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            Dedication

         
         
            To everyone searching for a true family. If you weren’t given one from birth, may you find it out in the world, and may you
               know down to your bones that you’re understood and loved. Always. Even when you’re lost. Even when you don’t feel lovable.
               No matter what.
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         When Maria’s hazy brown eyes blinked back open after her orgasm, Peter held her gaze for another dozen thrusts. Then, braced
            on his forearms, fingers tangled in her hair, he pushed deep one last time and groaned into her mouth.
         

         
         Rolling them to their sides, he held her tightly as they both recovered.

         
         Despite the steady hum of the hotel room’s AC unit, her forehead was damp, her disheveled blond hair darkened with sweat at
            the roots. Which was only fair, since their energetic fucking had his own skin slick and his chest heaving. After a minute,
            he mustered the energy to dispose of the condom, but that was all he could manage before crawling back to her and tangling
            their legs together once more.
         

         
         His thoughts took even longer to gather, probably because she’d blown his damn mind. Then again, that had been true from the
            second he’d entered a Hollywood sauna earlier that evening, accompanied by some of his former castmates, and seen her lounging
            full-length along a cedar bench, her ample breasts and lush hips barely contained by her damp red bikini.
         

         
         Crimson. A power color for a powerful woman.

         
         Once his companions had left, she’d crooked her finger, and he’d come to her. No questions asked. No hesitation. He hadn’t balked at renting a new hotel room instead of going to hers either. If a woman like her wanted him, he didn’t intend to quibble with his good fortune. And as long as she was willing to stay in his arms, he’d keep her there. 

         
         Soft as velvet beneath his fingertips, the salty skin at the crook of her neck throbbed with her pulse and smelled herbal
            and musky. Like rosemary. Like sex. Like sex with him. He couldn’t get enough.
         

         
         Unfortunately, once her breathing slowed, she nudged him aside with a gentle push, and he reluctantly let her go. Raising
            her arms and pointing her toes, she stretched her lengthy limbs on top of the rumpled white sheets, entirely naked and entirely
            unembarrassed by that nakedness.
         

         
         Like him, she was fat, with a rounded belly and a soft chin. Like him, she was strong too, those endless legs of hers curvy
            and muscled, her biceps evident when she’d opened the heavy sauna door for him on their way out. He already knew she packed
            a figurative punch, and he suspected she’d pack a literal one too.
         

         
         With all that softness and strength, all that confidence, Maria Unknown-Last-Name was the sexiest woman he’d ever met. Bar
            none.
         

         
         And now that they’d fucked—stupendously—it was past time he learned more about her than her first name. Even though he was
            possibly the worst conversationalist in LA.
         

         
         So when she sauntered back from the white-tiled bathroom and knelt on the edge of the mattress, her stare bold as it swept
            his sprawled body, he sat up, propped himself against the headboard, and finally put together enough functional brain cells
            for intelligible speech.
         

         
         “You’re . . . European, right?” The smile felt odd on his face. Unfamiliar. But he was trying, and hopefully she wouldn’t notice his awkwardness. “I’m not great with accents, despite the best efforts of various dialect coaches.” 

         
         Her tousled waves glowed like a nimbus in the golden light of the bedside lamp, and he had to catch his breath all over again.

         
         “Swedish.” It was a brisk response. Unadorned by extraneous . . . anything.

         
         He’d like to believe her brevity stemmed from a laconic nature, or Scandinavian custom, or discomfort with English. But he
            knew better.
         

         
         It was him. It was always him.

         
         “Okay,” he said, then stalled out, his synapses refusing to fire. “Uh . . .”

         
         Dammit. After fifteen years in Hollywood, he should be better at this. He wasn’t a naive twenty-one-year-old fresh out of
            college anymore, and he’d grasped long ago how the industry worked. Talent alone wouldn’t get him the roles he wanted, the
            roles he deserved.
         

         
         Good luck played a part. So did good timing. But connections with power players and influencers, the ability to schmooze—those
            would almost definitely score him better, higher-profile jobs. Which was why his inability to generate genial small talk,
            even when it would goose his career prospects, was unfortunate.
         

         
         Playing the lovelorn or bumbling best friend, the comic relief, the unnamed murder victim, the character whose entire arc
            revolved around his weight, had grown old more than a decade ago, and he needed more. A role that would challenge him and
            stretch his acting skills. Professional recognition. A steady income. The sort of success even his father couldn’t deny.
         

         
         Tomorrow, maybe he’d earn that role, that recognition, that income, that success.

         
         Tonight, he wanted to earn more time with Maria, so he was going to have to find the right words and soon. Because she’d already glanced once toward the door, and he wouldn’t forgive himself if he let her leave so quickly, with no way to keep in contact. 

         
         Clearing his throat, he tried again. “Is that why you were at the sauna? Because you’re Scandinavian?”

         
         Weren’t Swedes into saunas? Or was that Finns? Shit, he didn’t remember.

         
         “Yes, exactly.” Her wide mouth curved in a smile, and an immediate surge of triumph swelled in his chest. “I was curious what
            a faux-Swedish sauna in Hollywood would look like.”
         

         
         “It is kind of an odd business to plant in the middle of sunny, palm-studded LA.” His shoulders loosened as he let out a slow, relieved
            breath. Finally, finally he was gaining some conversational traction. “Were you impressed? Disappointed?”
         

         
         She considered the question for a moment. “Both, I’d say? The sauna itself was lovely, although we don’t use cedar much in
            Sweden. More aspen or alder or spruce. And, of course, we’re usually naked, at least in private saunas.”
         

         
         Just as she was naked now, her breasts round and heavy and gorgeous, those plush thighs slightly parted. Not wide enough so
            he could see between them, sadly.
         

         
         “Is that right?” Now he was smiling too. At the sight of her. At the sudden ease of their exchange. “I’m sorry they didn’t
            faithfully follow Swedish custom, then.”
         

         
         To be fair, her bikini hadn’t hidden much anyway. Not how stiff her nipples got after he’d toyed with them. Not the seam of
            her pussy when she’d stood before him and he’d traced that tempting line with a light fingertip, the brief, teasing touch
            a promise. A promise he’d made good on as soon as they locked the hotel room door and he slid his hand between her legs.
         

         
         When she came that first time, his fingers deep inside her, his thumb on her clit, her hair wrapped around his left fist, she’d moaned so loudly he’d expected a call from the front desk. 

         
         Holy shit. At thirty-six years old, how was he getting hard again this quickly?

