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Chapter One
 

Olivia ran up the last few steps of the escalator and made her way through the throng of tourists outside the tube station. She strode briskly along the sidewalk, scarcely noticing the brilliant sunshine. Today she hoped to get the green light for her new project. It had been difficult to strike the right tone in her proposal, so in the end she’d kept it simple. It would be a compelling series of articles, but she was still nervous. Her editor rarely made her wait this long for a decision, but then she’d never asked to go into Iraq before. She smiled at her reflection in a shop window; the new hairstyle suited her. Straight coppery locks skimmed her shoulders, and she tossed her head, eager to begin the new assignment.

She pushed through the heavy doors of WorldView’s London headquarters. The editorial offices hummed with a familiar mix of clattering keyboards and muted telephone conversations. She looked toward the editor’s office and was gripped by an unfamiliar spurt of apprehension. Now she was being ridiculous; acting like an overeager junior reporter instead of a seasoned journalist. She glanced around at the few correspondents who were at their desks. Did they ever get anxious? If so, they didn’t show it. It had taken a while for her colleagues to accept her but she’d expected that, having learned long ago that her father’s prestigious position set her apart. One of the most influential banking figures in The City, he was constantly being quoted in the dailies. But she’d paid her dues, and in the end she’d gained the respect of her fellow journalists.

Her reverie was shattered by the telephone and she grabbed it anxiously. “In my office, MacMillan.” The phone went dead. ‘No-Jive’ Clive Jackson had earned his nickname. Originally from WorldView’s New York office, he was short-tempered, ruthless, and a brilliant editor.

“Close the door.” Jackson waved vaguely in the direction of the door, then turned to the coffeemaker behind his desk. “Coffee?”

“No thanks.” Olivia’s stomach was in far too much turmoil. “I’m fine.” If only. She glanced at his desk, wondering how he managed to find anything. Her proposal was nowhere in sight…not a good sign.

“I’ll get right to the point.” Clive sipped his coffee, watching her closely over the rim of the cup. “It’s a no-go on the story.”

Olivia jerked forward in her seat. She had all of her arguments ready, but the Editor held up a hand.

“Zip it, Mac. I know what you’re going to say.”

“How can you possibly…”

He dismissed her protestations with the wave of a hand. “I’ve heard it all before.” His voice softened, if only by a few degrees. “How many times over the last twenty-odd years do you think I’ve sat here and listened while journalists pitched me story ideas? It’s a good concept and I know you’d do it justice, but I’m not authorizing you to go into Iraq right now. It’s too dangerous. Maybe in a couple of years, but don’t hold me to that. The bottom line is that I’m not about to lose one of my brightest journalists for this story, powerful as it might be.”

The Editor’s words did little to dull the sharp edges of her disappointment. “I thought that since the Afghanistan story was so well received…” Her voice trailed off as she fought to control her emotions. She would not dissolve in tears, dammit!

“Those pieces were brilliant. The reader response was outstanding.” He reached into his pocket for a cigarette, extracting it with two fingers and bringing it to his mouth in one smooth motion. “I still don’t know how you managed to get such in-depth interviews with those women.” He snapped open a battered Zippo lighter and lit the cigarette, inhaling audibly.

Olivia’s most recent story featured three Afghani women, and had offered rare insight into their lives, their struggles, their triumphs and tragedies. The pieces, run over several weeks, had elicited a flood of letters urging the magazine to run more stories of a similar nature.

Olivia drew in a deep, calming breath. She wasn’t about to give up on the Iraqi story without a fight. “Thank you,” she said, acknowledging the compliment with a fleeting smile. “You’ve given me some great stories to cover, and I appreciate that, but I’m ready for something with a little more tooth to it. I’d like to get closer to the action.”

He tilted back in his chair and blew out a thin stream of smoke. “No.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that.” His gaze strayed to a stack of paper on his desk. She was losing his attention.

“So what’s my next assignment?”

“Nothing.”

She frowned. “Excuse me, could you repeat that?”

“You heard me. I want you to take some time off. A week, maybe two.” He stubbed out his cigarette with slow, deliberate movements. “You spent five solid weeks in Afghanistan and I know you worked every day. You need a rest. Didn’t you say something about a friend’s wedding?” He waved a hand in front of his face, a gesture of dismissal. “Go enjoy yourself.”

Olivia rose to the bait. “It’s not a wedding. Not for another three weeks, anyway. It’s a reception.” Why was she allowing herself to be drawn into a discussion of Justine’s wedding? Her hair had fallen forward and she impatiently tucked it behind her ear. “Clive,” she said, getting back on topic, “sad as it may be, these days every good story seems to originate in the Mideast. But then you already know that.” She was begging, but she didn’t care. “I worked hard to put this together.” 

“Be that as it may, I want you to take some time off.” Leaning forward, he looked pointedly at her black leather trousers and suede boots. “Buy yourself a new dress. Who knows, maybe you’ll meet an exciting new man.”

Now he was being truly annoying. Olivia stood up. “Okay, I get it. Your mind is made up, and I respect that. But I still want to do a hard-hitting story.” She cocked her head to the side. “If I come up with something on my own, you’ll look at it?”

He pulled his glasses down his nose with a nicotine-stained forefinger and looked at her over murky lenses. “As long as it doesn’t involve you going to Iraq. When you come back we’ll get together and review the type of stories you’d like to work on.” He picked up a stack of papers and shoved the glasses back up. Olivia knew when she was being dismissed.

Moments later, she found herself out on the street, bag slung over her shoulder. She had no hope of coming up with a story on her own in two weeks and No Jive knew that. Maybe he was right about the holiday. She tried to remember the last real holiday she’d taken, but nothing memorable came to mind. There were those two weeks in Greece with Eliska after school in Switzerland, but that had been almost ten years ago. Her step faltered as scenes from the past ten years scrolled by like a silent movie.

“Sorry” she said, almost bowling over an older woman exiting from a wine merchant. “My mind was somewhere else.”

“That’s all right dearie. No harm done.” The women gave her a curious look. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Thank you for asking.” She forced a smile and the woman trotted off clutching her packages. How could she explain the odd sensation that had suddenly come over her? For the first time she could remember she didn’t want to go home for the weekend. Her family’s home in the Cotswolds had always been a sanctuary, a soothing oasis where she recharged her batteries. In that safe, familiar environment, she enjoyed relaxing visits with her mother, and riding around the estate. But there had always been the lure of the next assignment right around the corner. She enjoyed the research, the planning, and unlike many of her colleagues, she enjoyed unexpected challenges. 

As she swung onto a bus she realized that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been at loose ends. Lost in thought, she almost missed her stop near Harrod’s. Perhaps shopping for an engagement gift for Alex and Justine would restore her usual buoyant spirits. She glanced at her watch and did some quick calculations. If she hurried, she could buy an engagement gift, dash home to pack and catch an early train.

* * *

The train picked up speed. Olivia settled into a window seat and watched the outskirts of London give way to rolling green fields cross-hatched with hedgerows.

“Is this seat taken?” A frail looking older gentleman indicated the seat where she’d placed the engagement gift.

“No, it isn’t.” She removed the Harrod’s bag and placed it on the floor at her feet. A delicate piece of glass, she’d been keeping it close by her side.

She returned her gaze to the familiar scenery and her thoughts began to drift again to the strange malaise that had gripped her earlier. It was more than disappointment at being turned down by her editor, but she couldn’t seem to put her finger on it. A shaft of sunlight slanted through the window, highlighting the frothy silver bow on the engagement gift. The bow vibrated softly with the train’s movement and Olivia stared at it, mesmerized. Was it Alex and Justine’s engagement party that had unsettled her? She and Justine had been friends ever since the first day they met at Stanford. They’d only been roommates for one year, but their friendship had survived despite Justine’s hectic career as a model, and Olivia’s drive to become a world-class journalist.

The Melrose estate bordered Olivia’s parents’ estate; she’d known Alex Melrose her entire life. Several years older, he’d always been a distant, glamorous figure. Somehow it hadn’t surprised her that Alex and Justine ended up together. She’d been delighted when they became engaged and she smiled softly, recalling her friend’s words. “I wouldn’t have met him if it hadn’t been for you, Livvy.” She cared for them both, and for that reason she’d attend the party wearing her brightest smile.

* * *

“Olivia, you look gorgeous!” Justine hugged her friend, eyes bright with excitement. “Let me look at you.” Olivia obliged, showing off a pencil-thin dress in a soft lime-green fabric. Held up with two thin straps, it skimmed over her breasts, then fell in a straight line to the floor. The side slit ended just above her knee, revealing glimpses of long, tanned legs. “In that dress, every man here will be prostrating himself at your feet before the evening is over.”

Olivia squeezed her friend’s hand. “Thanks, but this is your night to shine.” She glanced over her friend’s shoulder. “Where’s Alex?”

