pendant on the end of it.
Immediately Ruby looked relieved. “I thought I’d lost this forever.”
“Serves us right for having sex on Will’s beach.”
“Kind of rude of us, actually.”
“You mean, trying to convince him to sell his resort and then seducing your lowly personal assistant on his private property?”
She looked at him sharply, but there was a glimmer of humor in her eyes. “I prefer that you refer to yourself as my sex slave, not my lowly personal assistant.”
He grinned and ran his hand down her arm. “Yes, ma’am. Maybe I should be getting a raise.”
“I think I gave you a raise a couple of minutes ago.”
“Touché.”
She smiled back at him, then grew serious. “Thought karma had come to smack me in the face when I couldn’t find this. Do you know how much this little birthday present from my father’s worth?”
“At least a couple hundred bucks.”
“Yeah. Funny. Geoffrey Smythe spending only a couple hundred dollars on a necklace for his daughter. Sure.”
“Turn around.”
She pivoted around and held up her hair as Diego fastened the necklace around her neck. Then she pressed her hand against the front of it. “Maybe we should have let Will find it. He could have sold it and paid off his bills.”
“That wouldn’t have helped you out much.”
“No. Good point.” She sighed. “Too bad. He’s a nice guy. Way too obsessed with his dead wife, though.”
“And you would have swept in there and seduced him if you could?”
“Would you quit if I had?” She pulled him closer.
He didn’t look like he was joking anymore. “I’ll try to put aside my jealousies.”
“Try harder.”
“Come on…” He held his hand out to her. “You have a meeting in five minutes. Phone call with the Hawaii location manager.”
They kissed again and left the office.
Carrie turned around in Patrick’s arms and looked up at him. “What the hell?”
“It was her necklace.”
“So it seems. What happened to the cursed object that’s making Will’s resort so unpopular?”
“I don’t think that’s it.”
She sighed. “What is going on here?”
“I don’t know. I wish I did.”
“So it wasn’t Erzulie behind his problems and it’s not Ruby using magic to get Will to sign the papers.”
“Two strikes.” He furrowed his brow. “Looks like this case will be going into the unsolved file. It happens sometimes. Doesn’t mean I like it, but it happens.”
“I don’t understand.” Her head hurt. She should have been able to break this mystery wide open by now. “Maybe, like Will suggested, the resort just isn’t popular.”
“The hot tubs don’t work.”
“That wouldn’t make honeymooners want to rip each other’s hair out and file for divorce a day after they exchange vows.”
“Could be a few isolated cases of cold feet after the fact, that’s all.” He stroked her hair off her forehead. She realized she hadn’t stepped away from him yet. It felt too good to be close to him. “Unfortunately, it looks as though Will Crane is not going to get his answer today.”
“I feel horrible.”
“Do you?” He slid his hands down her back to her waist. “Because you feel pretty damn good to me.”
She smiled at him. “I think we need to go.”
“I like it in here.”
“No argument. As far as closets go, this may be my favorite one ever.”
He kissed her, slow and deep, before they finally emerged from the closet. Patrick tried the door through which Diego and Ruby had left. It was locked from the outside, just like the other one.
“We still have a problem,” he said. “Much as I don’t mind being locked in a room with you, I think we should probably find a way out.”
“And you’re suggesting?”
“I’m suggesting you use your telekinesis on that door.” He nodded in the direction they’d entered.
She looked at it skeptically. “I don’t know.”
“You can do it.”
“You’d make an excellent cheerleader, but I’m not so sure.”
He seemed amused. “You know what the difference between you and me is, Carrie?”
She put a hand on her hip. “Enlighten me.”
“You’re still not convinced you’re able to control your telekinesis.”
“And you are?”
“Yes.”
“You’re crazy.”
“Maybe a little.” His grin widened. He sure seemed happier and much more easygoing compared to the Patrick she’d arrived with. She didn’t think she was being vain in thinking she had something to do with that. Despite the chaos her power brought, he liked her.
No. He loved her.
She still couldn’t believe it. This all felt like a dream she might wake up from at any moment.
“So you believe in me,” she said.
“Utterly and completely.”
“And to think you’re considered smart.”
“Who considers me smart?”
“I thought that was the general consensus. Aren’t bosses supposed to be smarter than the average bear?”
“A Yogi Bear reference. You’re a woman after my own heart. And I’m not the boss.”
“You could be. You should be.”
“You’re trying to change the subject.” He raised an eyebrow and nodded at the door. “Now unlock that door. You can do it.”
“And if I don’t?”
“We’ll probably end up missing our flight when Ruby comes back here and calls security.”
She cringed. While he’d spoken with good humor, she had no doubt that was exactly what would happen if they were still here when Ruby returned.
“Okay.” She took a deep breath and faced the locked door. “I can do this.”
“Of course you can. Just concentrate on what you want to do and make it happen.”
“You make it sound so simple.”
“It’s not simple. But it’s not impossible, either.”
He placed a hand on the small of her back and she leaned against his warm touch. It gave her a bit of courage.
This wasn’t a tropical storm. It wasn’t a do-or-die situation. It was simply something that needed to be done.
She closed her eyes, focused all of her attention on the door in front of her. Instead of blocking out her power, she opened herself to it without fear.
I can do this, she told herself. Patrick believes in me. I should be able to believe in myself.
Once upon a time she’d believed in herself. She didn’t feel that way anymore. She was the newbie at PARA, and at twenty-nine years old she was starting from scratch.
And now she was in love for the first time in years. Instead of being afraid of what that meant, she felt hopeful.
She turned her thoughts away from Patrick only for a moment, thinking of the lock instead. Opening it. Getting the hell out of this office so she could go back to the resort and make love to Patrick again before they had to catch their plane back home.
Control is sometimes found through lettin’ go completely. 
Advice from a goddess. And Carrie knew it didn’t only have to do with her ability. She had to let go of her control in order to let herself fall for Patrick.
She had let go. She’d fallen. She just wasn’t sure yet where she was going to land.
Carrie heard a click and knew it was the door. She’d flexed the part of her mind that controlled her telekinesis. And it had done what she wanted it to. It wasn’t something separate from her. It was a part of her. And if it was a part of her, then she shouldn’t try to run away from it. She needed to embrace it. Suddenly everything made complete sense to her.