         
         “At the very least, I should have been able to go topless.” When he concentrated on maintaining eye contact and thus failed
            to respond, she elaborated. “Everyone has nipples, Peter. Why only some people get to display them without police citations,
            I have no idea.”
         

         
         This was entrapment. She was kneeling on the bed naked and talking about nipples, for fuck’s sake. No jury of his peers would
            convict him for his wandering gaze.
         

         
         He cleared his throat. “Uh—”

         
         “No, that’s a lie. I know why.”

         
         He blinked at her.

         
         “Patriarchy,” she declared.

         
         Well, he couldn’t really argue with that. “Ah.”

         
         That explained a few things. Including why, unlike every other woman he’d bedded, she evidently didn’t shave or wax. Not that
            he cared. That blond hair between her dimpled thighs, under her arms, on her legs—it hadn’t turned him off. It was yet another
            sign of the confidence that so aroused him, and it had made the whole encounter feel . . .
         

         
         Primal, maybe. Honest. Intimate, in a way he hadn’t anticipated.
         

         
         Disregarding the modern conveniences of the hotel room, she could have been a woman from almost any point in time. Painting
            an antelope on a cave wall. Marching to battle alongside Joan of Arc. Boarding a Viking war vessel, a shield-maiden armed
            and pitiless in the face of danger.
         

         
         It was all way too dramatic for a simple hookup. Foolishly overromantic, especially for the taciturn, plainspoken sort of man he was. But to him, in that moment of sexual connection—tangled together, heat against heat, his body inside hers—they’d felt like lovers out of time. 

         
         The feeling had shaken him. Left him floundering and uncertain in a way he’d never experienced after sex. He needed to know
            if it would happen again. He needed to know whether that tectonic shift was a fluke, or . . . not.
         

         
         But Maria was still talking, and he also needed to listen. Because at some point it would be good to know, just for example,
            her fucking last name.
         

         
         “Plus, I’ve heard Americans have more hang-ups about nudity and sex than Swedes,” she said breezily. “Which seems to be correct,
            from what I’ve seen so far.”
         

         
         The cultural differences between Sweden and the U.S. interested him. They really did. But right now, he intended to steer
            the conversation toward more basic information.
         

         
         “So, I was wondering.” His beard had left the delicate skin between her breasts pink, and he could barely drag his eyes away
            from that telltale, viscerally satisfying flush. “Do you live in LA, or are you just visiting for fun, or . . . ?”
         

         
         Her kiss-swollen lips compressed for a moment. “I’m here for a job opportunity.”

         
         Which meant she might live in Sweden still. But where? And what job was she applying for? Did she think she’d get the position?

         
         Shit, he was terrible at this. With anyone else, literally anyone, she’d say more, elaborate on her answers, give them the
            context he—
         

         
         Suddenly, he was on his back again, her palm firm on his chest, her hair tickling his face as she planted a hard kiss on his mouth. Before he could catch his breath, she was moving down his body, then down again, dragging her open mouth over his neck, his chest, his belly. 

         
         Oh, fuck. Fuck.
         

         
         Her strong hands spread his legs, and she crawled between them.

         
         Then she proceeded to blow his damn mind—again—with that wide, talented mouth of hers before riding them both to another orgasm.

         
         After that, he had no words left. None. She’d taken them all, just as she’d taken him.

         
         And by God, he wasn’t complaining. Not even a little.

         
          

         The chiming alarm on his cell woke him, and he stretched with a quiet groan, enjoying the brush of cool hotel sheets against
            his skin and the lingering ache in his well-used muscles after a long, hot night.
         

         
         Shit, he hadn’t felt this relaxed in years. Maybe ever.

         
         Maria had wrung him dry. And after he’d made her come the fourth time, she’d seemed pretty damn exhausted too, her long, generous
            thighs quivering, those gorgeous brown eyes heavy-lidded. But they’d both slept, and he still had an hour or two before he
            needed to get ready for his audition, so he’d be more than delighted for her to wring him out again.
         

         
         Already grinning in anticipation, he rolled onto his back and looked to the other side of the bed, where he found—

         
         Nothing. No one.

         
         He sat up abruptly, the easy laxness of his body gone in a split second.

         
         The door to the bathroom stood open, and the space was dark and empty.

         
         Her purse was gone from the nightstand.

         
         Her clothing, once strewn across the thick carpet, had disappeared too.

         
         If it weren’t for the two used condoms in the bedside trash can and the smell of sex in the sheets, he’d have wondered whether
            he’d dreamed the past twelve hours.
         

         
         Throwing off the bedcovers, he lurched to his feet and prowled around the room, hunting for the inevitable pad of hotel stationery
            inside the top desk drawer.
         

         
         It was blank.

         
         Another minute of searching, and he knew. There was no number scrawled on a sticky note. Not even a quick goodbye on the back
            of a receipt.
         

         
         She’d left without a word, and fuck knew he remembered what that felt like. Four years might have passed since Anne had left him exactly the same way, but some memories didn’t fade over
            time.
         

         
         The irony was bitter as lemon pith. He could barely remember the sound of his mother’s voice most days, but he could re-create
            the exact moment he’d realized his fiancée was gone for good, down to the unlaced sneaker on his right foot and the dust motes
            dancing in the sunlight as his world collapsed around him.
         

         
         He should have known Maria would leave too. Goddammit, he should have known.
         

         
         In the sauna, they’d been too busy making out to swap personal information, and that was partially on him. But in the hotel
            lobby, when he’d handed over his driver’s license so she could text a friend with his full name for safety’s sake, she hadn’t
            bothered to share her own surname. And when he’d attempted to talk with her after the first time they fucked, she’d kept her
            answers frustratingly brief and vague.
         

         
         He’d blamed that on his own lack of social skills. In retrospect, though, she’d deliberately withheld any identifying information. And after their second bout of sex, he hadn’t been able to gather his thoughts sufficiently for further conversation. Which—again, in retrospect—she’d clearly counted on. 

         
         He’d wanted to fuck her again this morning. Wanted to learn more about her, because even after such limited contact, he could
            tell she wasn’t just spectacularly confident and sexy as hell, but also sharp-witted and funny. He’d hoped to find out over
            a room-service breakfast together how long she planned to stay in LA and whether she might move to the area.
         

         
         Instinctively, he’d liked her. Connected with her to a foolish degree, even knowing next to nothing about her.
         

         
         So, yeah. Maybe it was stupid to feel used after a blazing-hot night of no-strings sex with an irresistible stranger, but
            he did. Used, discarded, and angry.
         