Justine scanned the clusters of guests. “I’m not sure, but he’s around somewhere.” They walked through open French doors onto a flagstone patio and Olivia was charmed once more by Haversham Hall. The late afternoon sun cast long shadows over the gently rolling landscape. Beyond the flower gardens, at the foot of the immense lawn the surface of the small lake caught the sun’s reflection and gleamed like beaten copper. “Oh, there he is now.” Justine’s eyes softened with love and Olivia found herself wondering what it would be like to feel that way about a man.

From the direction of the stables two men strolled side by side, chatting amiably. He’s American, Olivia thought instantly as the pair continued walking toward the terrace. Her breath caught in her throat as she watched them approach. He was a stranger, but it was as if she knew him… she definitely would have remembered a man who exuded such raw masculinity. Taller than Alex, he moved with a fluid self-assurance and as she watched, he threw back his head and laughed, teeth flashing in the afternoon sun. She wished that she could see the color of his eyes.

Trying to ignore the sudden quickening in her pulse, she turned back to her friend. “Who’s that with Alex?” she asked, adopting an air of casual nonchalance. “He doesn’t look familiar.” She nodded toward the two men.

“Oh, that’s a friend of Alex’s from the States. Apparently they’ve known each other for years.” Justine looked at her friend. “Would you like me to introduce you?”

Olivia stepped back, where she could study the approaching men without appearing obvious. “Oh no. No thanks.”

“Livvy, whyever not? He’s really very nice.”

“I’m sure he is.” She took another look at the American. No-Jive’s words were oddly prophetic. ‘Who knows, maybe you’ll meet an exciting new man.’ This one certainly qualified. He was new. And exciting. But she resented her editor’s suggestion and was suddenly overcome by the need to escape. “Listen, Justine. I hope you don’t mind, but I think I’ll go home early. Let’s get together sometime this weekend and have a proper visit. Maybe an early morning ride?”

“Perfect. How about tomorrow?” Justine touched her arm lightly. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

Olivia nodded. “Of course.” Her composure was slipping and she gave her friend a quick kiss on the cheek. “See you in the morning.”

* * *

Olivia walked quickly through the house, exiting by the kitchen entrance. The large Georgian mansion was almost as familiar to her as her own home. From this side of the house, the only sign that a party was underway was the collection of automobiles parked around the cul-de-sac at the front of the house.

The familiar trail that connected Haversham Hall with her parents’ home skirted the greenhouse. Olivia paused in the open door, breathing in the heavy, humid air. The atmosphere wrapped around her like a comforting shawl and she drew in a deep breath. Here in the greenhouse, life could not be rushed. Seeds germinated and plants bloomed in their own time; a comforting concept in today’s frantic world. She leaned back against the potting bench and pressed slender fingers into her temples. Watching Justine’s transparent joy when Alex came into view, a surge of envy had washed over her and she’d been ashamed of her thoughts. Today, for the first time, her total involvement in her career hadn’t been enough and she’d found herself adrift and achingly alone. Which explained why she’d experienced such a visceral reaction to the American. Thank goodness she’d had the presence of mind to get out of there. The last thing she wanted was to tangle with a man who’d made her think wicked thoughts from just one glimpse. With any luck, he’d be gone by tomorrow. 

Calmer now, she pushed away from the bench and wandered farther down the aisle toward her favorite section. Suspended at the end of graceful stems, orchids hung like lush tropical jewels. In her teenage years, when Olivia first started observing Alex’s mother in the greenhouse, she’d been too impatient to appreciate the orchids that Daphne painstakingly cultivated. She’d preferred the quick-flowering annuals–their showy splashes of color appealing to her own vibrant nature. She paused to admire a white orchid, bending closer to examine the delicate freckling at its throat.

* * *

Josh Morgan stood silently in the doorway of the greenhouse. Alex had pointed it out earlier, indicating that he was welcome to visit it at any time. It was a large building, built in the early 1900s of thick glass and supported by a sturdy metal frame.

What drew his attention now wasn’t the riot of plants, although he glanced around with interest at the permanent display. No, what interested him was the tall woman in the pale green dress, her coppery hair glowing in a shaft of sunlight that pierced the tangle of leaves overhead. Her back was turned, and he studied her slowly, his gaze lingering on a long, tanned leg, and then sliding up over her buttocks. She bent to examine an orchid, the fabric clinging to her slender body, revealing subtle curves that were deliciously feminine. Her breasts, while not large, were high and firm. His fingers tensed, his throat went dry and for the first time since he’d arrived on English soil he began to doubt himself.

‘There’ll be none of that,’ he told himself brusquely. The success of his mission depended on Olivia MacMillan. He felt a twinge of guilt at what he was about to do. But it was necessary. He hadn’t come halfway across the world to get involved. It wasn’t in his nature to be deceitful, but this was different. This was payback.

Shoving those thoughts to the back of his mind he forced himself to smile. He needed to convince her to accompany him to the Mediterranean.

* * *

“Phaelanopsis.” Olivia stilled. His voice was exactly as she knew it would be–deep and resonant, with an underlying suggestion of heated sexuality. She straightened slowly, turning to face him.

“Are you an orchid expert?” She tilted her chin, a deliberate challenge in her tone.

A slow grin raised the corner of his mouth and he took a step closer. “Busted. That’s the only one I know.” His eyes took inventory of the plants on either side of the aisle and came back to rest on her face. “But it is lovely.” His gaze lingered on her lips and she turned back to the flower, wondering if he could see the pulse pounding at the base of her neck. This was ridiculous! She didn’t even know the man.

“I apologize for intruding like this.” He closed the distance between them, filling the space between the benches. With a sudden flash of insight, Olivia knew that he was a man who could be comfortable in any situation. Surrounded by an aura of quiet confidence, he epitomized the alpha male, with the emphasis on male.

She clutched at the edge of the bench, wondering briefly what had happened to her normal composure. “You’re not intruding,” she countered with a sideways glance. “But I think we should introduce ourselves.” She extended her hand. “I’m Olivia MacMillan. Justine and I are old friends.”

Her hand disappeared in his. His grip was firm. “Josh Morgan. A friend of Alex’s.” His hand was like the rest of him. Large and competent.

She looked into his eyes. They were a dark chocolate brown, shot through with warm glints of amber. “Josh Morgan. That sounds like a name in an American western.”

He tipped an imaginary hat. “That’s me, ma’am. Your all-American cowboy.”

“You’re kidding, right?” She retrieved her hand. “You aren’t really a cowboy.”

“Why not?” He cocked a dark eyebrow. “It’s one of the most honest professions in the world.”

“Yes, I’m sure it is, but…” She stopped abruptly. “I’ve never met a cowboy before.”

He grinned. “Then you should come to my ranch some time. Although I confess the real cowboys are the men who work my spread.” He shrugged. “Some days the only riding I do is the chair in my office.”

Olivia nodded. “You have my sympathies. I’d be content if I never had to go near an office again. It’s… I don’t know… it’s suffocating.”

He looked at her appraisingly. “I feel the same way. That’s what’s so great about living on a ranch. When they coined the term ‘wide open spaces’ I think they had Montana in mind.”

She liked the way he spoke. 

“‘Big Sky’” She leaned against the bench opposite him. “When I first heard that term I envisioned skies so blue they hurt your eyes. Is it anything like that?”

“It’s better.” His voice was like a caress. “Where I live, the Rockies dominate the western sky. When the light hits them just right, it takes your breath away.” He looked down at her. “Of course you could explain it better. You have an amazing gift for writing about what you see...what you feel.”

“You’ve read my work?”

“I just said I did.” His eyes flashed. “You don’t believe me, do you?”

She regarded him coolly. Too many men before him had falsely claimed to read her work.

“Boy, you’re tough. Okay. Let me think. I read your article a few months ago about the inner workings of casinos. You also wrote a very touching follow-up piece on Lockerbie and how that air disaster has changed the community. And more recently I read the stories about the Afghani women.” He shook his head and a subtle change came over him. “Although when I finished reading the last story I thought perhaps you should have called it ‘One Step Forward, Two Steps Back’, instead of the other way around.”

“You understood!” She smiled up at him. “Thank you for reading between the lines.” She sobered. “It’s a strange, violent place.”

Olivia saw a flash of pain in the dark eyes. “What was it like over there?” he asked, his voice little more than a whisper. “Was it rough?”

Sensing that her reply was important, she thought for a moment. “Yes, it was rough, but I was so involved with the story that I can’t honestly say I noticed. The heat and the dust were unpleasant, but somehow when you believe in what you’re doing, you forget all about creature comforts. The most difficult thing was gaining the confidence of the women I wrote about, getting them to talk freely. Fortunately I had an excellent interpreter.” She smiled crookedly. “I apologize for not believing you. It’s just that…” she shook her head. “Never mind.”

“Come on.” His tone was part teasing, part serious. “Don’t leave me hanging.”