She opened her eyes and Patrick stood before her.
“See?” he said, his expression filled with pride. “I knew you could do it.”
She smiled. “You’re right. I did it. And I think I could do it again.”
“Will you practice when we get back home?”
“Yes. I promise. It’ll be like I’m ten again and taking piano lessons. I’ll be playing a symphony before you know it.”
“Good.” He kissed her quickly. “Now let’s get the hell out of here.”
“Sounds like the best idea I’ve heard in fifteen minutes.”
Taking her by the hand, he led her back through the banquet hall and out through the lobby of the Loa Loa.
She was sorry they’d failed to figure out what was wrong at Violet Shores, but she couldn’t help but feel ridiculously happy.
Then, out of the corner of her eye, she could have sworn she saw Erzulie standing at the edge of the path. She turned to look but no one was there. Still, a sliver of dread filled her.
Maybe it was only her imagination.
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AS THEY MADE THEIR way back to Violet Shores, Patrick kept waiting for the moment when Carrie would disappear and he realized he was only dreaming.
He didn’t wake up. Which was reasonable enough proof that this all might in fact be real. Seemed too good to be true, actually. Everything was. From being able to touch Carrie, to make love to her, to her feeling the same way toward him.
He was damn lucky. He knew it.
However, he couldn’t help but feel that something was off. That everything he currently had was no more than sand ready to slip through his fingers the harder he tried to grasp it. Then again, he hadn’t been that much of an optimist lately. Perhaps it was time to turn that attitude around once and for all.
“It’s too bad,” he said.
“What is?”
He squeezed her hand. “The theory about Ruby and how it turned out to be a wild-goose chase. I should have known that.”
She looked at him. “How could you have possibly known something like that?”
“My empathic ability. Back when I was at full strength, I would have been able to tell from a distance if she was a real suspect.”
“From a distance?”
“I didn’t have to touch people to get a sense of what they were feeling. If I concentrated I would have known if she had something to do with the curse.”
“And now you can’t do that. Because of your healing charm.”
“That’s right. It’s changed my abilities a lot.”
“And that’s acceptable to you?”
He sighed. “I don’t really have much of a choice in the matter, do I? Besides, the worst side effect was not being able to touch anyone. And now—” he brought her hand to his lips and kissed it “—that’s no longer an issue for me.”
“You’re okay with just being able to touch me? Nobody else?”
“Yes, I am. More than okay, actually.”
She didn’t say anything to that. She looked thoughtful. And, unless he was reading something into her expression that wasn’t there, a little disturbed.
“Patrick…” she began.
He’d caught sight of Will up ahead. Their client’s eyes flickered when he noticed how close Patrick and Carrie were to each other. Patrick couldn’t help but be amused. Hell, just the other day he’d practically begged for rooms on separate floors, and now it must be obvious that he and Carrie were more than business partners. Patrick couldn’t remember holding hands with too many of his past partners.
“Will,” Patrick said. “We need to talk to you.”
Will nodded, his expression unreadable. “Sure.”
“We just followed up a lead. Thought it was going to get us to the truth behind your problem. I’m sorry, but it didn’t.”
The resort owner frowned. “You thought it was Ruby, didn’t you?”
“How did you know that?” Carrie asked with surprise.
“I thought it might be her, too, for a while. It’s not.”
“No, it’s not.”
“I’m happy for you two,” Will said.
Carrie and Patrick shared a glance.
“What do you mean?” Carrie asked.
“You may not have found the answer to my problem, but you’ve found each other. I tell you, this resort works magic on couples. Or at least it used to.” He smiled wistfully. “It’s so sad that this place was once filled with so much love and now it’s just the opposite. You two should get out of here as soon as you can before whatever you’re feeling for each other turns sour.”
“I doubt that,” Patrick said firmly.
“We’re going to finish packing and we’ll be leaving in the next hour or so,” Carrie said.
“Thank you, both of you. You tried. That’s all I can ask for.” He nodded. “It’s made my decision easier, actually.”
“Your decision?”
Will pulled a cell phone out of his pocket and dialed a number, then held it to his ear. After a moment, he said, “Ruby? It’s Will Crane. I’ve decided you’re right.” There was a short pause. “Come over now and I’ll sign your papers. I should have done this weeks ago.”
He hung up, his jaw tight.
Patrick felt a wash of sadness then. Defeat. He’d let Will down. He wasn’t the best agent for the job. He’d been the boss for so long but was no better than a newbie at field work.
After another couple minutes talking to Will, who seemed completely at peace with his decision, Carrie led Patrick off to the side, out of hearing distance of Will. “What’s wrong?”
“I didn’t do my job.”
“You did the best you could.”
“He’s selling the resort. The bad guys won.”
“This isn’t a Western movie. And Ruby isn’t a bad guy, she’s just a businesswoman.”
“Feels wrong to me.”
“It does to me, too.”
“This case?”
“No.” Her expression was tense.
“Then what?”
She leveled her gaze with his. “Your healing charm.”
He hissed out a breath. “I told you, Carrie, I don’t want to talk about that.”
“You admitted to me on our way back here that you might have been able to tell whether Ruby was at fault if you’d been at full empathic strength.”
“It’s possible.” He shook his head. “We’ll never know for sure.”
“You’re sacrificing so much to keep that thing around your neck.”
Momentarily, anger overcame his guilt. “If I didn’t have this around my neck I wouldn’t be able to walk.”
“Bullshit.” She paced over to a worn sofa next to the stairwell. “You stopped going to physio. If you’d kept up, you would have walked again. You weren’t paralyzed. You were healing. It was just too slow for you.”
Tension put him on edge. “Why are we talking about this?”
“Because it’s important, and ignoring the topic won’t make it disappear completely.”
“It’s possible I’d be walking. But with a cane. And that’s if I was damn lucky.”
“You chose to take the easy way out for a difficult situation and you can’t even admit to yourself it was a mistake.”
His eyes narrowed. “Why are you doing this? I don’t want to fight with you.”
“I’m not fighting. I’m stating facts.”
“Just like your old career. Find the facts, state them in an orderly fashion, and you have your story and you can move on to the next one. It’s so easy for you.”
“Don’t push this off on me.”
“I’m not pushing anything off on anyone. The bottom line is that I am using this charm so I can walk and run and function exactly as I used to.”