         
         It didn’t matter. They’d had a good time together, and she was gone. He’d never see her again. Now he needed to calm the hell
            down and channel all that turbulent emotion into his performance later that morning.
         

         
         In his entire acting career, he’d never had an audition this important for a project this high-profile. The role of Cyprian
            on Gods of the Gates—a show that was already a worldwide hit, even though the first season hadn’t finished airing yet—could transform him from
            a character actor into something else. Something more.
         

         
         A leading man.

         
         Best of all, the role was meaty. Cyprian’s story encompassed survival and grief, anger and fear and lust, as well as a reluctant,
            burgeoning romantic connection with Cassia, a shield-maiden and the sole other Viking who’d survived being shipwrecked by
            Neptune.
         

         
         Why the showrunners had decided to move the story from ancient Rome to medieval Europe but kept all the Roman gods and goddesses, he couldn’t say, and he didn’t care. Muddled mythology be damned: As Cyprian, he could—for once—be a love interest and a goddamn hero.
         

         
         But only if he performed to the satisfaction of the casting director and showrunners, as well as the other execs and creatives
            who’d be evaluating him today, and only if he had good chemistry with the actors they were considering for the role of Cassia.
         

         
         He was one of maybe two or three men still in contention to play Cyprian. In this final audition, he’d have to prove himself
            and outshine his competition.
         

         
         And he would. Because, in the end, Maria and her decision to leave him behind without a second glance didn’t matter. Not as
            much as his career.
         

         
         If he ever saw her again—and he wouldn’t—he’d thank her for reminding him of that.

         
          

         Apparently the casting director had a certain physical type in mind for Cyprian. Peter and the other two men were all white,
            all tall, all burly dudes with some extra heft to them, and they were all sitting in the same chilly, impersonal waiting area
            outside a conference room full of decision-makers.
         

         
         One woman had already arrived for her audition too, and she was almost as tall as the men. Like the potential Cyprians, she
            was white and built along generous lines, and her long, light brown hair, glowing skin, and a crooked, charming smile made
            her undeniably pretty. No doubt he’d be performing with her shortly to determine whether they had sufficient chemistry, along
            with any other women in the final running for the character of Cassia.
         

         
         As they waited to be called into the conference room, all four of them checked their phones and tried not to fidget. And once his cell indicated two minutes before the hour and no one else had arrived, Peter figured the showrunners had already decided on the pretty brunette for Cassia. 

         
         Then, precisely on the hour and not a second beforehand, the door to the waiting room swung open again, and—

         
         Shit. Shit.

         
         There she was, all tits, ass, belly, and long legs. She strode confidently toward the nearest empty seat, wearing some sort
            of expensive-looking patterned blouse, skinny jeans, and polished boots with low heels, her shoulder-length hair rippling
            with waves and shining under the fluorescent lights.
         

         
         Maria Whoever-the-Fuck.

         
         The woman who’d fled from their hotel bed without a single word.

         
         She sat gracefully, deposited her purse in her lap, and glanced around in bright-eyed curiosity, smiling.

         
         Until she saw him, anyway.

         
         Then that easy smile died, and her brow puckered for a moment. Finally, she nodded at him as if they were friendly acquaintances
            who hadn’t seen each other for a few weeks.
         

         
         “Peter,” she murmured, and tried with limited success to resuscitate the once-cheerful curve of her lips. “Good to see you
            again.”
         

         
         Last night, he’d found her slight accent charming. Sexy, even.

         
         Now it grated. So did everything else about her.

         
         And unless he was mistaken, he was going to have to act alongside her soon. Luckily, Cyprian and Cassia did nothing but argue
            in their early scenes together.
         

         
         That worked for him.

         
         In response to her greeting, he simply looked at her, expressionless. She met his eyes without flinching, and held his gaze
            until the door to the conference room opened and the casting director poked her head out.
         

         
         “Peter and Maria, please join us,” she said, fuck it all.

         
         Apparently he wouldn’t have any time to reconcile himself to this clusterfuck. So he rose to his feet, offered the casting
            director a respectful dip of the chin, and walked through the doorway without glancing back at Maria.
         

         
         The conference room was large and filled with various people, some he recognized and others he didn’t. The showrunners he
            spotted right away, as well as a director with whom he’d worked previously. Then he and Maria were ushered toward the front
            of the room and given an excerpt from a script, and he immediately dismissed everything but the role. Nothing existed but
            the dialogue, the expressions, the gestures. The emotions he was meant to display and evoke.
         

         
         If he could, he’d dismiss Maria too, but in this task, she was his partner.

         
         Though not a particularly accomplished one, as he soon discovered.

         
         She delivered her lines well. He’d give her that. But her expressions and gestures were too exaggerated for television or
            film, especially in a show like Gods of the Gates, where the cameras would pull in tight and let the audience read every subtle shift on her mobile face, every twitch of her
            fingers or infinitesimal tilt of her head.
         

         
         After a minute or two, Ron Acheson, one of the showrunners, interrupted her in the middle of a key bit of dialogue to give
            feedback, and he didn’t mince words.
         

         
         “This is your first time auditioning for a television show. Is that correct, Ms. Ivarsson?” Ron asked, slouching back in his
            cushioned chair and steepling his fingers.
         

         
         Maria didn’t hesitate before answering. “Yes.”

         
         “Then let me offer some advice. This isn’t a dusty stage in a small Stockholm theater, and you’re not playing for the yahoos in the last row.” He glanced toward his fellow showrunner, R.J. Nullman, and rolled his eyes. “Take it down a dozen notches, will you?” 

         
         When it came to television and film, to Hollywood and its power players, she was an amateur. And thank fuck she clearly wouldn’t
            be chosen for the role of Cassia, because he wasn’t wasting his best—and possibly his final—real shot at professional respect
            and success on someone who didn’t know what the hell she was doing. Not when the actors playing Cyprian and Cassia would be
            performing together, one-on-one, without other cast members and on an isolated set, potentially for years. Not when his gut
            churned acid at the mere sight of her.
         

         
         Maria didn’t argue with Ron, but she also didn’t appear embarrassed or cowed by his criticism. Her chin tipped high, she waited
            calmly for further guidance.
         

         
         “Fantastic work, Peter. Continue everything you’re doing.” In theory, R.J. was complimenting Peter, but he was staring at
            Maria. Twisting the knife a bit, maybe to see how sensitive she was. How she’d react. “Let’s start again from the top.”
         

         
         Peter had to give her credit. She didn’t flinch at R.J.’s jab, and in their second go-round, he could tell within moments
            that she’d adjusted her performance in accordance with Ron’s direction. In fact, she adjusted so well that Peter abruptly
            fell into the scene with her.
         