She pretended to study a spray of orchids, gathering her thoughts. “It’s just that I’ve met some people who pretend to have read my stuff when in fact it’s obvious they haven’t.” She regarded him openly. “What are you doing here, Josh?”

“Alex invited me.”

She waved away his reply. “No… I mean here. What are you doing in this greenhouse, talking to me? There are plenty of young women at the party who would welcome your company.”

Something molten shifted behind his eyes. “I have no interest in those other women.” His eyes roamed boldly over her body. “Whereas you…you’re different.”

Oh yeah…this one was dangerous. She tossed her head. “Don’t be ridiculous. You don’t even know me. Besides, you can’t just walk in here and throw a few compliments my way and expect me to fall at your feet.”

“Oh?” A smile flirted with the corners of his mouth, and then moved to his eyes. “Why not?”

Olivia’s thoughts churned. “Because I’m a grown woman who knows her own mind, and I’m not interested in a relationship right now.” She cringed inwardly. That speech was so pathetic!

“Well that suits me fine, because neither am I.” He still lounged casually against the bench. “I simply want to hire you. I want you to pose as my fiancée.”






  









Chapter Two
 

A bucket of cold water would have had the same effect. As a matter of fact, it would have been preferable.

“Excuse me?” Her eyes widened. “You want me to do what?”

“Okay, so it wasn’t much as proposals go, but I’d like you to travel with me to the Mediterranean and act the part of my fiancée.” The dark eyes assessed her reaction.

“Your fiancée.” She snorted audibly. “You’re kidding, right?”

“I’m very serious.” He inclined his head toward the doorway. “Come on, let’s take a walk. At least hear me out.”

Olivia glared at him, but her feet moved of their own will. “I don’t know…”

He followed her out, and she could feel him watching her every movement.

“I was on my way home.” She turned onto the path and he matched his gait to hers. The sun had set, leaving the countryside bathed in a surreal pink glow. Birds flitted from tree to tree, searching out a roosting site for the night. Josh remained silent, wisely allowing her time to digest his unusual proposition. Because that’s what it was…a proposition. How dare he refer to it as a proposal? Her spine stiffened.

“I can’t see any reason why I’d agree to your…your idea.” She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. “Anyway, it doesn’t make any sense.”

“Maybe not to you.” He opened a gate, waiting for her to pass before slipping through himself and checking to ensure it was closed. “But it makes a lot of sense to me.”

“Then by all means. Enlighten me.” They rounded the end of a hedgerow and her family home came into view.

“I like to gamble.”

“You and a lot of other people.”

He looked at her impatiently, then continued. “As I was saying, I like to gamble. High stakes poker, to be more precise.” 

“What, no baccarat?”

“Oh, I play baccarat as well, but I prefer poker.” He shot her an exasperated look. “Are you going to let me finish?”

She rolled her eyes. “As far as I’m concerned you’re already finished. But sure, go ahead. Continue.”

He bowed from the waist. “Thank you. You know, you’re rather hostile for a fiancée.”

“I’m not your…” The whole conversation was so ridiculous, it was funny. She stifled a giggle. Where had that come from? “Go on,” she said as sternly as possible.

“It’s really quite simple. I need someone who knows their way around the Casinos in places like Monte Carlo and Marbella. That’s you.”

She stopped and looked up at him. In the fading light, his eyes were hard to read. “Josh,” she said, “you don’t need my help to lose your money. You’ll find any number of casinos willing to relieve you of your American dollars. Trust me.”

“Yes, I’m aware of that. But you gained some amazing insight doing that article on casinos. You know from experience how things work. I’m interested in the private gaming rooms. The back rooms, as it were – away from the public spotlight. You have the connections to get me into those games.”

“That may be true, but why would I even consider doing what you ask?” She held up a hand. “Never mind. Don’t answer that.” She slipped out of her sandals and picking them up she set out across the grass, heading for the main house. “I don’t even know why I’m talking to you.”

“Yes you do.” His tone was suggestive, intimate almost.

“I knew you were going to say that!”

“See? We’re just like an old married couple already.”

“Can’t you be serious?”

With one smooth movement he reached out and caught her in the circle of his arms. “All right,” he said, eyes searching her face. “You’re talking to me because deep down, the idea excites you.” She tried to pull back, but he held her firmly. “You’re unattached and your best friend has found herself a wonderful guy. You’re feeling left out and I’ve come along at just the right moment.”

She lifted her chin. “If you thought I’d jump at the chance to run off with some good-looking, poker-playing rich American cowboy, you misjudged me. A lot.” She looked at him defiantly. “I suppose you also thought we’d have a little hot sex on the side.”

A slow, lazy smile transformed his face. “The sex is optional, but I could accommodate you if you insist.” His grip tightened.

“You insufferable bastard!” Olivia swung at him with a clenched fist.

One hand snaked out, catching her by the wrist before she could strike him. He pulled her closer, his thigh lodged between her legs. For one irrational moment she wished that he would kiss her.

She sucked in a ragged breath, trying to bring her traitorous emotions back under control.

“Remember you’re the one who brought up sex, not me.” His eyes held hers, and then slid down to her mouth. “But the offer still holds.”

He released her arm and she stepped back, surprised that her legs still supported her. “Don’t do me any favors.” She almost choked on the words.

His eyes glittered, rooting her to the spot. “I’ll remember that.”

Olivia wondered if she’d come to regret that outburst. Josh Morgan was the most exciting man she’d met in years and there was no doubt in her mind that he’d be a fantastic lover. Maybe that’s why the idea of posing as his fiancée rankled. She’d never know where she stood in the relationship he’d just proposed. Then why did it appeal so much? She turned away from him and continued walking, her mind whirling with possibilities. 

His fingers brushed her elbow and she shivered. In sharp contrast with their heated exchange, his touch was gentle. For one crazy moment she wondered how his hands would feel on her body. She shivered again.

“You’re cold. Come on, I’ll finish walking you to the door.”

His voice was neutral, and she found herself wishing that the slick, smooth-talking Josh would return. She led him silently around the side of the house and slipped her sandals back on as they reached the driveway. He was right, she admitted to herself. The idea of accompanying him to the Mediterranean did excite her. A holiday alone didn’t hold much appeal right now.

“Here we are.” She paused at the kitchen door. A carefully tended herb garden released pungent scents into the night air. Moths battered their wings against the light above the door. She looked up at him. “Josh, I…”

“Olivia…”

She spoke again. “You first.”

He picked up her hand, and appeared to be studying it in the yellow cone of light. “At least tell me you’ll think about it.” He stroked the back of her hand with one finger, his touch both reverent and sensual. “I think we’d have fun together.”

Every nerve ending in her body can alive, making her ache with longing. Why did he have to come into her life at this time? And how dare he pinpoint with such accuracy that she was alone and craving a diversion? She raised her eyes to meet his, reminding herself of his earlier words. He wasn’t looking for a relationship. Based on that, could she go with him? She didn’t know.

She pulled her hand away. “You’re probably right. It would be fun. But right now I don’t think I’d be very good company.”

“I can’t imagine you being anything other than delightful company.” He grinned. “You certainly know how to speak your mind. I like that.”

The light shone down on his head, gilding his hair and casting his face into shadows. A crisp white shirt did little to disguise what could only be described as a magnificent torso.   She knew instinctively that his body would be firm and tight. She swallowed hard.

“I really should be getting in.” She reached for the door, but he already had his hand on the latch. Her fingers brushed his, sending a jolt of electricity zinging through her veins. “All right,” she said, opening the inside the door and slipping inside.

“Then you’ll come?” Head tilted, he regarded her through the screen.

“I meant that I’ll think about it. See you tomorrow.” She closed the door, praying that he couldn’t hear her wildly beating heart.

* * *

A damp mist hugged the ground the next morning as Olivia rode along the trail leading toward the stables of Haversham Hall. She’d had trouble sleeping last night, plagued by dreams of Josh. She’d finally given up around two in the morning and had crawled out of bed to sit by the open window, reliving every moment of her time with him. There was something about him. Beneath the casual, undeniably sexy exterior he was coiled as tightly as a spring. It was an exciting, disturbing combination. She’d finally gone back to bed and fallen into a sound sleep, but even now those impressions still lingered.

The sun made an appearance over the hills to the east, bringing with it the promise of another beautiful day. She sighed audibly, wondering if she should ask Justine to help her decide about Josh’s audacious offer. Probably not. After all, Justine had enough things on her mind with the upcoming wedding. Besides, Olivia wasn’t sure if she wanted Justine’s input. Her friend’s decisions were usually tempered with a large dose of caution. Right now caution was the last thing she needed despite the warning bells that were ringing in the back of her mind. What she needed was to be with Josh again – to feel that shimmer of awareness that danced over her skin when she looked into his eyes. 

A smile of remembrance lingered on her lips as she rode up to the stable. “Thank you, Steves,” she said, handing the reins to the groom. “I’ll just run over to the house and see what’s keeping Justine.” She set off across the yard, speaking softly to the Irish setter who had wandered out to meet her.