He didn’t know why she couldn’t just accept that. She’d said she loved him. Was that a lie? She refused to try to see his point of view here.
“You’re living in a dreamworld, Patrick,” she said, wringing her hands. “You’re not the same as you used to be. That was the whole reason Amanda wanted me to find out more about your situation. And I didn’t tell her the whole truth. I told her your ability had shifted. I don’t think she’d want to know that somebody she really respected was addicted to using a charm that had warped his entire personality into someone nobody wants to be around anymore.”
He flinched. Whoever said that words didn’t hurt was wrong. “And here I thought you liked me.”
Her expression softened. A fraction. “You know I more than like you.”
“Doesn’t sound like it to me.”
“Then you’re not listening hard enough.” She sighed in frustration. “Why do you have to be like this? You won’t budge on this at all?”
“Not if what you’re asking me to do is get rid of my charm and go back to the way I was.”
Something slid behind her cinnamon-colored eyes. It looked like pain. “I knew somebody once…I asked him to give up what he was addicted to. The thing that was destroying his life and alienating everyone who loved him. In the end he chose the booze over me.”
His jaw tightened. “I’m not an alcoholic.”
“Maybe not, but bottom line—he didn’t want to face reality. He was convinced that the bottom of a glass of Jack Daniel’s was much more pleasant than the cold hard facts about his life.”
“Let me guess. You dumped his sorry ass?”
She crossed her arms and looked away. “Actually, he ran his car off a bridge one icy day just before Christmas seven years ago. He was killed. I didn’t have the chance to dump him.”
That statement hit him like a punch to the gut. “I’m sorry for your loss, Carrie. Really. But I’m not like him.”
Her hard-edged gaze snapped back to his face. “No, you’re not. You’re smarter. You’re better. You’re…a hell of a lot older and wiser than a foolish twenty-three-year-old with a drinking problem and a death wish. And…”
“And what?”
“And…I don’t know.” Her eyes were glossy and she rubbed at them, her expression changing from uncertainty to anger. “I don’t cry, damn it.”
Instead of feeling the swell of compassion that had taken hold at hearing about Carrie’s previous boyfriend, Patrick felt his anger toward her continue to spark inside him. “Don’t cry. Not over me.”
“You think these tears are for you? Honestly, Patrick, all this time I thought you were somebody special, but I see that you’re just another self-involved guy who feels sorry for himself and is looking for answers in the wrong places.”
“That’s what you really think of me, huh?”
“Yes, that’s exactly what I think.”
“I didn’t ask for us to talk about this now. And I sure as hell didn’t ask for your opinion.”
“Well, you’ve gotten it anyway.”
“Maybe you should keep your thoughts to yourself.”
“You can’t read my emotions, so if I want you to know how I feel, then I guess I have to say it out loud, even if you don’t want to hear it.” Her eyes flashed with anger and her hands were fisted at her sides. He half expected another tropical storm to hit, but nothing happened. Not even a light shattered.
“Then it’s a good thing I don’t care how you feel,” he snapped.
“Ditto.”
“I’m living my life the only way I know how and your opinion is meaningless to me.”
She glared at him. “Go to hell, Patrick.”
“You first.”
He turned away, feeling angrier than he’d felt about anything in recent memory. He never wanted to see Carrie again. He thought he was in love with a woman who was unbelievably horrible and uncaring? What a fool he was.
He despised meeting Carrie Stanfield in the first place. He regretted doing that interview and thinking about her for two years. He never wanted to see her—or touch her—again.
He froze in place. What the hell am I thinking?
He didn’t feel that way. Of course he didn’t. It was as if the poisonous thoughts had been pushed into his head, turning his emotions inside out. He wheeled around slowly, still feeling fury burning inside of him, to see that Carrie was staring at him, anger and confusion in her beautiful eyes.
“What’s going on with us right now?” she asked fearfully.
“It’s the curse,” he said softly. “Because I’m not mad at you.”
“Seems like you are.”
“Seems like you’re mad at me.”
“I am. But not this mad. Right now I want to rip your eyebrows off.”
He almost grinned at that. “The feeling’s mutual. But I know it’s not how I really feel.”
A shadow of relief moved behind her cinnamon gaze. “Me, neither.”
“This isn’t Erzulie’s fault.”
“No.”
“It’s not Ruby, either.”
She shook her head. “Not Ruby.”
He tried as hard as he could to push aside these feelings, but they wrapped around him like a thick blanket. “You’re the new paranormal investigator here. Figure it out.”
“Don’t order me around,” she snapped, then looked distressed. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that.”
“It was a strong suggestion, not an order.”
She exhaled shakily. “Okay. Okay, I can do this. Can I punch you first? That might help.”
“No physical violence, please.”
“Fine. No punching.” Another exhalation. “The curse seems focused on this hotel specifically. Anyone who’s in love—” She glared at him.
He glared back at her. “I am in love with you.”
“And I love you, too, you jerk.”
“Carry on.”
“People in love suddenly find their emotions reversed. Honeymooners are bound for divorce. And those who aren’t in love are simply repelled by this place.” She chewed her bottom lip, her brow lowered in concentration. “The resort is owned by a man who was madly in love with his wife, but she died and he’d still grieving deeply for her a year later.”
“A vengeful ghost? Violet is haunting the resort and keeping lovers apart because she’s envious?”
Carrie considered this. “I don’t know anything about ghosts.”
“It’s possible that her anger could be turned outward and used against others.”
“I don’t know. If what Will says is true, she sounds like someone who loved romance. Could she totally turn evil after her death?”
“No. Most ghosts act the way they did when they were alive.”
“There goes that theory.” She paced back and forth, before freezing in place. “Hold on.”
“What?”
Her eyes widened. “I think I know what’s happening here.”
It was as if he could read her expression. He’d been following her line of thinking all along. “It’s Will.”
She nodded. “Will’s doing this himself.”
“But how?”
“He—he said that he thought he was a little bit psychic. I figured he was kidding.”
“Psychic? I didn’t feel anything.”
“Can you tell?”
“I can…well, I usually can.”
She narrowed her eyes at him. “Before the healing charm.”
“Would you quit it already with the healing charm?”
“No, I don’t think I will.”
“Then pause it. Because squabbling about it right now isn’t doing us any damn good.”
“Consider it paused. Until later.”