         
         “I told you to save Erik,” she cried, angry and broken at the loss of her Viking lover to the roiling ocean. “I told you. I told you I could swim, and he couldn’t.”
         

         
         He kept his face stony, only the merest hint of his mingled grief and relief evident in his expression. “You were tiring, and you were nearer to me than he was. I had a choice. I made it. Now we’ll both live with it.” 

         
         When he held her tear-glazed eyes just a moment too long, the audience would realize, even if Cassia didn’t: Cyprian had secretly
            wanted her. And if there was a chance she’d drown, he couldn’t leave her. Not even if that meant dooming his closest friend,
            the man she loved. Not even if that meant hating himself for what he’d done.
         

         
         She shoved his chest, hard enough that he rocked backward. “May all the gods damn you, Cyprian. And even if they forgive you,
            I vow to you: I never will.”
         

         
         He dismissed her with a sneer. “So be it.”

         
         Her snarl of heartbroken rage in response was perfect. Just loud enough, just obvious enough. Maria was no longer playing
            to the cheap seats.
         

         
         Still, this take was probably a flash in the pan. Most likely she was a moderately talented theater actor not meant for either
            film or television, one who’d briefly gotten lucky and given the best performance of her life at a crucial moment.
         

         
         She was a fighter punching above her weight, and that would become evident soon enough. Any minute now.

         
         But by the time she and Peter finished their scene, then did a cold read of another script excerpt, Ron’s smirk had entirely
            disappeared, and R.J. had turned to the casting director for what appeared to be a whispered, extremely intense conversation.
            Various execs looked thoughtful, and a few were even smiling.
         

         
         It shouldn’t have been a surprise, not after their pleasurable but ill-fated night together, but somehow it still stunned
            Peter: He and Maria had undeniable chemistry. Worse: After her disastrous start to the audition, she’d recovered. More than
            recovered. At least for this one morning, this one audience, she’d shone.
         

         
         Before the showrunners finally dismissed them back to the waiting room, R.J. complimented both of them on their performances, then urged them to clear their schedules for the rest of the day and have their agents or managers on call. 

         
         The decision-makers in the room still needed to put two alternative Cyprians and another Cassia through their paces, of course,
            and maybe those other actors would slay their auditions. Maybe their performances would demonstrate such towering chemistry
            and acting ability, Maria and/or Peter would find themselves shunted aside.
         

         
         That said, the showrunners weren’t exactly being subtle.

         
         “I think it would behoove both of you to have your teams waiting in the wings,” Ron told Maria with a wink even Peter considered
            smarmy. “Just in case.”
         

         
         That was the moment Peter realized.

         
         Even if he landed the role of a lifetime today, he might still have a serious problem. One he had no idea how to solve.

         
         And her name was Maria.
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         Late that afternoon, both Maria and Peter signed their contracts after due consultation with their agents and—in her case—her
            brother Filip, a lawyer.
         

         
         It was all a bit surreal, frankly. A couple of months ago, she’d sent in her audition materials on a lark. Eager to get far,
            far away from her family’s concerned scrutiny and her own wounded heart, itching for a new professional challenge, she’d taken
            her shot but hadn’t expected much to come of it. Because yes, despite her talent, she wasn’t actually an experienced film
            or television actor, and no one in the United States knew her work.
         

         
         But now she’d somehow landed a plum role on Gods of the Gates, the biggest show on television. Not just in America, but around the world, including in Sweden. She couldn’t be prouder
            or more excited, and she couldn’t wait to tell her family.
         

         
         Only one cloud currently darkened her delightfully sunny skies.

         
         Peter. Tall, dark, sexy, surly Peter Reedton.

         
         Her closest colleague would be the man she’d fucked and left without a word last night.

         
         It wasn’t optimal, frankly.

         
         All afternoon, she’d tried to catch his eye and get him alone for long enough to smooth things over. To offer what explanations she could, whether or not he found them satisfactory. To diffuse any awkwardness between them in a private conversation. Maybe even to tell him how unexpectedly hard leaving him behind had been, how often thoughts of him had entered her mind that morning, and how much she’d not only wanted him but also . . . liked him.
         

         
         Enough to frighten her. Enough to make her run.

         
         From the moment Peter walked into that sauna, she’d wanted to fuck him. But she’d seen no possible future for them, and these
            days, she allowed herself no intimacy of the nonsexual variety with short-term lovers. She did entirely casual or fully committed.
            Nothing in between.
         

         
         There was no point to it, and she wouldn’t waste her time, her energy, or her heart. She’d learned that lesson early and well,
            and suffered through a refresher course on the topic only months ago. When it came to their one-night stand, liking Peter
            hadn’t been a bonus but a threat.
         

         
         So she’d insisted on a hotel room—and hadn’t offered hers as an option. When they were finished, she didn’t have to persuade
            him to leave. She could simply go, and that was exactly what she’d done.
         

         
         Now he was avoiding her. Which was quite a trick, given her centrality to the day’s proceedings.

         
         No matter. She could bide her time.

         
         Hours later, her opportunity finally came. After various rounds of congratulations and discussions about their next steps,
            the two of them were allowed to leave the studio. Peter didn’t hesitate, and he didn’t offer her a single unnecessary moment
            of his attention before heading toward the parking lot.
         

         
         He wasn’t an especially chatty soul. That had been evident from almost the first moment she’d spotted him across a steam-hazed
            sauna.
         

         
         She hadn’t cared.

         
         The other men in his group she could take or leave. They were tall and tanned and impeccably groomed. Lean. Ripped. Their bodies were hard, top to toe, and good for them, but that wasn’t what she most wanted in her eyes and in her bed. 

         
         The big guy in plaid swim trunks at the end of the bench, though . . .

         
         He was tall—very tall—and tanned too, but rougher around the edges. Maybe midthirties, about a decade older than her, with intriguing little
            lines fanning out from the corners of his eyes. His wavy near-black hair, slicked back from his face, fell to his broad shoulders.
            His beard was thick and well maintained, but just a little too long for the cover of GQ, unless they had an annual Big Hottie Lumberjacks issue she hadn’t yet encountered on newsstands.
         

         
         And best of all, he was clearly strong, but not lean. Not ripped. He had heft over those muscles, softness over that strength.
            A belly that told her he liked his food as much as she did. If he held her, he’d envelop her with that broad frame of his.
            As a woman with her own tall, generous body, that didn’t always happen, but she loved it whenever it did.
         