“Hello the house.” She entered the kitchen as the sun spilled through the windows. Alex was at the kitchen table, reading a newspaper.

“Hello, Olivia. You’re up early. Off for a ride, are you?” His gaze drifted back to the paper.

“I thought I was. Where’s Justine?”

“She’s gone back to bed. Asked me to tell you she wasn’t feeling well and that she hopes you’ll come over for a visit this afternoon.” Looking up again he shot her a puzzled look. “But I thought you were riding with Josh. He’s down at the stables now, waiting for you. I told him he could ride Luther.”

“Josh?” Her breath quickened. He must have been inside the stables when she arrived.

“Yes, Josh. You know…tall, broad-shouldered chap. You met him yesterday, or so he tells me.”

“Is that so?” Olivia planted her hands on her hips. “And what else did he tell you?”

“Nothing.” Alex looked at her sharply. “What are you getting at?”

“I don’t know.” She sat down with a soft groan.

“What is it? He peered impatiently over the top of the newspaper.

“What do you know about him, Alex?” Olivia hated herself for asking, but she had to know. “What’s he really like? Have you been to his ranch in Montana?”

Alex lowered the paper slowly. “I met him when I did my military service. We did some joint exercises with the American Special Forces unit. Josh was tops in all disciplines.” He smiled wryly. “And he could charm the birds out of the trees. But no, I’ve never had the time to go to Montana. We manage to get together about once a year, usually when I’m in New York or on the West Coast.” He paused. “I must say, this current visit was a bit of a surprise. He called up and asked if he could pop out for a visit. Why do you ask?”

“Because he’s off to the Mediterranean in a few days, and I’m thinking of going with him.”

Alex reached for his coffee cup and seemed disappointed to see that it was empty. Olivia recognized that he was stalling for time, organizing his thoughts. She waited.

“I would trust Josh Morgan with my life. I want to make sure you understand that.”

Olivia sensed what was coming.

“But getting involved with him is something else altogether. Not a wise idea, Olivia. He’s wealthy, he’s charming, and women can’t seem to get enough of him. He’ll break your heart.”

She nodded, but she wasn’t really listening to his warning. “Special Forces? Isn’t that the equivalent of our SAS?” Her antennae had popped up at the mention of Special Forces. Could there be a story here?

He sat back and looked at her and for a moment it was as if he were somewhere else. Then his eyes focused on her again. “They’re a special breed of men, Livvy. They have their own set of rules.” He toyed with his cup. “Having said that, I have to tell you I admire him greatly. But my advice is, don’t get involved.”

“Who said anything about getting involved?” She forced a light laugh. “That’s the last thing that interests me.” She rose and poured more coffee into his cup, resting her hand briefly on his shoulder. “Thanks, Alex. Thanks for helping me to make up my mind.”

She stepped out into the warmth of the rising sun. This scenario was getting more interesting by the moment. She made a mental checklist. Charismatic American.
Wealthy rancher. High stakes poker. Former member of America’s elite Special Forces. Her nose twitched, the way it always did when she sensed a potential story.

She walked slowly down the steps, her decision made. It was a perfect morning for a ride. Long strides took her to the stable where she hesitated for a moment before stepping into the comparative gloom.

“Good morning, Olivia.” His voice curled around her like a lover’s arms, awakening every fiber of her being. Dammit, why did he have to affect her like this? He stood between two horses, holding their bridles loosely. He turned to her horse. “She’s a beauty,” he murmured. The horse whinnied softly in response. It was impossible! He’d even charmed her horse.

“I know I’m imposing, but I have to return to London today to take care of some business. This seemed like a good time to see if you’ve made a decision.” He waited for her to mount, and then swung up into the saddle. Impressed with his ability to handle Alex’s temperamental horse, Olivia watched him covertly. In spite of his size, he moved easily, his hands gentle but firm on the reins. Smiling to herself, she led the way, giddy with the sweet smell of the morning air and the undeniable appeal of the man riding beside her. Riding in companionable silence, he matched his pace to hers. They reined in on a rise overlooking rolling farmland. In the distance, a tractor made the first cut around the perimeter of a hay field. From this vantage point, it resembled a child’s bright toy.

“Let’s sit for a moment.” She tied her horse to a nearby tree and sat down unceremoniously, draping her arms over bent knees. He copied her position, watching her expectantly.

“One question,” she blurted, turning to him. “Why do you want me to pose as your fiancée. Why not introduce me as your girlfriend? It would be so much simpler.”

He studied her silently for a moment, a range of emotions flickering across his face. “Mostly out of respect for you.”

She gazed across the valley as the morning mists curled upward, evaporating under the heat of the sun. His answer took her by surprise and she sucked in a deep breath. “Do you still want me?”

The words hung between them like an unexploded bomb.

“Absolutely.”


Olivia avoided his eyes. “You know what I mean.”

“Yes, I know what you mean, but I’m wondering why you decided to do it.”

“Does it matter?” She looked at him levelly.

“I suppose not.” His eyes searched her face, lingering on her lips for a tantalizing moment. “At the risk of angering you, I think that now would be a good time to go over the rules.”

So much for hearts and flowers. “Aha,” she said. “The Rules. That rather takes the romance out of it, wouldn’t you agree?”

He chuckled softly. The sound was like dark, liquid velvet. “That’s up to you, Olivia, but we both have to know where we stand.”

“Well yes, of course.” She bristled slightly. What had she expected? Happily ever after? After all, she had her own agenda now. She needed to get a grip. “So what did you have in mind?”

“I’ll be introducing you as my fiancée. If anyone asks, we met in Scotland and I’ve been pursuing you ever since.”

A small smile flirted with her lips and she nodded her head. “That’s such a ridiculous story, people just might believe it.”

“And we’ll have to sleep together. After all, if we’re engaged…”

She couldn’t believe her ears. “Let me get this straight. Not only do you expect me to open doors for you, but you expect me to sleep with you as well?”

“A poor choice of words.” He seemed to be enjoying himself. “We have to at least occupy the same suite or our cover story will be blown.” His voice lowered. “Ideally, we should sleep in the same bed, but I suppose that’s too much to expect on such a short acquaintance.” He stood up, towering over her.

Olivia jumped to her feet. “You know, I thought I could get to like you, but you’re just another cocky American, aren’t you?” She walked a few steps down the hill, then turned back to him, shaking her head. “I was insane to think that this would work. For a moment there I actually thought I might enjoy your company.” She stopped abruptly, surprised at the words that had just come out of her mouth. Why was she speaking so openly to this infuriating stranger?

  A gust of wind blew her hair forward, into her eyes. Reaching out, he raked his fingers though it, tucking a piece behind her ear. “I shouldn’t have teased you, Olivia. I’m sorry.”

Her rage subsided and was replaced immediately by a stab of disappointment. “You were teasing?” A fluttering sensation settled in the pit of her stomach as his fingers brushed her cheek.

He nodded, looking at her as though seeing her for the first time. “You know, I didn’t expect you to be so attractive.” His voice was raspy with emotion and he stood up, seemingly engrossed by the activity in the hayfield far below.

Olivia’s mind reeled. Either he was genuinely sorry, or he was an excellent actor. “Is it too late to hear the rules?”

He didn’t answer for a full minute, and she wondered if he’d changed his mind. When he spoke, his voice was flat. “The most important rule is that I can’t fall in love with you.”

Biting back the sharp retort that sprang to her lips, she spoke to his broad back. “Sorry to disillusion you cowboy, but I don’t want you to fall in love with me.”

His response came back quickly. “Good, because no matter how I may act toward you in public, I need you to remember that.” He sat down again, his expression devoid of emotion.

“Okay, but I’m not sure I understand.” She really didn’t.

He picked up a small pebble, examined it then tossed it aside. “Because high stakes poker can be exhausting and I’ll need every scrap of energy to focus on the games. I can’t do that if I get involved.”

Olivia’s throat closed up, and she hoped that her disappointment didn’t show on her face. She tossed her head, tried to appear casual. “So that speech you made earlier was all a come-on?”

“And which speech would that be?” 

“The one about sex being optional.” She couldn’t believe she’d just said that!

“Ah, that speech.” His face came alive again. “Nothing’s changed in that department, but it would have to be your idea. Even then, you need to know that I won’t fall in love with you.” His jaw tightened. “I can’t.”

She nodded slowly. “I think I get the picture.” Her voice sounded hollow. “When do you want to leave, and where are we going?”

“I leave for London late this afternoon. Can you be there the day after tomorrow?” His tone was surprisingly businesslike. “I’ll be at the Dorchester. Call and let me know when you’re arriving.”

Olivia thought quickly. That would give her time to plan her wardrobe and enjoy a nice long visit with Justine. “That’s fine,” she said, standing up and brushing off her trousers.