That was more of a threat than a promise. “William Crane’s an empath. That’s why I couldn’t sense anything up front.”
“An empath? Like you?”
“No, if he’s responsible for this, he’s a different kind of empath than I am.” He grabbed her arm so he could pull her toward Will’s office. “Come on. We’re getting to the bottom of this once and for all.”
When they reached Will’s office they realized he wasn’t alone. Ruby had already arrived and Will was signing the ownership of Violet Shores over to Ruby and her father.
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RUBY PULLED THE SIGNED papers away from Will and slid them back into the envelope.
“You’ve made a very wise decision,” she told him.
Diego stood by the doorway, as if guarding the area.
“We know what’s going on,” Carrie said.
Will leaned back in his chair. He looked tired. “It doesn’t matter anymore.”
“Yes, it does. If you don’t fix things, this curse will follow you wherever you go.”
Will looked confused. “What are you talking about?”
Patrick stepped forward. So far, this was just a theory, although it was more plausible than anything else they’d come up with since they arrived. “I never shook your hand when we arrived.”
“No, you didn’t.”
“I’m sorry about that. It wasn’t personal. It’s my problem, not yours.” Patrick extended his hand. “Please shake my hand now.”
Will eyed him, then stood up and took Patrick’s hand firmly in his. “Very well.”
For a moment there was nothing, then the pain started, radiating out from his head to the rest of his body.
“Patrick,” Carrie said, concerned.
“Just a minute.” He concentrated, trying to peel past the layers of pain he was experiencing from the physical contact to get to the truth about Will. It was difficult. While the pain tore through him, he couldn’t get much of a read.
“Patrick, your nose…” Carrie sounded a bit panicked. “You’re bleeding.”
Finally Patrick released Will and wiped his hand under his nose to see that she was right. Just one of the unpleasant side effects of using his ability while wearing the healing charm.
“How long have you been an empath?” he asked Will.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“If I’d shaken your hand when we arrived I would have known sooner.” Patrick clenched his jaw. “But I didn’t. Empaths can’t read each other that well. Maybe a little, but not enough to really tell what’s going on. That blockage would have been enough to put up a red flag for me about your problem here at Violet Shores.”
Will looked confused. “I’m not psychic.”
“Yes, actually you are. You’re empathic. But unlike me, who can read people’s emotions and get a sense of what they’re feeling, you’re the opposite. You’re a sender.”
Carrie watched him and clarity lit her eyes. “That means that whatever he’s feeling he sends out, and it affects others. He can change their moods.”
“That’s right.”
“How I’m feeling?” Will frowned. “I’m feeling fine.”
“No.” Carrie walked over to him and put a hand on his arm. “You’re grieving. You haven’t let yourself heal from your wife’s death.” She nodded at the photos on his desk. “You surround yourself with pictures of her, reminders of your loss. You’re in pain and that’s what you’re sharing subconsciously with anyone who comes here.”
“Unconsciously, you’ve managed to wrap this entire resort with your pain and that’s what repels people from coming here in the first place.” Patrick felt surprised himself at the real reason behind Will’s problems. “You’re very powerful.”
“But it—it didn’t affect you and Carrie.”
“Yes, actually it did,” Carrie said. “But not until you knew we were together.”
Will swallowed. “So you’re trying to say that when I see a happy couple in love, I send out some sort of empathic poison toward them because—why? Why would I do that?”
“Because it reminds you of what you had with Violet. And that causes you pain because she’s no longer here.”
Ruby reached for Diego’s hand. “That’s what happened with us the other day when we fought after being here.” She looked at Will. “Did you know we were together?”
“I sensed it,” Will said dully. “The way he looked at you was the same way I used to look at Violet.” He sat down heavily in his chair again. “This is impossible.”
“Sending empaths are rare. Even rarer than telekinetics.” Patrick cast a meaningful glance toward Carrie. “But they exist. And just like you, they’re rarely discovered until their ability manifests itself in a problematic manner. They always feel emotion in a much more magnified way than regular psychics. When you love, you love with your heart and soul. And when you hurt—well, the world should watch out.”
“It was me all the time,” Will said, stunned. “I thought it was a curse, but I was doing this. I was destroying my business and getting myself more than a hundred grand in debt from buying that summoning amulet.”
“That’s why you signed the papers?” Ruby’s eyes were moist. “Because of your debt?”
“Why else would I sign?”
“Listen, I wasn’t going to say anything,” she said. “But…I found something. Me and Diego. On our way over here just now. I don’t know if it’s of any value, but this necklace was on your beach.”
She held out the pendant Patrick had seen Diego return to her earlier. A gift from her father and worth a small fortune. He looked at Carrie to see that her eyes had widened with recognition.
Will took hold of the piece. “You found this on my beach?”
She nodded. “Somebody must have dropped it. No idea what it’s worth, but I bet if you sold it you might be able to pay off some of those bills of yours.” She placed the envelope on the desk. “And we could forget about this.”
He studied her for a long moment. “Why would you do this, Ruby?”
“Just trying to be a friendly neighbor.”
“It’s very beautiful.” He looked at the necklace long and hard. “And the pendant’s engraved with your name on the back.”
“Oh.” Her shoulders slumped a little.
He smiled. “Nice try, though. And I do appreciate it, but—” he handed it back to her “—I think it’s time that I finally faced reality. Living here, working here, it’s all been an illusion. It’s me not facing the reality of my life. I’ve been looking for an easy answer, something to fix my broken heart, but nothing’s worked and I’ve paid the price.” He let out a shaky sigh. “It’s time for me to move on and find a new life for myself. I signed the papers and I did that without any coercion. Violet Shores is yours, Ruby.”
A tear slid down Ruby’s cheek, but she nodded and took the envelope back. “If you insist.”
“I do.”
She came around the side of the desk and leaned over to kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you. And good luck finding that new life of yours. I hope it’s wonderful.”
He nodded. “I hope so, too.”
Then she moved toward Diego, hooked her arm in his, and they both left the office.
“Empath, huh?” Will said. “Holy shit.”
Patrick grinned. “It’s not that bad. You just need some training.”
“Can you help me?”
“Of course. I’ll call you as soon as we get back to Mystic Ridge and set something up. There are plenty of books I can send you, too.”