         
         If she was built like a Valkyrie, like an opera singer in a horned helmet and molded breastplate belting out her final aria,
            he was the dark, thick-thighed Viking striding onstage, bent on plundering her, and she would gladly welcome her ravishment.
         

         
         “Anything happening with you, Peter?” the guy with sandy-blond hair had asked her Viking. “Did you get a callback for that
            mobster movie?”
         

         
         In response to his companion’s question, the Viking had given a single, definitive shake of his head. “Nope.”

         
         And that was it. Nothing more.

         
         As she’d discovered, such a laconic response was fully in character for him. He’d sat quietly for fifteen minutes with his back against the side wall, his knees bent, his feet flat on the bench. In that time, he interjected with his rumbly, deliciously deep voice once or twice, but otherwise listened to his companions, his face calm to the point of expressionlessness. 

         
         Except when he looked at her. His eyes were as dark as his hair, and they flicked her way frequently. Eventually, she’d caught
            his gaze and held it. Smiled at him, a slow curve of her lips, and his expression hadn’t been so difficult to read then. He
            hadn’t looked away until the guy to his right called his name and started yammering about a role in some sitcom pilot.
         

         
         At that, he’d broken their prolonged eye contact and turned back to his group, his thick brows pinched in irritation.

         
         But he hadn’t spoken another word until the other men had finally departed.

         
         So yes, based on what she’d seen last night and today, Peter Reedton did not enjoy small talk, and his baseline temperament
            in a group setting could not, in good conscience, be termed jolly. Even in a moment of professional triumph, his sharp-eyed intensity hadn’t softened, and he hadn’t offered more than a fleeting
            smile in response to praise and good wishes.
         

         
         As far as she could tell, he was reserved with nearly everyone.

         
         With her, however, he was now—unlike last night—absolutely silent. And unless circumstances forced him to acknowledge her,
            he didn’t.
         

         
         She got it. He was pissed at her, and maybe he had reason to be, even though she’d made him no promises and done her best
            not to mislead him.
         

         
         Apparently he hadn’t understood, and he was angry. Fair enough.

         
         But very soon, the two of them would be spending nearly every workday in close, unavoidable proximity, and unnecessary animosity was a luxury they could no longer afford. Not if they wanted to excel in their performances, because that kind of one-on-one acting required a certain level of trust and teamwork. 

         
         He didn’t have to like her. He did need to cooperate with her.

         
         So she followed him to his car, determined to clear the air. With each stride, he covered an absurd amount of ground, but
            luckily, her legs were almost as long as his, and she was motivated to hustle.
         

         
         She was also motivated to stare at his fine ass in those dark-wash jeans and the breadth of his shoulders testing the seams
            of his untucked pale blue button-down. He wouldn’t welcome that kind of attention and admiration from her anymore, though.
            Which caused a pang of—something—near the vicinity of her heart, but she couldn’t let that bother her.
         

         
         “Peter!” she called.

         
         He didn’t even glance her way.

         
         His SUV was parked halfway across the expansive lot. By the time she caught up with him, her heart was thumping with exertion
            and seemingly lodged in her throat. The rapid tap of her footsteps on the pavement must have warned him of her approach, but
            if so, he chose to pretend otherwise.
         

         
         “Peter.” As he searched his pockets for his keys, she laid a hand on his lower arm and tried to catch his eye. “We need to
            talk.”
         

         
         Beneath the sleeves rolled to his elbows, his forearms were thick, and the LA sun on his skin nearly seared her fingertips.
            Not for long, though.
         

         
         Within a heartbeat, he’d shaken off her touch and taken a step away, but at least he turned to face her. At least he made
            eye contact, however begrudging.
         

         
         He raised his dark brows. “Do we?”

         
         Such stony displeasure for so little cause. She’d never understand men, at least men who weren’t members of her family.

         
         And upon further reflection, he really didn’t have good reason to be pissed at her. She’d offered him a fuck, he’d accepted, and they’d both gotten off safely and repeatedly.
            What precisely had he expected after one night spent with a stranger? An appointment to choose wedding announcements?
         

         
         She hadn’t even given him her last name, and if he hadn’t picked up on that rather obvious clue, she didn’t know what to tell him.
         

         
         “I think we do.” Hands on her hips, she studied him for a moment. “Is last night going to be a problem? Because if so—”

         
         “Nope.” His tight smile didn’t reach his eyes. “No problem at all.”

         
         In her opinion, an actor of his talent and wide-ranging experience—because yes, she’d used her phone to check out his IMDb
            page back in her own hotel room that morning—should really be a better liar.
         

         
         “I see.” She tipped her head to the side, her skepticism obvious. “Then why do you look so unhappy after landing the biggest
            role of your career?”
         

         
         With laudable insouciance, he leaned that fantastic ass against the side of his hybrid SUV, crossed his arms over his broad
            chest, and met her gaze head-on. “You sure you want to know?”
         

         
         The question was a warning of ugliness to come, but so be it. Better to lance the wound now and give it time to heal before
            their first day on set as castaway castmates.
         

         
         And luckily, her knowledge of American cinema provided the perfect response.

         
         “Bring it on,” she told him, her smile wide and full of genuine amusement.

         
         He didn’t ask her twice.

         
         “You’re right. This is the biggest role of my career.” Still leaning against his vehicle, he carelessly slung one foot over the other, the very picture of unflustered composure. “Which is why I’m displeased to be cast opposite a total amateur. One who’s likely to drag down my performance and stop me from getting the recognition I deserve.” 

         
         Wow. Wow.
         

         
         Once more, she’d proven her inability to choose men who weren’t assholes. Which was why, when her friends had asked why she
            wasn’t dating again months after the breakup or hurrying to move out of her parents’ home, she’d told them men would come
            and go, but family was forever.
         

         
         Her brow furrowed in feigned confusion. “I hadn’t realized one could still remain an amateur after years of performing onstage
            in one of Europe’s most sophisticated cities and earning the most prestigious theater awards offered by her country.”
         

         
         “Ah.” He nodded thoughtfully. “Out of curiosity, what’s Sweden’s population?”

         
         Oh, she knew where he was going with this. “A little over ten million.”

         
         His chest shook with his laughter. “That’s even less than I thought. Shit, it’s about the same population as Los Angeles County.
            Still, congratulations on your very prestigious awards. I’m sure your family is extremely proud.”
         

         
         Her hands on her hips curled into fists, but she bit back the vicious swipe tingling at the tip of her tongue. At least I’ve won acting awards, unlike my new castmate. His roles were never prominent enough to garner that sort of attention.