Josh unfolded himself and stood up. His jeans clung to him in all the right places and for an insane moment she wondered what he would look like naked. He turned to her, and she dragged her eyes away from the sinewy muscles of his thighs.

“I thought we’d try Monte Carlo first. Then perhaps Marbella. That is, unless you have any other suggestions?” He hovered over her, blocking out the sun.

“That sounds good. I know people in both places.” She was having difficulty breathing, with him standing so close.

“I thought you might.” He reached out and brushed the back of his fingers against her cheek. The caress was so delicate, so gentle she might have imagined it. “You really are a beautiful woman,” he said huskily. “Thank you for agreeing to go with me.”

Olivia’s knees threatened to buckle, but she managed to remain upright. She lifted her chin.

“Alex said he would trust you with his life.” Her gaze didn’t waver.

He looked deeply into her eyes. “You can too,” he said, his voice barely audible. “You have my word on it.”

Olivia nodded, wondering how he would react if she’d told him what she really felt. That it wasn’t her life she was worried about – it was her heart.

* * *

“And that was it?” Justine’s voice rose. “You agreed to go with him after what Alex told you?”

Olivia slid off the bed where Justine was still recovering from a bout of flu. She wandered over to the window. “Yes, I did.” She ran her fingertips over her cheek, recalling Josh’s delicate touch. “There’s something about him, Justine. He’s…oh I don’t know what it is precisely, but I trust him.” She turned back to the bed. “I also sense a deep sadness in him. He tries to hide it, but a couple of times…” She shook her head.

Justine pulled up the duvet and lay back on the pillows, watching her friend through eyes that were half closed. “I hope you know what you’re doing. You say you’re going because you feel there might be a story there but are you sure you’re not kidding yourself about that? So what if you have a good time? At least you know where you stand and he’s certainly easy on the eyes.”

“He is rather delicious, isn’t he?” Olivia smiled. “And the air around him crackles with excitement. At the very least I can write a story about a rich American gambling his way through some of the most exclusive clubs in Europe.”

Justine looked at her friend, suddenly serious. “I want you to promise me one thing, Liv.” She frowned. “No, two things. Promise me you’ll enjoy yourself. Lord knows, you’ve earned a holiday. Have fun.”

“And the second thing?” She knew what was coming.

“Remember what he said. Don’t fall in love.”

For a brief moment it was as if Josh was in the room with them, waiting for her response. “Don’t worry,” she said. “Falling in love is the last thing I’ll be doing on this trip.”






  









Chapter Three
 

Josh made his way unerringly through the warren of streets surrounding Covent Garden, dodging the ever-present throngs of tourists and kamikaze bicycle couriers. He slipped into a small side street and made his way to an unremarkable old building, the granite façade stained and pitted by decades of London smog. Speaking into the intercom he announced himself, aware that he was being scrutinized over the high-tech surveillance camera. The procedure was repeated in the foyer and he was admitted to the headquarters of IATO, the elite international anti-terrorism organization.

“Hello Colin.” He shook hands with the head of British Operations. “Good to see you again.”

“Welcome back.” The Englishman’s piercing green eyes seemed to see right through him. “The team is waiting for us in the conference room.” The wall slid silently open, and three heads turned in unison.

“Hello Sir.” A tall black man sprang up, a smile of greeting on his face. “Thank you for requesting me for this assignment.”

Josh clapped him affectionately on the shoulder. “Hello, A.J.” A member of his former team, the pilot’s skill with helicopters was unmatched. He, more than anyone, knew how important the mission was to Josh.

Josh turned to greet the two remaining men at the table.

David Miron, an intelligence officer with Mossad nodded hello, his dark, penetrating eyes signaling acceptance. The third man rose, his movements assured. “Glad to have you on board,” he intoned smoothly, his firm handshake across the table a mere hint of the strength hidden beneath the elegantly cut jacket. Josh recognized Dirk Grant, sensing immediately that the stories he’d heard about the legendary SAS agent had their basis in fact. Each of the men at the table had been on more dangerous missions, had seen more horror than any group of men should have to witness in a lifetime. Theirs was a deadly business. Josh had lived with that knowledge ever since he joined the Special Forces anti-terrorism unit many years ago, but nothing had prepared him for the searing anger that changed his life when the senseless destruction of terrorists touched him personally. He took a chair next to A.J. and settled in for the briefing.

Colin strode to the head of the table, tapping a gold pen in the palm of his left hand. “All right gentlemen. I don’t have to tell you that the market in illegal small arms has grown by leaps and bounds in the past ten years.” His eyes rested on Josh and Dirk. “Even those of you who are no longer on active duty will know that after the breakup of the former Soviet Union, arms dealers–and I’m speaking mainly of the middlemen–became billionaires practically overnight. We simply can’t police it all.” His eyes met Josh’s. “Good men are killed every day. That’s why this organization was formed. We have the silent backing of our various governments for the key aspects of our operations; financial, technical, and intelligence. However we operate without the political constraints that hobble too many other efforts.” He paused, making eye contact with each person in the room. “Do I make myself clear?” They nodded as one. “Right, then,” he continued. “Since this is the first time we’ve met as a team, I’ll review the mission. Some of you may have heard this before but bear with me.” A smile flirted with his eyes. “We all need to be on the same page, as you Americans are so fond of saying.”

“With the threat of terrorism sweeping across our borders like a plague one thing has become startlingly clear. Small arms are responsible for many more deaths than larger weaponry. Forget what you’ve heard about ‘loose nukes’. Our young men and women are being killed at an alarming rate at the hands of terrorists armed with RPGs, AK-47 assault rifles, explosives and more recently shoulder-fired heat seeking missiles.” He glanced down at a thin stack of files on the table in front of him. 

“Since the end of the Cold War, the profile of the arms broker has changed. More often than not, he’s a businessman. His motives are anything but political. He’s in it for the money, and he profits by taking advantage of the loopholes in the compromised regulations of many countries. He is familiar with international banking, he is able to arrange covert transportation, and he relies heavily on personal contacts.”

Sliding the files down either side of the table he continued talking. “Rather than cast a broad net, this mission will focus on one man. Thanks to the unparalleled intelligence gathering efforts of Mossad, David has worked up a rather decent profile of the man we believe is responsible for selling massive amounts of arms to the re-emerging Taliban, as well as to Al-Qaeda. This man deals mainly in RPGs and Semtex, but he’ll broker anything. Our sources inform us that his success is due in large part to his impeccable paperwork. His organization provides the all-important ‘end user certificate’ that enables the shipment of arms.” Opening the file, his eyes hardened as he glanced at the picture clipped inside. “Gentleman, meet Jiri Blazek. We need to stop this man. He has defied our best efforts to prove that his activities are illegal. So we’re going to put him out of business by using his strengths against him.” He stabbed a finger at the photograph. “We intend to expose him, discredit him. His entire network is built on personal contacts and his ability to operate discreetly. Potential buyers seek him out at the gaming tables in Monte Carlo, or at private clubs in Marbella. By the time we’ve finished with Mr. Blazek, his buyers will disappear faster than a drop of rain in the Sahara.”

He closed the file and raised his eyes. “While conducting his research, David came across a critical piece of information. He discovered that Blazek’s daughter Eliska attended an exclusive girl’s school in Switzerland in her teens. While there, she roomed with Olivia MacMillan, daughter of Martin MacMillan, a respected London financier. Olivia MacMillan is the only person we know who has had social contact with a member of the family. Some years back, she was invited inside the family compound in the Costa del Sol.”

The three men listened intently and Josh watched them absorb this information.

“Right, then,” Colin continued. “Fast forward to the present. Blazek runs an import/export business as a cover. It’s so predictable, it’s inspired. He keeps a suite of offices near a marina in Marbella and our surveillance indicates that he also spends several hours a day at his home office. That’s where we hope to find what we need to put him out of business.” He paused dramatically. “And that, gentlemen, leads us to Josh Morgan.”

“Josh has recently made contact with Miss MacMillan and convinced her to travel with him to Monte Carlo, posing as his fiancée. Blazek’s agents frequent the casino there, acting as front men. They screen everyone who does business with him. This is where Josh will make contact. Then, if all goes according to plan, Josh and Miss MacMillan will proceed to the Costa del Sol. That’s where Blazek spends most of his time, and where we hope to destroy him. Miss MacMillan will be our admission ticket to the compound, on the outskirts of Marbella.”

“Excuse me, Colin.” Dirk Grant looked from Colin to Josh. “Does the young lady know about our mission?”

Colin looked at Josh, nodding to indicate that he should respond.

Josh leaned forward. “Colin and I have discussed it, and we’ve determined that she shouldn’t be told unless it’s absolutely necessary. It was a difficult decision to make, but we both think it’s the right one.”

Dirk eased back in his chair. “I agree, but how did you talk her into posing as your fiancée?” 