“With what Ruby just paid me for the property, I think I can take a year or so off and reassess where I want my life to go from here. Lots of reading time available.”
He stood up and Carrie gave him a tight hug.
“It was wonderful to meet you,” she said.
“Even though I manipulated your emotions?”
“Since I’ve been having some psychic issues of my own, I’m willing to overlook that.”
“Thanks.” He turned to Patrick. “Thanks to you, too. If it wasn’t for both of you, I don’t know what I would have done. I knew I asked for the right person for the job.”
The right person for the job. Patrick still wasn’t convinced, but he was relieved they’d figured out Will’s problem. If it hadn’t been for Carrie…
Carrie. 
“I need to talk to you,” he said to her softly.
She nodded after saying their goodbyes to Will.
“So our argument earlier?” he said as they left the office.
“Caused by an overemotional projecting empath.”
“Is that all it was?”
She bit her bottom lip. “Maybe not entirely.”
He took her hand in his and squeezed it. “We can make this work.”
“Can we?” She looked up at him, uncertainty in her gaze.
“I know we—” He cringed as a wave of pain swept through him. And he felt something then—sadness, loss, fear, love—coming from her. He gasped and looked down at Carrie’s hand. “Where’s your ring?”
She glanced down at the finger where it should have been. “It’s gone.”
He tried holding on a moment longer, but it hurt too much. He released her. “Gone? Where?”
She shook her head. “Erzulie never said I could have it forever.”
This should have come as a blow, but it was as if he’d been expecting it all along. The only reason he could touch Carrie was because she wore the ring.
He laughed humorlessly. “If I still had her amulet, I could summon her and try to convince her to give it back to us. But I guess she’s washed her hands of us once and for all.”
“This doesn’t have to be the end.”
“Doesn’t it?”
She shook her head and went to touch him, but withdrew her hand before she made contact. “Your healing charm—”
He tensed and placed his hand over it. “Don’t make me choose, Carrie. I’m not your ex-boyfriend. I don’t have a problem with booze. I’m not a druggie. I’m not addicted to gambling.”
“You’re relying on a piece of faulty magic to help you avoid doing serious and difficult work to get back on your feet.” Her eyes glistened, but no tears spilled. “I get it, Patrick. I know how difficult it would be for you. But people change and they have to adapt to that change. It doesn’t make you less of a man, it makes you more of a man to face that reality.”
“You have all the answers, don’t you?”
She flinched at his tone. Sometimes it was easier to wrap himself in that cold exterior than risk more injury by opening himself up. Carrie had opened him up and she’d been able to pick around at his sensitive insides. She hadn’t liked everything she’d seen. He couldn’t exactly blame her.
“I don’t have all the answers,” she said. “But I had to accept my telekinesis in order to get control of it. I think I’ve done that.”
“You have. I’m very proud of you.”
“You need to do the same thing. It’s different. I know it’s different. But…” She sighed. “The road you’re standing on has two paths. And you need to choose one.”
“And let me guess. Only one road leads to you.”
“How can it be any different? If you can’t touch me…” Her bottom lip quivered.
She was right, of course. Without the ring he couldn’t touch Carrie, couldn’t make love to her, couldn’t even hold her hand. The thought of never having her in his arms again was physically painful to him.
And the thought of never running again, never walking without the use of a cane—well, that was pretty damned painful, too.
Carrie waited for his decision, an anticipatory expression on her face. She was different now. He could see that as clear as day. Before she’d been closed off. She’d tried to clamp down on her ability and not have it be a problem. But opening herself up to the storm inside of her had helped her not be afraid anymore.
Her emotions were etched into her beautiful face when she looked at him. He could read her easily now; he didn’t need to have psychic abilities. She wanted him to choose her. To be braver and smarter than the last man she’d given her heart to. The one who’d chosen the wrong path.
“Carrie…” He felt a thickness in his throat. “Kiss me.”
“But—”
“It’s okay. Just a quick kiss.”
She closed the distance between him and gently took his face in her hands before pressing her lips against his.
Pure bliss. But only for a moment. A wave of emotion and pain crashed into him and he broke off the contact, struggling to keep his expression neutral.
“I do love you,” he said. “And I’ll make sure you get a really great partner to replace me.”
“Patrick, no—” Her voice caught.
“It’s for the best, Carrie. For both of us.” He nodded and stepped back from her. “I’ll go call us a cab. We should be getting to the airport soon.”
Then he turned and walked away from her. The only pain left was in his chest. He had wanted one last kiss. It had been worth it.
 
“STUBBORN SON OF A BITCH.” Carrie crossed her arms angrily and glared at Patrick as he left the lobby. Then she slipped her hand into her pocket and pulled out the gold ring, staring at it for a few seconds.
She’d lied that Erzulie had taken the ring back. She’d removed it from her finger and put it into her pocket when they’d been speaking with Will. She’d wanted to see what Patrick’s reaction would be when he learned it was gone.
Now she knew.
Carrie walked out of the lobby and out to the deck of the resort, then down the four steps to the beach. She slipped off her shoes and walked across the warm sand in bare feet, clutching the ring so tightly it hurt.
She wanted to throw it away once and for all, hurl it into the ocean and be done with it. Patrick believed it was gone. Maybe it should be. If she held on to it she’d be no better than him, relying on a piece of magic in order to find an easy answer to a difficult problem. It made her so mad that he refused to budge on this issue.
He needs time, she thought.
No. Time wasn’t going to fix this. He was damn impatient. And the worst thing was, she couldn’t completely blame him. This wasn’t like asking him to give up drinking. Patrick had been injured, broken, and had lost part of himself because of that. If Carrie had been in the same situation, what would she want? Years of painful rehabilitation without the promise of regaining 100 percent of her ability? Or a magic charm that made everything go away in an instant?
Yes, she understood. She wasn’t blind or unsympathetic to Patrick’s problem. However, would she have done the same thing as he had?
She honestly didn’t think so. Reality bites, but it was the only thing that was…well, real. In a choppy, stormy sea of psychics and ghosts and curses and vengeful goddesses, she wanted to keep her anchor attached to anything solid.
What she felt for Patrick was real. It wasn’t magically conjured.
She loved him, flaws and all. But that wasn’t enough for him.
She squeezed the ring tightly.