         
         Instead of lashing out, she told him the simple truth. “They are proud.”

         
         For some reason, that was when his fake little smile died.

         
         “I’m sure Stockholm’s great, honey, but it’s no Broadway.” The endearment was so acidic, it should have stripped the finish from his vehicle, his condescension so thick it could choke them both. “And theater experience doesn’t always serve film and television actors well. As I believe you learned during our first go-round today.” 

         
         “True.” Her own smile was sweet enough to give him a toothache. “But one thing theater experience teaches you is how to adjust
            your performance quickly, as needed, so the production can shine. As I believe you learned during our second go-round today.”
         

         
         He didn’t argue that point, probably because he couldn’t without outright lying. Again.

         
         After one long, slow breath from the depths of her diaphragm, then another, she softened her tone and offered him the best
            olive branch she could. “I may not have much experience in film or television, but I’m a talented, hardworking actor, and
            I’m excited about this role. I don’t want to fuck up your career or my own, and I won’t.”
         

         
         He regarded her silently, his narrowed gaze guarded.

         
         Then he sighed and dropped his arms to his sides. “I guess that’s something.”

         
         Maybe it wasn’t the sturdiest of olive branches to get in return, but she’d take it. Take it and run with it, especially since
            she had a question for him.
         

         
         “I was wondering . . .” She paused, waiting him out. Forcing him to engage.

         
         It took him a minute, but he finally sighed and grunted, “What?”

         
         Ah, the taciturn sound of victory.

         
         “Isn’t it . . .” Her nose wrinkled. “Isn’t it a little odd that the showrunners chose fat actors for characters not specified as fat in the source material? As far as I know, neither Ron nor R.J. has ever expressed an interest in body diversity, and they don’t seem like natural champions of fat acceptance in Hollywood. But maybe you know something I don’t?” 

         
         After she’d seen the other actors up for the roles of Cassia and Cyprian, certain suspicions about the showrunners’ intent
            had crept into her thoughts. As a Hollywood insider, though, Peter would understand the dynamics better than she would. And
            hopefully, asking him to share his experience and wisdom would flatter his ego enough that he’d stop being a dick.
         

         
         But he only lifted a shoulder. “I don’t care why they did it. I’m just grateful they did.”

         
         Well, that was remarkably unhelpful.

         
         “And you should be grateful too,” he added. “A lot more grateful than you seem to be.”

         
         Also patronizing.

         
         Maybe he simply needed time to get past his wounded pride. She’d give it one more try, and if he didn’t respond to this attempt
            at reconciliation, she’d let it go for now.
         

         
         “Peter.” Keeping her voice calm and quiet, she moved a step closer to him. “I know you’re unhappy with me. But from what I
            understand, we’ll almost always be the only two actors shooting on that island. And throughout E. Wade’s books, Cyprian and
            Cassia remain stuck there, so we could be filming together for years. Years. I’ll have to rely on you, and you’ll have to rely on me. Otherwise—”
         

         
         Before she could even finish her thought, he was roaring with laughter. Bent over at the waist, he actually slapped his knees in merriment before looking up at her and laughing harder.
         

         
         “I’ll have to . . .” Shaking his head, he wiped his eyes with the collar of his shirt and calmed himself. “Jesus Christ almighty,
            I’m not going to rely on you.”
         

         
         If anyone ever handed him an actual olive branch, he’d probably snap it over his knee and use it as kindling, then extinguish the resulting flames by urinating on them. 

         
         He gave a final, rude little snort. “Have you ever filmed on location?”

         
         “No.” A lie might be easier, but she wasn’t ashamed, and she wasn’t backing down.

         
         “What about working with a camera crew? Have you done that before?”

         
         She pressed her lips together. “Sometimes my performances got filmed for television.”

         
         “How often?” he pressed, his eyebrows raised in mocking inquiry.

         
         “Not that often.”

         
         Three times, maybe? And she hadn’t been asked to alter her performance for the cameras, although she didn’t intend to volunteer
            that tidbit of damning information.
         

         
         “Hmmm.” In a singularly infuriating gesture, he stroked his beard, as if in deep contemplation. “Have you acted in front of
            a green screen before?”
         

         
         Skit, he was obnoxious. “No.”
         

         
         “I see.” All at once, he dropped his hand and his curious-professor act. “So how the fuck could I possibly rely on you? You
            know next to nothing about what we’ll be doing.”
         

         
         Given the shooting location and circumstances, she genuinely didn’t see how he’d have a choice in the matter. He’d only rarely
            be performing opposite anyone else, and people who shared one-on-one scenes necessarily leaned on their acting partners.
         

         
         Clearly, though, he was going to try to find a way. His unyielding obstinacy would almost be impressive, if it weren’t so
            shortsighted and self-defeating.
         

         
         Also stupid. Very, very stupid.

         
         “I’m just going to do my job to the best of my ability and try not to let your performance harm mine.” Pushing away from the car door, he stepped closer and ducked his head to make certain she could see nothing but his face, hear nothing but his derision. “We’re not on the same side here. We’re not a team, we’re not going to stand united, and you’re no longer in a socialist country. Welcome to unfettered capitalism, Pippi.” 

         
         What an ass, she thought, and unlike last night, she wasn’t praising his actual, physical ass.
         

         
         He straightened and produced his keys from his pocket. “Besides, even if I could rely on you, there’d be no point in trying.”

         
         She smiled at him, ready for whatever barb he intended next. “Why would that be?”

         
         “Because I figure they’ll realize their mistake well before we ever make it to that island, and you’ll be replaced by our
            other possible Cassia.” A casual toss of his keys high in the air, and he caught them in his broad palm without even looking.
            “Amber, I think her name was. I look forward to working with her. She’s very talented, as I found out today. Very experienced.
            Very pretty. I expect the camera will love her.”
         

         
         Her smile didn’t waver, even though a startling lick of rage had stiffened her entire body. “I suppose we’ll see.”

         
         “I don’t have to see.” He threw the words over his shoulder as he unlocked his car and climbed inside. “I already know.”

         
         He shut the door before she could respond. And as his engine roared to life, she walked away, thinking she would gladly give
            him the last word.
         

         
         In fact, he could have all the last words he wanted.

         
         Because she’d enjoy watching him eat them.
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         After a deep, fortifying breath of salty ocean air, Peter carefully stepped off the ferry and onto the windswept chunk of
            limestone near the western coast of Ireland where he, Maria, and a very small crew would be filming for—years, potentially.
            As long as the characters of Cyprian and Cassia remained alive and stranded there.
         