Josh gave a wry grin. ‘”I’d like to say that it was a slam dunk, but to be candid, the timing was perfect. One of her best friends just got engaged, and I think she was feeling a little left out. Fortunately, she has no illusions about a romantic involvement.” He locked eyes with the SAS agent. “Don’t worry. I’ll treat her with respect. I’ll even try to ensure that she has a good time.”

“Fair enough.” The British agent knew better than to probe further.

The meeting progressed swiftly, with Colin outlining the duties of each team member. Every man at the table had been chosen with care for his special skills in covert operations. As head of the team, Colin’s main focus would be co-ordination. David would continue gathering intelligence; specifically tracking suspect arms shipments. Shadowing Josh and Olivia from one location to another, Dirk’s role would be that of an extra pair of eyes and ears as well as providing physical back-up. A.J., a skilled helicopter pilot, would be stationed on board a British frigate, conveniently on maneuvers in the Mediterranean. Cleared to operate the British Lynx helicopter, his role was to stand by in case of emergency.

“Well, there you have it.” Colin permitted himself a small smile. “Are there any other questions?” The team members glanced around the table, each one seemingly satisfied. “Right, then. When the mission is completed, we disappear from the scene, leaving no trace. Best of all, there will be one less arms dealer. Good luck, men.”

Josh took one last look at the face of the man he planned to ruin before handing the file back to Colin. It was not a face he would soon forget. He left the building and wandered for a few blocks before realizing that he wasn’t absorbing anything around him. He flagged a cab, instructed the driver to take him to the Dorchester, and then sank back onto the seat as the London traffic streamed past the windows. 

“Here you are, guv.”

Josh looked up, surprised to find himself at the distinctive entrance to the hotel. He paid the driver, and was heading for the lobby when he stopped abruptly. Across the street, Hyde Park beckoned, and he walked swiftly to the underpass, almost holding his breath until he burst back out into the sunshine.

His steps slowed and he inhaled deeply, marveling at the normal activities going on around him. He removed his jacket, loosened his tie and sat down under a tree, draping his arms over bent knees.

He missed his ranch. This patch of green was no substitute, but it would have to do for now. The meeting at IATO headquarters had been difficult for him. Everyone in the room knew why he’d come out of retirement for this mission, and yet no one had brought up the painful subject. He’d appreciated that, but now he needed to let his thoughts roam freely…to grab hold of his simmering anger and use it to his advantage. A band of sorrow tightened around his heart as he recalled the day two and a half years ago that was to change his life. He still blamed himself for not being more forceful. His thoughts drifted back in time and he could smell the sweet, clean air of Montana and feel the warmth of the sun on his face.   

* * *

The cattle kicked up a cloud of dust, softening the brassy sun of the late September afternoon. Bunched together at the entrance to the corral, they were the result of a hard day’s work. Tired but satisfied, Josh watched them stream by, and then closed the gate. This was his favorite season, and he gave silent thanks for another successful year. He turned to see Zach striding across the yard, a broad smile on his face.

“What’s up, little brother?” he’d said, removing his gloves and slapping them against his legs. “Did you get your results?” The final year of medical school had been tough, but Josh had no doubt that Zach would be near the top of his class as usual.

“Not for another week.” Zach’s steps slowed and his confidence seemed to waver for a moment but then the smile returned. He waved an envelope in the air. “I’ve decided to do some volunteer work for a couple of years. I’m joining Doctors Without Borders.”

Josh’s world seemed to tilt. “No,” he said quietly. “You can’t do that.”

“Sure I can.” Zach brimmed with self-assurance. “They need medics right now. It will be great experience.”

“But Zach.” His thoughts whirled, tumbling over each other like water in a mountain stream. “Doctors Without Borders operates overseas. You could be sent into some dangerous territory.”

“Yeah. Isn’t that great? The letter says that after indoctrination, there’s a good chance I’ll get sent to Afghanistan.”

* * *

Back in the present, Josh closed his eyes, much as he had done that day. He’d known firsthand the constant danger facing any foreigner who entered Afghanistan. Whether peacekeeper or combatant, they were all potential targets and Josh repeatedly pointed this out to his brother, pleading with him to reconsider. But his words had fallen on deaf ears. Like so many young men, Zach had believed himself to be immortal. “I’ll be fine,” he’d said repeatedly. “You’re worrying about nothing.” And then Josh’s worst fears had been realized. 

Zach’s convoy of three vehicles had been attacked with RPGs northeast of Bagram, en route to aid civilians caught in a fierce battle between opposing factions. Armed men executed the seven foreigners in the group before looting the medical supplies and stripping the vehicle of every conceivable useful part. The shaken Afghans who were spared reported later that their attackers were Taliban.

In his grief, Josh had done an interview with a network reporter. He’d spoken passionately and openly, pointing to the sale of illegal arms to terrorist organizations as being largely responsible for the death of his brother.

In London, Colin Chisholm, head of IATO’s British operation, watched the interview with growing interest, knowing instinctively that he had found his man. Ever patient, he had been looking for someone like Josh for several months. One glance at the American’s record convinced him that he was perfect for the job. Serving with the elite American Special Forces, Josh Morgan’s background revealed a wide range of qualifications, not the least of which was a ruthlessness that would be needed for the current mission. The operation, while outwardly nebulous, had an excellent chance of succeeding. The perfect counterpart, Olivia MacMillan had proven herself to be intelligent and spirited. As he put the plan in motion, he found himself envying Josh Morgan.

* * *

Josh massaged the back of his neck, trying to relieve the tension. Today’s meeting had awakened the agony he’d felt at the death of his brother. For many long painful months he’d blamed himself for Zach’s death. He looked out over the sparkling water of the Serpentine, and his throat closed up as memories of his brother floated tantalizingly in his mind’s eye. Zach at eleven, riding beside him during the fall round-up. Zach at fourteen, his face blotched with tears at the funeral of their parents. Zach at eighteen, fidgeting uncomfortably in the new suit for his graduation dance. But the image that caused the most pain was the photograph that remained tucked away in a drawer of his desk back in Montana. Zach, arms draped around his fellow medics, smiling into the camera with the mountains of northern Afghanistan rising in the distance. Arriving in Zach’s last letter, two weeks after his death, Josh hadn’t been able to look at it for months. The moments of despair were coming less frequently now, but he still blamed himself for his brother’s death. The sorrow would never completely go away. He knew that, and dealt with it in the best way he knew how…alone.

The letters of condolence that eventually made their way to him in Montana were largely responsible for easing his feelings of guilt. Zach’s co-workers spoke of his passion for what he was doing; his belief that he was making a difference. Now when the pain of his loss threatened to overwhelm him once more he would re-read the letters, finding peace in the kind words.

Josh harbored no illusions about the current mission. Destroying one arms dealer would not stop the flood of illegal arms, but it was a start. People would live because of what he was about to do. That in itself was a victory. He picked up his jacket and headed back toward the hotel.

He needed a drink. He sauntered into the bar, attracting admiring glances from several female patrons.

Seated comfortably with his back against the banquette he gazed around the room. Two tables away a woman seated alone crossed her legs, an alluring smile on her lips. The invitation was clear and he studied her appraisingly. She was lovely. He wavered, knowing that her skin would be smooth and pliant under his hands. For a few moments, the pleasure of a woman’s body would drive away the memories that had been stirred up by this afternoon’s meeting. She smiled as though reading his thoughts, but he didn’t respond.

He looked away and suppressed a smile. It was all Olivia’s fault. He’d only spent two, maybe three hours in her presence, but for the past several days, in those quiet moments when he was by himself, she filled his thoughts. The texture of her hair, her incredibly long legs, the way she sat a horse. But most of all he remembered her eyes. Green, the color of a deep mountain lake, they were flecked with shards of rich, golden brown. Flashing with indignation or gazing at him with cool disdain, he looked forward to seeing them again.

Of course that meant he’d have to resume his ‘bad boy’ role. He sipped his drink, lost in thought. When he’d confidently informed Colin that he could convince Olivia to accompany him, he hadn’t had the foggiest idea how he’d accomplish that. But once he’d gone to visit Alex, everything fell neatly into place. He knew from his research that Olivia MacMillan was a gifted writer and he’d studied the photo that accompanied her articles. What he’d seen was a woman who looked boldly into the lens of the camera, her expression coolly confident. But when he met her in person, he’d been unprepared for the instant attraction that crackled between them. WorldView’s decision to give Olivia a much-needed vacation was perfectly timed. That fact, coupled with the knowledge that her friend Justine had recently decided to marry had determined his approach. Olivia was ‘due’ for some excitement of her own, and he unwillingly slipped into his bad boy persona, confident that she would be intrigued.

He’d almost blown it, but it had worked. He didn’t like deceiving her, but for the sake of the mission it was necessary. He finished his drink and left the bar. 

