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Chapter One
T
wo years earlier...

“Where are you going, Hunter?”

“For a walk.” Hunter Sullivan didn’t turn around at the sound of the feminine voice behind him. She couldn’t offer him anything he wanted. Not his type. Besides, after the rough day of competition, where he’d fought to hold his own, he felt restless and agitated. The call of the ocean reverberated through his entire being. The last thing he wanted to do was sit around with his friends while they drank themselves into a stupor. He climbed the rock, the feel of grit from the sand and the worn edges of the stone were rough under his hands. In his hurry to find some peace a quiet, his foot slipped on the rock, sending a stinging sensation up the front of his calf. “Son of a bitch!”

The firelight illuminated the rock face and allowed him to inspect his leg. Blood trickled down his skin, but it wasn’t bad. In his experience, the reef delivered far worse damage and he wasn’t about to ruing a good t-shirt for such a minor wound. The light breeze carried the scent of salty sea air, ocean life, and seaweed. He closed his eyes as he soaked it all in, feeling the tension ease from his shoulders with each breath. No matter where he traveled, those were the smells that brought him peace. He continued to make his way over the rock wall that divided the beach in half. The sound of laughter and his friend’s voices slowly faded until the only sound was the waves crashing against the sandy shore. White noise that would lull him to sleep if he’d allow himself to sit still long enough. His feet touched the ground and he turned to take it all in.

This side was much quieter. Secluded. Peaceful.

And occupied.

Disappointed that his search for a little peace and seclusion fell through, he pulled up short when he saw the woman reach behind her back and tug on the string to her bikini top. Should he say something? Let her know she was not alone? The last thing Hunter wanted to do was startle her. Then again, he was enjoying the view too much to stop her. She dropped the strip of fabric onto a surfboard laying in the sand to her left, then she pushed her bottoms down over the curve of her ass and her long lean legs. She grabbed the towel and slowly dried herself off. Shadows and moonlight played over her skin, teasing him with bare glimpses of flesh, yet cloaking her enough that he didn’t get the full view he longed for. She was thin, but from what he could see of her, she looked tone. The longer he watched her, the harder it was to look away. He needed a distraction or a cold shower. Maybe both.

“How long are you going to stand there before you say something?” The woman spoke without turning to face him.

“Sorry, I didn’t want to startle you.” Heat rose into his cheeks. “How did you know I was here?”

She pulled the tank top on over her head, then slid into a pair of shorts.
Oh good God, no panties.
That was hot and dangerous all in one petite little package.

“Your breathing has a different rhythm to it than the ocean. I’m here often enough to notice. Besides, you weren’t real stealthy in your climb over the rocks.” She looked over at him as she crouched down to repack her bag with her wet belongings. “This stretch of beach is usually vacant. Especially this time of night. You lost?”

“No.” Hunter didn’t get lost. Not where surf and sand were concerned. It was in the realm of everyday life that he felt at odds. “Just taking a walk.”

“Well, there’s plenty of beach and a nice pier a little farther down the shore. Don’t let me keep you.”

Hunter looked at the mysterious, yet intriguing beauty, and found himself hesitant to just walk away. She was so at ease around him. Clueless to who he was. It was a nice change of pace from the women his friends were hanging with. “Care to join me?”

“Seeing as I don’t know your name, and you’ve already seen me naked...taking a walk down a secluded beach sounds like a fabulous and completely sane thing to do.” She fished her phone out of her bag and slid it into her back pocket as she stood.

“We don’t have to stay strangers.” He took a few steps to lessen the distance between them. “Besides, being alone on a beach is a bit of a gamble, too, wouldn’t you say?”

“Point taken, but I can hold my own.” She tossed the bag on top of the surfboard and held out her hand to him when he approached. “Name’s Phoenix.”

“Hi.” He took her hand, and the contact sent a slight thrill through his body. “No last name?”

“Not at the moment.” She smiled.

“Pleasure to meet you. I’m—”

“Hunter Sullivan. Saw you ride this afternoon.”

“Oh, of course. So your argument about me being a stranger loses a bit of weight.” He waited for the disappointment to settle over him at the realization he’d lost that bit of anonymity he’d found with her. It didn’t come and he was thankful that for once, he might get to enjoy the company of a woman who was neither ignorant to his world or obsessed with it. Most of the people he’d met were around for the competition, either as spectators, competitors, or vendors. He wondered which category she fell into. They started walking. He glanced down at her bare feet. She had a silver toe ring on her left foot, though he couldn’t make out the detail of the design. “Do you compete?”

“No. Just an ocean lover. Surfing is just a way of unwinding for me.” She bent down and picked up a piece of driftwood off the beach.

“What are you, all of nineteen years old? What could you possibly deal with that you would need to unwind?”

She playfully pushed against his shoulder. “I’m twenty-one and have the same concerns as everyone else.”

“Like?”

“Trying to figure out the meaning of life. Saving the world. Making rent.”

“Yeah.” He chuckled. “Sounds pretty normal.”