“I don’t know,” she said out loud. “Keep the ring and be with Patrick, or stand by my personal beliefs and see if I’m enough for him. See if he chooses me.”
“The ring is the easier answer, child.”
Her shoulders stiffened. She didn’t have to turn to know it was Erzulie.
“Of course it’s easier,” she replied.
“But you don’t like easy? Is that it?”
“If I keep the ring I’ll never know if he would ever have been willing to give up the healing charm.”
“True.”
“But if I throw it away, I might never be able to touch him again.”
“Do you like touchin’ him?”
“Yes.”
“You’re in love with him?”
“I think so.”
“Only think?”
Carrie finally turned to look directly at the beautiful love goddess. “I know I love him.”
“And does he love you? Or are you just someone he was able to make love with after a very long dry spell?”
Carrie didn’t answer that.
Erzulie laughed. “Humans are so amusin’.”
“Thanks so much.”
“What is your decision?”
“I wish I knew.”
Erzulie nodded and placed a warm hand on Carrie’s shoulder. “I can make it easier for you, child.”
“As easy as making me the eye of the storm yesterday?”
“You sound mad about that.”
“We could have died.”
“And what did I tell you? Opening yourself up to the passion that storms inside you is what gave you control.”
“I’m still not perfect.”
“Oh, my dear. No human is perfect. Not you. Not your lover. No one.”
Carrie let out a shaky sigh. “You said you could make this easier? How?”
“It all comes down to the fate of the ring. The ring that your lover thinks I have taken back from you.” Carrie nodded.
“The ring I have taken back,” Erzulie said.
Carrie gasped and looked down at her hand. The ring was gone.
“But…wait, Erzulie, you have to—” She looked up, but the goddess was gone.
It was over.
She realized suddenly that she was crying. She stayed outside staring at the calm ocean for ten whole minutes before she gained enough control to go back inside and pack her suitcase.
Patrick was waiting. He looked at her with concern. Her eyes were so red he would certainly have noticed, but he didn’t say anything.
So near and yet so far.
She’d never be able to touch him again.
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GOING FROM PERFECT weather—aside from the odd tropical storm—back to snowdrifts was a rude awakening, to say the least.
“I want us to still be friends,” Patrick said tightly to her at the airport upon their arrival.
She nodded. “Of course.”
“I wish this could be different.”
“It can be.”
“Carrie…”
“You want to know the funny part?”
“There’s a funny part? Do tell. I could use a laugh right about now.”
“The ring didn’t disappear when I told you it had. It was in my pocket the whole time.”
A spark of confusion, followed by a wash of relief, filled his gaze. “Are you serious?”
“I am. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I thought about throwing the ring away.”
“And did you?”
“No.”
“So…you still have it?”
She shook her head. “Erzulie showed up and took it from me.”
He frowned. “So nothing’s changed.”
“Nothing.”
“Why did you even bother telling me this? Just to hurt me?”
She looked at him sharply. “Yes, Patrick. That’s little ol’ vengeful me. Just because we can’t sleep together again, I’m trying to hurt you. Honestly, the world does not revolve around you and your problems, you know that?”
She expected him to be shocked at what she said, but instead he looked amused. “What am I going to do without you telling me like it is?”
She swallowed hard. “You’ll survive.”
This time, she was the one who walked away first.
 
“THIS IS THE PERSON I’ve chosen to replace me as Carrie’s partner.”
Amanda flipped through the pages Patrick handed her. “Jeremy? You’re kidding, right?”
“Not kidding. He’s perfect for her.”
“He’s extremely attractive. And single. And word has it that he’s a regular love machine. Women can’t keep their hands off him.”
He tried to keep his expression neutral. “I’ve heard that, too.”
“And you want Carrie to be partners with him.”
“I think it might help.”
She nodded, then turned away.
Here it comes, Patrick thought. He wasn’t getting off that easy.
Amanda turned around and there was the expected spark of anger in her eyes. “You’re such a complete and utter idiot, you know that, Patrick?”
“That’s a little harsh.”
“No, actually I don’t think it’s harsh enough. Why the hell are you giving her Jeremy as a partner? I thought you and Carrie were together now.”
“We’re not.”
“But you were, weren’t you?”
“We…had a brief romantic relationship,” he allowed.
“And what happened?”
“Nothing. It was time for it to end, that’s all.”
He knew Amanda meant well, but no one else had to know about his healing charm. It would just make everything more difficult.
“And now you’re putting a piece of cheese in front of a mouse to see if she’s hungry?” Amanda threw the file folder onto his small desk. “Whatever this is…whatever this messed up facade is, I’m sick of it. You’ve changed. There is a serious problem with you, isn’t there?”
“I can deal with it myself.”
She gave a frustrated sigh. “It looks like I’m talking to a brick wall right now, so I think I’m finished.”
“Promise?” He tried to smile at her, but his face felt rigid.
“Yes, I promise. I won’t bother you about this again. And I’m sure Carrie and Jeremy will get along just fine. He’s a great match for her, actually.”
“I thought he would be.”
“Good night Patrick. I’ll leave you alone. It’s how you prefer things these days.” With a last searching look, as if she was trying to peer into his dark and murky soul, she left.
He was alone in the office. Everyone else had cleared out an hour ago. Leaning back in his chair, he flipped open the file on the irresistible Jeremy Draper, glanced at it for a few seconds, then slammed it shut. The jealousy was eating away at him and Carrie hadn’t even met her new partner yet.
What the hell are you doing? he asked himself.
He went through his voice mail. One was from a PARA board member asking him for the umpteenth time to consider returning to his position as agency manager at the Mystic Ridge branch.
He deleted the message and stared at the receiver attached to his desk phone for a very long time. Then he grabbed his coat and headed out to buy a new BlackBerry to replace the one he’d lost. He wished all problems could be solved as easily.
 
ONCE UPON A TIME, in a land far, far away, a magazine journalist named Carrie Stanfield was in total control of her life. She graduated college at the top of her class, got a great job, made fabulous friends and was generally—with only a few exceptions—a happy person.
Then she realized she was telekinetic and everything went to hell in a handbasket as she tried to come to terms with this new and uncontrollable element in her life.
Then she fell in love with an impossible man who’d haunted her dreams for two years. Make that two uncontrollable and unexpected new elements in her life. After a time, she managed to accept one of them—her telekinesis—and had no other choice but to reject the other. It wasn’t as if he’d given her any choice in the matter. He wasn’t willing to bend, and neither was she. And that was just the way it had to be.