* * *

“Message for you, sir.” The desk clerk handed him a discreetly folded slip of paper. ‘Arriving tomorrow around six.
Can’t wait. Olivia.’ His step was light as he headed toward the elevator. It must be because he was looking forward to some payback. It couldn’t be because he’d be seeing her tomorrow. No, of course not.

* * *

Once on the train, Olivia settled into a seat by the window, grateful that the coach wasn’t crowded. The businessman across from her snapped his newspaper importantly, and she was relieved when he buried his face behind it. As the train gained momentum, her heart began pounding faster. The trip into London wouldn’t take long, and she needed every minute to prepare herself to meet Josh again.

The past two days had been agony. Oh, she’d enjoyed Justine’s company…she always did, but it had been difficult keeping her mind on the conversation. It was a good thing her friend wasn’t a mind reader. Olivia stared out the window without seeing the scenery. For the past two days, her thoughts had never been far from Josh. Had he thought of her? Even a little? She forced herself to focus on the gently rolling hills in the distance. She had to stop thinking like this and start regarding him as potential subject matter. After all, he was everything she didn’t want in a man. Cocky, self-confident, and decidedly dangerous. A shiver of anticipation rippled over her skin and she sat up straight, startled at the direction of her thoughts. If simply thinking about him brought this kind of response, how would she react when she was with him constantly? She’d find out soon enough. 

* * *

Josh studied the indicator board as passengers swirled around him, heading for the trains. He wandered toward the gate as the train came to a stop and the doors opened, spilling passengers onto the platform.

Olivia was one of the last passengers to exit, her self-assured walk making her stand out from the rest of the crowd. He raised a hand and then lowered it, taking a moment to appreciate her inimitable style. Walking through a shaft of sunlight, her short coppery hair gleamed like a beacon and his fingers tensed. A snug black velvet jacket ended at her waist, and her legs seemed to go on forever in supple black leather trousers and black boots. In striking contrast to the rest of her outfit, a softly ruffled white blouse peeked out of the neck of the jacket. She strode toward the exit, black leather bag containing her laptop over her shoulder.

* * *

Olivia made her way through the swirling crowds, then suddenly stilled. There was Josh, leaning casually against the corner of the W.H. Smith kiosk. Their eyes locked, and the other travelers ceased to exist. What was he doing here? She wasn’t ready for him yet.

“Hello Darlin’.” He slipped an arm around her waist, catching her off balance. His eyes sparkled, and she sensed desire in their depths, mingled with amusement. Lowering his lips, he kissed her with an ardor that caused several people to stop and stare. Pressing her palms against his chest, she started to push him away, then remembering that this was for show, she relaxed against him, molding her body to his. His kiss was fierce, hot, and she wanted more. She opened her eyes to see him studying her through dark lashes. 

She pulled back and slipped her arm possessively through his. “It was sweet of you to meet me,” she said, as they made their way toward the exit. “I’ve missed you.” That much was true.

A limousine with tinted windows awaited them at the curb. “Good evening, Miss MacMillan.” The driver nodded as he reached for the door handle.

Olivia sank back in the soft leather seat. Josh filled the space beside her, his broad shoulders impossible to disguise, even under the beautifully tailored jacket. He turned to her, a roguish smile playing across his lips and lighting his eyes. “I could make a career out of meeting you in train stations. Especially if you promise to kiss me like that every time.”

“Don’t count on it.” A small smile contradicted her tart response.

He placed his hand over his heart. “I’m crushed. And here I thought you’d been lusting after my body.” 

Olivia wondered how her knees could feel weak when she was sitting down. But they did. Even in the depths of the limousine, his eyes were mesmerizing. 

She tore her gaze away and looked out the window, searching for some familiar object as they sped through the streets. Something to bring her back to reality.

“Oh look,” she murmured. “There’s Marble Arch.”

“Good Lord, what have I been thinking!” Josh slipped his hand into his jacket pocket, extracting a tiny velvet bag. “See what you do to me?” he said good-naturedly. “A few moments with you and I forget all about business.”

He untied a cold cord and tipped an exquisite ring into the palm of his hand. “I hope you like it,” he said, eyes sparkling. “It’s platinum.”

IATO’s budget had been woefully inadequate for the style of ring he needed. Colin had looked at him oddly when he’d stated that he intended to pay for the ring himself. He wouldn’t consider asking Olivia to wear anything less.

“Here, let’s see if it fits.” He bowed his head over her hand, slipping the ring onto her finger.

A sudden pang of longing caught Olivia by surprise. Josh Morgan was an entirely new breed of animal. He was different from any man she had ever been involved with. What would life be like with him? In her fantasies, there would be exotic holidays on a secluded Caribbean island. There would be lazy mornings spent in bed, exploring each other’s bodies. There would be long rides on his ranch, checking on cattle and drinking in the beauty of rugged mountains against the clear blue Montana sky. There would be quiet evenings before a massive stone fireplace, anticipation building deliciously, knowing that they would open the curtains in their bedroom and make love below the dazzling stars. But that was fantasy. This was reality. And with reality came ‘The Rules’.

She glanced down at the ring. “My goodness, it’s beautiful,” she said, holding up her hand to catch the light. “Is it real?”

Josh bristled. “Of course it’s real. I can’t take you to Monte Carlo with a fake diamond.”

The square-cut white diamond was breathtaking in its simplicity.

“I’m sorry,” she said quickly. “But you surprised me. It’s exactly what I would have chosen myself.” She glanced at him from under lowered lashes. “You really are an interesting man,” she said slowly. “Over-confident, infuriating, and far too cheeky for your own good.
But also interesting.”

“Why, thank you ma’am.” The limousine pulled into the porte cochere of the Dorchester and he picked up her hand, bringing it to his mouth for a fleeting kiss. The doorman approached, and Josh shot her a saucy smile. “I have a feeling we’re going to have fun” he whispered. “Are you ready?”
 


Olivia was aware of a change in Josh’s body language the moment they stepped from the limousine. The loose-jointed, slick-talking man disappeared. She doubted that anyone else would have noticed the difference, but she’d relived every moment of their time together, replayed every movement, analyzed every word of their conversations. She may not know what was in his heart, but her interview skills made her a keen observer when it came to gestures, mannerisms, and facial expressions.

The heart-stopping smile was still in place, and he greeted the staff by name with that typical American familiarity that was somewhat unsettling to the British. But there was something else. The set of his shoulders was marginally tighter. His eyes missed nothing. He escorted her into the lobby, one hand resting lightly on the small of her back. He was definitely a man in charge, and she liked it. As she noted the subtle changes she reminded herself that she really didn’t know him at all.

“Would you like a drink, Darling, or would you like to head up to the suite?” His gaze moved to the lobby entrance, where a raucous group had just arrived, then returned to her face. This, she told herself, was a new Josh.

“Let’s have a drink in the room. I think I’d be more comfortable.” She slipped her hand through his arm and gazed up at him adoringly. This part of the charade wasn’t difficult; he really was one of the most handsome men she had ever laid eyes on. Admiring glances followed them as they crossed to the elevator.

“We’re in a two-bedroom suite,” he announced, pushing the door open ahead of her. “I’ve had your bags placed in the bedroom on the left.”

Olivia tilted her head in acknowledgement. She wandered over to the window in the sitting room and pulled back the sheer curtain with one finger, observing the traffic as it sped along Park Lane.

Josh appeared beside her, holding out a glass of champagne. “Here you are, Darlin’.” He’d slipped back into the more familiar persona.

“You don’t have to call me Darling when we’re alone.” She held his eyes over the rim of the glass.

“Just trying to stay in character.”

There was that pang of disappointment again. She glanced back out the window. Why did he have to remind her that he was play-acting? She sipped the wine, scolding herself for such foolish thoughts. He’d made it abundantly clear that this was a job, that there was no chance he’d fall in love with her. She knew that, so why was she allowing herself to dream these foolish dreams, to look past his glib words for a deeper meaning?

Why indeed? She studied him openly. He exuded a manly confidence that didn’t have anything to do with his size…impressive as that might be. No, it was much more than that. He moved with the lithe grace of a jungle cat. Alert and dangerous at the same time. It was a dizzying, beguiling combination.






  









Chapter Four
 

Olivia kicked off her shoes and curled up in a corner of the sofa, tucking her feet beneath her. “You’re not drinking,” she observed, holding out her glass for a refill.

He complied with her silent request, and then sat next to her, looking surprisingly comfortable in the elegant surroundings. “I rarely drink when I’m working.”

“Oh for heaven’s sake.” She gestured impatiently. “You don’t have to keep it up when we’re alone.” He raised an eyebrow and she flushed.

“I don’t think that would be a problem.” His bold gaze drifted down her body. “But then that’s not what you meant, is it?” He paused. “I plan to stop by Morgan’s tonight. Check out the action.”

It was remarkable how quickly he could change. One moment he was devouring her with his eyes and the next he was all business. She lowered the champagne glass, her expression thoughtful. “I wonder if Tony Newcombe is still running Morgan’s. It’s been ages since I saw him.”