         
         After slinging his huge duffel over his shoulder, he walked to the end of the pier and waited while everyone else disembarked.
            The assistant director, line producer, boom op, camera op, hair and makeup artist, grip, and a handful of other crew members:
            one by one, they ventured off the wave-rocked boat and took a moment to look around and get their bearings.
         

         
         Maria was one of the last to disembark, probably due to her truly absurd number of huge suitcases. To be fair—although fairness
            wasn’t generally something he cared all that much about—she did wrestle them onto the pier with a startling amount of vigor
            and without complaint, so at least she had that going for her.
         

         
         Darrell, their production assistant, well-muscled and lean in his low-slung jeans and long-sleeved tee, gave her a big, gleaming
            smile and leaned in. Way too close, in Peter’s opinion.
         

         
         “Need some help with your bags, Maria?” the PA asked.

         
         Did the kid even have enough experience to participate in such an important shoot? He looked like he was twenty-five, max. Barely old enough to rent a— 

         
         Wait. Wasn’t Maria twenty-five too?

         
         Peter scowled. Then immediately cleared his expression in order to prevent further wrinkling across his forehead and at the
            corners of his eyes.
         

         
         Dammit, thirty-six was not old.
         

         
         “I wouldn’t say I need help.” Her wide grin plumped her cheeks and lit the cloudy afternoon. “But I’ll certainly accept some, especially when it’s
            offered so kindly. Thank you, Darrell.”
         

         
         After she rolled two of her suitcases closer to him, she briefly touched his shoulder in seeming gratitude. Within seconds,
            he was capably wheeling those bags alongside his own suitcase and matching his stride to hers as they easily chatted about . . .
            whatever other people chatted about.
         

         
         The colony of twenty-odd seals they might spot on shore, evidently. Also a cranky local dolphin known, for whatever bizarre
            reason, as Dolphy McBlowholeface. Not that Peter was listening that closely.
         

         
         “She apparently slaps away overfamiliar tourists with her fins,” Darrell noted with another obnoxiously bright smile. “Or
            sprays blowhole water in their faces.”
         

         
         Maria’s snort was audible, even over the constant swoosh of wind. “I’ve met actors like that.”
         

         
         Peter refused to check whether she glanced in his direction after saying that. Refused.
         

         
         “Anyway, I’ll bet the island’s year-round residents enjoy the show,” she said as she easily rolled her remaining bags off
            the pier and onto the flat, fissured, pavement-like slabs of limestone that covered much of the island.
         

         
         Clints, those grass-edged slabs were called.

         
         Freaking Darrell wasn’t the only one who’d done his damn research.

         
         “Yup.” The PA nodded. “Especially since visitors are warned to leave her alone. If they get slapped around by a disgruntled
            dolphin, they’re just getting what they deserve for disturbing local wildlife.”
         

         
         “So what you’re saying is that she beats up importunate, handsy admirers and drives them away without mercy or consequence.”
            She tapped her chin thoughtfully, her lips twitching. “I think Dolphy McBlowholeface should be my new life coach. Or possibly
            my future waterlogged wife.”
         

         
         When Maria and Darrell chortled together, Peter turned away to hide his frown before hurrying toward one of several horse-drawn
            carts waiting by the harbor—jaunties, the locals called them. Passenger cars weren’t allowed on the hilly, startlingly green
            island’s few roads. The production had received special dispensation to use transport vehicles for necessary equipment, but
            otherwise, everyone would be walking, riding a bike, or taking a jaunty wherever they went.
         

         
         Unlike his agile triathlete of a father, Peter didn’t have a great sense of balance, and he couldn’t see himself forcing beleaguered
            equines to cart him everywhere, so he figured he’d mostly be hoofing it. Which he didn’t mind, honestly. He enjoyed walking,
            and exploring the sparsely inhabited island on foot might distract him from potential boredom and . . . other issues.
         

         
         When Maria’s voice came from too close behind him—“I’m issuing a seaweed-eating challenge to you and the entire crew, Darrell,
            because if I’m dying of iodine poisoning as we film this season, I’m taking all you bastards out with me”—he quickly picked
            up his pace.
         

         
         Very soon, though, avoiding her would require more effort than turning his back and breaking into a near-jog. Even more effort than he’d expended during their initial stints filming in the production’s Canadian studio and that huge, high-tech Belgian water tank. 

         
         Almost every remaining scene in the second season featuring Maria and Peter featured only Maria and Peter. Always together. Just the two of them.
         

         
         Amber certainly wouldn’t be replacing her, despite all his bravado and his idiotic taunts.

         
         Yeah. He was shit out of luck, and deservedly so.

         
         When he was a kid, his mom had called him a champion grudge-holder, and not much had changed since then. Other than, of course,
            her presence in his life, since she’d died while he was in middle school, and he missed her every fucking day. But apart from
            that crucial difference, over two decades after her death, he was still her same sturdy, surly son, more than capable of remaining
            pissed at someone indefinitely.
         

         
         Even when, upon further reflection, maybe he didn’t have all that much actual cause to be pissed.

         
         Maria might be a television amateur, but she was game and she was good.
         

         
         Alongside two dozen other actors, they’d first spent endless days in the studio surrounded by green screens. Their reconstructed
            knarr, a Viking cargo transport ship, had been mounted on a gimbal, and everyone hung on for dear life and attempted to remember
            their lines as the hydraulic system tossed them from side to side and up and down as if they’d been caught in a terrible storm,
            while water sprayed in their faces.
         

         
         Some of the extras had eventually vomited. Others had quietly bitched about staying cold and wet for hours at a time. Peter had kept his mouth grimly shut and huddled under a blanket near a space heater during halts in the filming. 

         
         Maria had treated that bucking boat like a goddamn roller coaster, eyes bright with enjoyment whenever she didn’t need to
            look scared or fiercely determined. Between takes, she’d laughed with the crew and extras, and when the camera was rolling,
            she’d acted her delectable ass off.
         

         
         Then they’d all flown to Belgium and filmed at an enormous water tank, where high-tech equipment created vicious waves to
            buffet all the actors. Everyone except Peter and Maria pretended to drown horribly, and Cyprian and Cassia had their first
            on-camera fight. And sure, they’d had safety equipment, stunt actors, and various professionals ensuring their well-being,
            but that fucking tank was over thirty feet deep, and those waves were frightening as shit.
         

         
         He knew for a fact she’d never faced anything like that on a Swedish stage. Hell, during his fifteen years in Hollywood, he
            hadn’t experienced anything remotely comparable either. To say the conditions were challenging was a vast understatement.
         