The end.
“More wine?” Amanda asked.
Carrie thrust her empty glass forward. “Yes, please.”
The trip to the Bahamas was a week and a half ago, but it had stayed in her memory vividly. She’d really been hoping it would fade. At least a little.
She was still waiting.
She saw Patrick at the office a couple times when they first got back, but didn’t go out of her way to speak with him. That would have made the situation more difficult. For the last week she’d been with her new partner, Jeremy.
Patrick had apparently handpicked him for her.
Jeremy was gorgeous. Tall, dark and handsome. Funny. A charmer. A great agent. Plus, he talked to dead people. Even the dead people seemed to like him.
He’d also indicated an interest in seeing Carrie socially as well as professionally. He was absolutely perfect
Trouble was, Carrie wasn’t all that interested in perfection. It came with its own set of issues. And while Jeremy was handsome and a decent sort of guy, she wasn’t attracted to him. Not in that way.
No, she was still interested in the imperfect man who’d made his choice for the future. A choice that didn’t include her.
“I can order another bottle,” Amanda suggested. The new friends had gone out for lunch to celebrate Carrie’s decision to stay with PARA indefinitely rather than quit and head back to her old job.
In fact, she’d been sent—with Jeremy—on another field assignment and just got back that morning. Five days in Alaska.
Way fewer palm trees than the Bahamas. More moose.
“No, really. I don’t need any more. What are you doing for dinner? I was thinking about ordering a pizza and could use some company.”
Amanda frowned. “Sorry, but don’t you know what day it is?”
“Uh…”
“It’s Valentine’s Day. My husband is making me dinner tonight. My wariness about his cooking will not stop me from eating it.”
Carrie shook her head as if to clear it. “Oh, well, of course. Valentine’s Day. Wow, I totally lost track of the date. Funny.”
In fact, it was more than a little bit tragic.
“Listen, Carrie, I know you said you’re not all that interested in Jeremy, but I have another guy you might want to go out with sometime—”
“Are you trying to be my Cupid?”
“I’m willing to give it a shot. Unless you’re still interested in Patrick?”
“Who, me?” Carrie pointed at herself. “Don’t be ridiculous. Over him. Utterly and completely.”
“Sure you are. By the way, this came in the mail for you while you were away. Postmarked from the Bahamas.”
Carrie took the envelope with a frown. “That’s strange. I wonder if it’s from Will?”
She slit the envelope open with her fingernail and pulled out a white card with a short handwritten note.
In stormy weather, if a tree does not bend it will break.

What the hell? 
The envelope held something else as well. She tipped it sideways and the contents fell into her palm.
A gold ring.
“What’s that?” Amanda asked.
Her eyes widened and she looked at Amanda as the swell of emotion inside her threatened to spill over. “The ring. She sent it back to me.”
Suddenly, her empty wineglass burst into a thousand pieces.
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CARRIE LEFT THE restaurant in a rush, leaving Amanda sitting there confused about what exactly was going on. That made two of them.
Erzulie, she thought. What are you doing to me?
If a tree does not bend, it will break. 
The meaning behind that little message was clear.
After quickly pecking at her cell phone keypad, she held it to her ear. He answered after four rings.
“McKay.”
“Patrick, it’s—it’s Carrie. I need to talk to you.”
There was a long pause. “I have time. Talk.”
“Not over the phone. Where are you?”
“At the office. But Carrie—”
“I’ll be there in ten minutes.” She ended the call. She didn’t want him to say anything that would make her change her mind about this.
Bend, don’t break. 
Advice from a goddess should never be taken lightly.
She hadn’t realized how much she’d wished to have the ring back until it was delivered. Funny how thinking something was impossible took it off the list of possibilities.
Patrick sat behind the desk in his large office, surrounded by papers that he was reading through. He looked up at her warily as she stormed toward him, closing the door behind her so they could talk privately.
“Carrie,” he said. “I didn’t even know you were back from Alaska already. The case went well?”
“The ghosts haunting the location locked me and Jeremy in a room and then set the house on fire.”
“Unusually violent, but not unheard of.”
“Aren’t you concerned for my safety?”
“Since you’re standing in front of me right now, I’ll assume everything worked out.”
“I was able to concentrate and open the lock so we could escape. Just like we practiced before.”
He smiled. “Good. So you’ve been practicing your ability regularly?”
“Two hours a day. Every day. No more broken mugs.” Broken wineglasses in restaurants, however, was another matter altogether.
“You seem—” his smile faded “—a bit disturbed.”
“I am.”
“Anxious.”
“Definitely.”
His eyebrows raised. “Pissed off, too?”
“Big-time.”
“What’s wrong?”
“What’s wrong?” she repeated. “That’s a very good question. I have one for you.”
He studied her guardedly. “And what is that?”
“Are you still in love with me or was the Bahamas just a fling for you?”
He stared down at his desk full of papers. “Carrie…”
“It’s Valentine’s Day, you know.”
“Yes, it is.”
“We’ve been back from the Bahamas for nine days.”
“I know.”
“Did you know my new partner’s really hot?”
“Is he?”
“Were you trying to get me to fall for a new guy so I won’t be a problem for you anymore?”
His jaw tightened. “Jeremy’s a good agent. He’s patient and he has a lot of experience with training new recruits.” He blinked. “Plus, I figured that you might be looking for a diversion and I know he’d likely be willing.”
She shrugged. “I only slept with him once.”
Patrick’s face paled. “Oh. Then I was right.”
She tried not to smile at his reaction. “I was just kidding. I didn’t sleep with him. But I’m glad that it got a slight rise from you. Was that jealousy or just plain surprise at me moving on so quickly?”
“A little of both, actually.” He pressed his fingers together. “Not sure I’m in the mood for games today, Carrie.”
“Then I’ll stop playing.” She reached into her pocket, pulled out the gold ring, and placed it on the edge of his desk. His eyes widened. “Erzulie sent that to me. I got it an hour ago.”
“What does this mean?”
“Another excellent question.” She turned and paced to the corner of his office, then headed back toward his desk. “I get the very distinct impression that she wants me to start wearing it again so you and I can be together.”