“As normal as my life gets.”

“Intriguing.” And so eerily similar to the answer he would’ve given if the question was directed at him. “A woman of secrets then?”

“Not many, but I have a few.” She winked and then threw the piece of driftwood off into the surf, stopping long enough to watch it disappear into the white foam.

“Well, I love working out a good mystery.”

They started walking again. Hunter found it strange how at ease he felt with her. He talked about his best friend and how they’d taken up a nomadic lifestyle of chasing the waves. Surfing was the one thing he felt was all his. A piece of the ocean he could claim selfishly without his parents input, if even for just a moment in time.

“What brought you to a life of competition?”

He shrugged. “Not really sure. Something to do to help pay the bills and keep doing what I love.”

“Doesn’t the pressure just get to be too much?”

Again, he shrugged, but this time he didn’t answer.  Sure the life he’d chosen came with pressures that he didn’t always want to deal with, but there were perks. He got to travel and meet people like her. He got to spend time away from home. It was the latter part that most people didn’t understand.

They’d reached the pier and walked underneath it.

“So surfing and the ocean are your obsessions.” She walked around one of the support beams, tracing the outline of words carved into the wood.

“You could say that. What’s yours?”

She stopped just in front of him. “Living.”

“Pretty broad.”

She laughed. “I think it is something to obsess over.”

As they stood there, moonlight breaking through the planks overhead, he wanted to lean in to kiss her. Taste the softness of her mouth. See if the comfort and ease he felt with her was a fluke or would it continue if things progressed between them. Would the call of the ocean continue to be sated in her presence or would the ocean win out as it always did? Staying in one place for too long never did suit him and they would probably never see each other again, but curiosity pushed him to close the distance between them.

“Hunter?” Slade Everett, his best friend, jogged up the beach, stopping short when he saw Hunter was with someone. “Oh sorry, didn’t realize you had company.”

“It’s cool.” Though Hunter really wanted Slade to leave quickly, he could see a look of relief on Phoenix face. “Slade—”

“Everett. Up and coming surf god depending on who you ask.” Phoenix shrugged. “My dad’s a fan.”

Hunter looked at her, wondering just how much she knew about the surfing world, about his world but wouldn’t ask. He held out hope that her knowledge was minimal and he could enjoy being a normal guy around her.

“And you are?” Slade slowly looked her over, taking in the full sight of her.

“This is Phoenix.” He glared at his best friend, hoping he caught the
hands off
warning he was sending. If Slade saw it, he didn’t acknowledge it. Typical.

“No last name? That’s very Madonna of you.” Slade winked and turned to face Hunter. “So look, we’re heading out. You coming? You can bring her back to the hotel with you.”

Hunter turned toward Phoenix and saw amusement in her eyes.

“Thanks, but I think I’m going to take a pass.” She started backing out from under the pier, making her retreat in the same direction they’d come from.

Hunter wasn’t ready to let her go. “Let me walk you back.”

“Don’t worry, I have my big girl panties on. Besides, you don’t want to keep your friends waiting.”

Hunter fought the temptation to call her on the fact that she wasn’t wearing any panties but didn’t want to give Slade something to razz him about later.

His friend slapped him on the back. “Meet you up at the car.”

Once Slade disappeared from view, Hunter stepped closer to her, closing the distance between them. “Sorry about my friend. He doesn’t always think before he speaks.”

“Or maybe he’s use to you conquering a new girl at each competition.” She drew her hand out of his.

“I’m not that guy.”

“Nothing wrong with being that guy. Relationships are messy. Especially with me.” She tilted her head up and smiled as she continued her retreat. “Nice meeting you.”

“How long are you here for?”

She bit her bottom lip as she studied him. “Why?”

“I want to see you again.”

She shrugged. “Well, if fate is kind, maybe you will.”

***

“Y
ou still thinking about that woman from last night?” Slade stood his board up in the sand and sank down onto the beach beside Hunter.

“Nah. Nothing to think about.” It was a lie. There was plenty to think about. Thoughts that kept Phoenix on his mind when it should be on the competition...like the way the strands of her hair danced around her face in the evening breeze. Or how badly he wished Slade hadn’t interrupted them last night. Better yet...why hadn’t he pushed to get her phone number?

“Really? You were giving me quite the ‘stay the fuck away’ vibe when I found you last night. If you aren’t really interested, though, maybe I will ask her out.”

Hunter laughed. “Fat chance. Your girl would be so far up your ass you wouldn’t know what hit you.”

“Maybe, but let’s get a few things straight. Riley isn’t my girl. She plays too many games and I’m done with that mess.” Slade leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Besides, I think the lady with no last name could be a lot of fun.”

“Don’t even think about it.”

“Ha! So you
are
interested.”

“I’m not dead, dickhead.” Hunter stared out at the ocean. “Just haven’t had much luck tracking her down.”

“Not having a last name would definitely make finding her a bit of a challenge. Lucky for you, her last name isn’t an issue.”
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