         
         Somehow, though, she’d managed to convincingly convey absolute devastation at the death of her lover and teeming rage at Cyprian,
            the man she blamed for Erik’s drowning. All while coughing up mouthfuls of water whenever a wave surprised her. All while
            looking hot as hell as she struggled in his protective hold and fought to discard her wet clothing, piece by piece, before
            the added weight dragged her to the ocean floor.
         

         
         All while remaining pleasant and civil to him between takes, even though he barely said a word to her or looked at her off
            camera. At least, not when she could see him looking.
         

         
         Suffice it to say, he wasn’t too worried anymore about her ruining his biggest, best chance at fame and professional recognition. He might not like her, but he could definitely work with her. At this point, he was avoiding her mostly out of habit and partly out of shame,
            because he’d been a real dick to her in that LA parking lot. And, yeah, partly out of some lingering animosity too, because
            he’d admit it: She’d hurt his stupid fee-fees by not wanting more than a single night with him, especially when he’d been
            so damn hungry for as much of her as he could get.
         

         
         Sighing, he slung his duffel in the nearest horse-drawn cart as their line producer, Nava Stephens, indicated he should, and
            tried not to grit his teeth at the sound of Maria’s cackling laughter behind him.
         

         
         Right now, the crew probably thought his reserve in her company was due to method acting or some shit like that. Eventually,
            though, they were going to realize his behavior toward her could in no way be considered professional. Which was ironic, since
            he’d derided Maria for her ostensible inability to meet his own lofty standards of professionalism.
         

         
         Again, he was thirty-six years old. He should be better than this.

         
         Maybe after a few more weeks of filming, he would be.

         
          

         When he’d been told he would be staying in a local hotel, Peter had pictured something like a typical American chain. Nothing
            too fancy, but a building with two or three floors of rooms. Lots of guests, and lots of space to avoid anyone—coughMariacough—he might be avoiding out of sheer obstinacy.
         

         
         Turned out, very few tourists stayed overnight on the island, and the local fishing community didn’t require turndown service. The only actual hotel on the island, as opposed to a few rented rooms in private homes and a handful of small inns, usually stayed open only from April through September. It was now June, but filming would take place during the winter too, and the couple who owned the place had been persuaded to return anytime filming did. 

         
         Upon first glance, the all-suites hotel was nicer than Peter had anticipated. Elegant in its simplicity and not at all generic.
            One story constructed of local stone, with panoramic windows everywhere. Gleaming wooden floors and thick rugs. Fireplaces.
            King beds. Granite bathrooms. A private outdoor seating area for each spacious suite.
         

         
         Living there, even for months at a time, shouldn’t prove a hardship.

         
         The older half of the couple, a fiftysomething Black man named Fionn, had cooked for Michelin-starred restaurants around Europe
            before coming home to run the hotel’s small, well-regarded restaurant. His pale, freckled husband, Conor, dealt with their
            guests’ other needs, so far with impeccable politeness and easygoing charm.
         

         
         But the damn place boasted five suites. Total.

         
         Five.
         

         
         Those suites went to him, Maria, the director, the producer, and the cinematographer. Everyone else was scattered around the
            island, staying in those tiny inns and rented rooms.
         

         
         Maria had been given the suite right next to his, fuck it all, and all five of them would be eating the included breakfast
            together every morning in the hotel’s small dining area, just like one big, happy family.
         

         
         Speaking of which, Maria apparently spoke to her family daily. Even now, she was chatting with them in rapid Swedish as she
            began to haul her luggage to her door one-handed, piece by piece, her other hand occupied in clamping her cell to her ear.
         

         
         From all indications, she and her family got along great, and today’s call proved no exception.

         
         “Ja, Mamma,” she said, then unsuccessfully tried to drag a particularly heavy suitcase over the threshold to her suite as she laughed. “Fem. Fem!”
         

         
         He’d heard her talking with her pappa on their charter plane in the minutes before takeoff, as well as someone named Vincent, who seemed to be her brother. Her
            easy, cheerful tone never changed during those conversations. At the end of every call, her wide brown eyes softened with
            warmth and affection as she said she loved them—his best guess; he didn’t fucking know Swedish—and disconnected.
         

         
         He had no idea how it would feel, being in a family like that.

         
         He did know that watching it from the outside hurt.

         
         Her one hand clearly wasn’t up to the task of wrangling such oversized luggage. She’d paused in her attempts to hoist her
            bags over the threshold, probably intending to wait until her call ended. But she needed to get inside her suite and away
            from him ASAP, and he knew exactly how to hurry things along.
         

         
         He set his enormous duffel along one side of the hall. Then, placing his hand on her shoulder, using the least possible pressure
            and dropping the contact as soon as he could, he nudged Maria out of her doorway. Her rapid flow of words faltered for a moment,
            and her confused stare licked at his skin like a flame, but he kept his own eyes elsewhere.
         

         
         With two hands and one heave, he deposited her largest suitcase five feet within her suite. Then the next largest, and so
            on, until all her luggage was resting on that pale wooden floor, against the wall. For good measure, he wrestled the heaviest
            suitcase, one she’d evidently filled with bricks, or possibly lead weights, onto the waiting luggage rack.
         

         
         It wasn’t an apology, but at least it was . . . something.

         
         And fucking hell, he didn’t want to hear those fond family farewells again, even in a foreign language. So without a word, he urged her into her suite using the same glancing, minimal contact with her shoulder as before, paying no attention to her sudden silence. Then he shut the door firmly behind her and set out for a walk that would last until their team’s first official on-location meeting later that afternoon. 

         
         He’d admire the panoply of late-spring flowers growing in the grikes. Study the austere stacked-stone walls dividing the island’s
            tiny green fields and avoid making eye contact with the cattle and sheep grazing on the grass within those walls. He’d wander
            down to the golden-sand beach on one side of the island and climb up to the cliff tops overlooking the pounding surf of the
            Atlantic on the other side. If he got tired after a long day of travel, a couple of the local horses were out of luck, because
            he’d be hiring one of those jaunties to keep him moving.
         

         
         Then, if that didn’t do the trick, he’d wade into the freezing surf and encourage Dolphy McBlowholeface to slap him around
            a little, or whatever else it took to get a handle on himself and the way he reacted to Maria. Because this was the first
            of countless days in close quarters with her, and he needed to keep his shit together.
         

         
         Worst-case scenario: Seals might not have fins, but they did have flippers optimized for effective slapping. He was pretty
            certain he could alienate them too, as needed.
         

         
         He was good at that.
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