His expression was unreadable. “And how do you feel about that?”
“A week ago I would have been totally against it. I was mad, Patrick. At you and at myself. Not to bring up the whole control issue thing again, but I am a control freak. I like things to go my way. I’ve always been like that. And whenever I’ve relinquished control, at least in the past, things have gone badly. I get involved with men who treat me poorly and end up drinking and driving themselves to death. You, however…well, you’re way different than he was.”
“I thought you saw a great deal of similarity between us.”
“I think that was just self-preservation. The way I feel for you—” Her throat hurt and a tear—a damn unwanted and uninvited tear—slid down her cheek. She’d bottled up these emotions for over a week and now they were coming back in full force. “The way I feel for you was too much all at once. Too big. Too intense.”
“The feeling is entirely mutual.” His voice was soft.
“I wanted you to change,” she said thickly. “But I get it. I do. It was a lot to ask and I understand why you couldn’t do it. This is your quality of life we’re talking about here, and I was selfish to ask you to choose it or me.”
“Carrie—”
“No, please, let me finish.” She let out a shuddery breath. “I don’t completely agree with your decision to keep using the healing charm solution, but I respect your choice. It’s not like you’re doing it with blinders on. I’ve been trying to forget how it was between us, how much I liked having you in my life. Erzulie said that in stormy weather a tree has to bend or it’ll break. I was too rigid and it was breaking me—my heart, anyway. So I can bend. I can wear the ring so we can be together.”
“Why would you do this for me?”
“Because I’m completely in love with you and I don’t want to lose you.”
He stared at her.
She swallowed and shifted her feet. “Now you can say something. If you want to.”
“You’re done?”
“That’s as much of a speech as I had prepared. More, actually.”
“You know how I feel about you, Carrie.”
She shook her head. “I think I need a reminder.”
“I love you.”
She felt a glow in her chest. “You love me.”
“Without any doubt in my mind.”
“And you put me with Jeremy because you thought he’d make me forget you.”
“Word has it among female agents that he’s hard to resist.”
“Not my type. I guess I prefer blonds.”
He smiled sadly and looked down at his desk. “So now what?”
“Now I think I want you as my partner again. Can I put in a special request?”
He shook his head. “Afraid that’s not possible.”
She felt an immediate stab of disappointment. “Why not?”
“Because I’m not a field agent anymore. I’ve agreed to resume my position here as agency manager.”
Her eyes widened. “You mean you’re the boss again?”
“Looks that way.” He leaned back in his chair. “And I think it’s best that you put that ring somewhere safe. I suggest the vault here at PARA where all enchanted or cursed objects are kept safely locked away.”
It took her a moment to understand what he was saying. “You mean you don’t want me to put it on?”
“No, I don’t.”
Her throat felt thick. “I don’t understand. Erzulie gave the ring back to me. She said I should bend, not break. Well, here I am bending, Patrick. I want to be with you and I’m willing to go against my better judgment in order to make that happen.”
“I don’t want you to sacrifice your standards. Not for me.”
“I thought you said that you loved me?”
“I do.”
“Don’t you want to touch me again?”
His gaze heated. “So much. You have no idea.”
“Then why don’t you come over here and kiss me? I’ll put on the ring.”
“No, leave it where it is, Carrie. I mean it.” He looked very serious for a moment. Then he pushed backward and wheeled his chair around the side of his desk.
His wheelchair.
“Patrick—” She held a hand to her mouth in shock.
He looked tense and uncertain at her reaction. “I destroyed the healing charm yesterday. A half hour later, I couldn’t walk anymore. I have feeling in my legs, along with periodic shooting pains. I’m going to need a great deal of physiotherapy in order to get back on my feet. But I’m going to make it to every goddamned appointment they book for me and give it 100 percent of my strength and attention. No matter what.” He exhaled shakily and looked down at himself. “They say I’ll be able to walk with a cane in less than a year. Possibly without a cane if I keep up the hard work. They don’t sound encouraging when it comes to running any marathons in the future, but I don’t accept that. I think anything’s possible if you believe it is.”
Now she was seriously crying. No chance of even pretending she wasn’t. “Oh, Patrick…”
“And I didn’t do this just for you,” he said sharply, although his eyes showed his current vulnerability. “Not entirely, anyway. But losing you made everything crystallize in my head. There was no more fooling myself that keeping the charm was the right decision. There’s nothing magical about physical rehabilitation. It’s messy and difficult and a major pain in the ass, but it’s the road I’ve chosen once and for all.” He looked at her intensely. “The problem now is whether or not you’ll be willing to wait for me to improve.”
“Patrick,” she said, swallowing past the hard lump in her throat and wiping away her tears. “I’ve waited for you for twenty-nine long years. I think I’d be willing to wait another twenty-nine. At the very least.”
His tense expression finally eased and he blinked hard. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to hear that.”
She moved toward him and leaned over so she could kiss him. He pulled her onto his lap and held her tightly around her waist as their kiss deepened and grew more passionate. Nine days was way too long. She swore to herself never to go another day without kissing Patrick.
“Besides,” she breathed into his ear after a moment. “What am I waiting for, exactly? I believe we already had this discussion. You can still make love to me.”
His lips curved. “Yes, I certainly can.”
“Glad to hear it. You just can’t run away from me quite as easily as you could before.”
“Point taken.” His hands moved across her back to pull her closer. “So…you’re trying to say that you’re okay with this?”
“More than okay. And I’m going to help you, Patrick. You’re going to be walking, running, everything before you know it. And I promise to be with you every step of the way.” She kissed him again, and it felt even better now that she wasn’t wearing the ring.
“Good.” He smiled at her for a moment longer before he glanced over at the door. “You know, this is a work day and I am the boss again, so…”
She raised an eyebrow. “So you have the authority to take the rest of the day off, take me back to your place, and let me have my way with you for the rest of the afternoon?”
“Ms. Stanfield, I had no idea you were also a mind reader.”
“I am a woman of many, many talents.” She traced her lips over his ear. “Now let’s get the hell out of here, boss.”
His smile widened. “Sounds good to me.”
 
A FEW MOMENTS AFTER Carrie and Patrick left the office, the gold ring sitting on the desk top disappeared into thin air.
Erzulie figured her work in Mystic Ridge was done.
Good thing, too. It was much too cold at this time of the year.
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