The club had been carefully checked out, and Tony was still very much in charge. But it was important to let Olivia feel that she was being of some use. He waited for her to continue.

She tapped her fingernails against the side of the glass, still thinking. “I don’t recall ever seeing anyone playing poker there. Of course, the games are very likely played in one of the private rooms.”

He draped an arm over the back of the sofa, his mind focused on the evening ahead. “What I had in mind for tonight was simply to enjoy ourselves.” He grinned. “Show the flag, as it were. I might play baccarat for a couple of hours. If you don’t mind, that is.”

“Of course not, although it all sounds rather James Bond-ish. Am I to dress in a low-cut gown and drape myself over your left shoulder?”

Wariness surfaced momentarily in his eyes. Olivia wondered if she’d said something wrong. Then he relaxed visibly, disarming her with a crooked smile. “Nothing nearly that dramatic. We’ll be flying down to Monte Carlo tomorrow, so we’ll make it an early night. Now…how about some dinner?”

* * *

Shortly after one in the morning they returned to the hotel. Josh undid his tie and slipped out of his jacket before easing into an overstuffed armchair with a sigh. He hadn’t spoken on the way home.

Olivia kicked off her shoes, watching him carefully. She knew that he hadn’t had a successful evening.

She wandered over to the bar. “Would you like a drink?” she asked, breaking the silence.

“What?” He looked up. “Oh, no thanks.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I hope I wasn’t too obvious tonight. Time will tell, but I think I was convincing.”

“Obvious? What do you mean?” She looked at him curiously.

“It’s hard to lose money and make it look believable.”

Staring at him uncomprehendingly, she sank onto the sofa. “Are you saying that you lost on purpose tonight?”

“They remember the big winners and the big losers.” He grinned. “By the time we show up at Monte Carlo the word will have filtered down. They’ll all want a piece of me.”

Olivia shook her head. “You’re amazing.”

“Speaking of amazing.” He pulled up a footstool in front of her. “I was watching you tonight. You were trying to hide the fact that your feet hurt. They’re killing you, aren’t they?”

“It’s my own fault. I usually don’t wear high heels.”

He held out a hand. “Here, give me one of those feet.”

Startled, she obeyed. His hands closed over her foot, both thumbs probing the tender sole. She sighed with pleasure, melting into the cushions of the sofa. “Where did you learn this?” she asked, eyes half-closed.

“Stick with me, kid.”

His Bogey imitation was excellent; she laughed and then offered him the other foot. “You’re a man of many talents, Josh Morgan. Tell me, are there any more like you at home?”

His hands stilled, and he cupped her foot by the heel, lowering it gently to the floor.

“No,” he replied, his voice flat. “I’m the only one.” He stood and gathered up his jacket and tie. “I think I’ll turn in now.”

He hesitated, and Olivia held her breath, hoping that he would explain the sudden frostiness in the air. With an almost imperceptible shake of his head he strode toward his bedroom, pausing at the door. “Goodnight Olivia. See you in the morning.”

She stared at the door for several long minutes after he closed it. Had she done something to offend him? She replayed their conversation in her mind, but couldn’t imagine what she’d done–or said–wrong. Her brow furrowed. There was a lot more to Josh Morgan than he had so far revealed. She wiggled her toes in the plush carpet. Discovering the real man behind the façade was going to be interesting. Very interesting indeed.

* * *

“Do you always travel like this?” she asked, glancing around the small private jet as they flew over France. A steward had just served them coffee, and Olivia sipped appreciatively from the fine porcelain cup.

“Not always,” he replied casually, looking past her to assess the scattered clouds below. “I fly my own Cessna at home. It saves a lot of time.”

   “Yes, I suppose it would,” she murmured, following his gaze. She remained silent for several moments, then turned to face him. “Josh, did I say something to offend you last night? One minute we were chatting away and the next thing I knew you’d disappeared.” She studied him for a reaction, but he looked at her calmly, giving nothing away.

“I owe you an apology for that.” His eyes held hers. “Perhaps someday I’ll explain it to you, but for now, please know that I’m sorry for walking out on you.”

In an attempt to lighten the mood she held out her left hand. The diamond caught the light, sending shafts of brilliance dancing around the cabin. “As you can see, I haven’t completely given up on you.”

“Good, because I have a feeling you’re going to love where we’re staying.”

* * *

He was right. A limousine service met them at the airport and they were taken to a breathtaking villa overlooking the Mediterranean. An older woman met them at the door, hastily tucking an errant strand of graying hair behind her ear.

“You must be Monsieur Morgan,” she said in heavily accented English. “And Miss MacMillan. Welcome to the villa. I am Martine, your housekeeper. My husband Alain takes care of the grounds.” She gave them a short tour through gardens lush with flowers, shrubs and fruit trees. The scent of roses hung in the heated air and bees clustered around massive lavender plants.

The villa’s interior was shaded and peaceful, and Olivia kicked off her shoes immediately, reveling in the cool tile floors.

“Your bedroom is upstairs. Alain will take your bags up as soon as he gets back from town.” A car door slammed, and Martine tilted her head. “Ah, here he is now. I’ll tell him you’ve arrived. Please…” she indicated that they should continue exploring. “You will call me if I can be of help, no?” She scurried toward the kitchen.

Olivia felt immediately at home. “It’s gorgeous,” she said, trying to take it all in. “How did you find it?”

“A friend in London arranged it for me.” Josh glanced around appreciatively. “He has good taste.”

They rounded a corner and Olivia stifled a gasp. An infinity pool hung out over the hillside, blending the pool water with the Mediterranean in the distance. The effect was breathtaking. Terracotta planters of various heights stood grouped around the deck, exotic plants spilling over their sides in luxuriant green cascades. Tucked under a broad awning, a well-stocked bar backed onto the house. 

Olivia slid into a lounge chair under an overgrown trellis, stretching her arms above her head. “I could get used to this.” 

Josh stood looking down at her, an indulgent smile on his face. “I’m glad you like it,” he said softly. “It’s good to see you relax.”

She pushed herself out of the chair and stood in front of him. In her bare feet she had to look up into his eyes. For a fleeting moment, something moved in their depths.

“Thank you, Josh.” She laid a hand on his chest, and was surprised to feel the rapid beating of his heart. “I know I wasn’t very gracious about accepting your invitation, but this is lovely.” She wandered over to the bar, sliding onto one of the tall stools. “Let’s have something cold to drink.”

Josh walked behind the bar. “It looks fully stocked. What would you like?”

“A glass of white wine would be nice.”

“Coming right up.” He removed the foil cap and started to insert the corkscrew. “But there’s a price.” He removed the cork and twisted it off the corkscrew, placing it in front of her. “I’d like to know what made you decide to come with me.” He placed two glasses on the bar, filling them part way.

Olivia studied the pale liquid. How much should she tell him? Her reasons were too tangled, too personal to share, and yet she wanted to tell him about her work. Raising her eyes to his, she searched for a glint of amusement, or condescension, but found only interest. He could be arrogant, cheeky and downright infuriating, but there was something solid about him. Something that she could trust. What had Alex said? Something about trusting Josh with his life. Olivia was beginning to understand why.

“Ever since finishing my journalism course, I’ve devoted myself to my career.” She held up a hand, as though warding off a comment. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve loved every minute of it. But I’ve always been busy. Always had an assignment.” She inched to the edge of the stool in her eagerness to be understood. “And then the other day my editor refused to let me pursue a perfectly good story.”

“What sort of a story?”

“I wanted to follow one soldier in Iraq and describe the war from his point of view. His Battalion is stationed near Basra, and I had permission to live at the base for two weeks.” Her shoulders slumped in defeat. “It would have been great, too. When I came back I was going to follow up with his family here at home.”

“Iraq is a dangerous place right now Darlin’.”

She ignored the endearment with a toss of her head. “Not you too! You sound like my editor. Not only did he kill the story idea, but he made me take a few weeks off.”

“Well in this case, he’s right. Maybe I should thank him.”

“What for?”

“For keeping you alive. For giving you time off.” He bent his knees until his eyes were level with hers. “For giving you a reason to come with me.”

Olivia looked him in the eye. “There’s a little more to it than that.”

“Really?” He moved out from behind the bar and took the stool next to her.

“I asked Alex about you, you know. He told me that you used to be with American Special Forces.” She tilted her head to one side. “I’ve been to Afghanistan and I know there’s nothing ordinary about what those men do.”

His eyes narrowed. “That was a different lifetime for me.”

She nodded. “Fair enough. But knowing that you had been with such an elite branch of the American military intrigued me, and that’s part of the reason I came.” She paused. “That and feeling sorry for myself that my editor turned me down on the Iraq story.”

He lifted his glass, studying her over the rim. “I hate to disappoint you, but the most excitement in my life these days is the odd poker game. Not much of a story there.” 

“One can always hope.” She shrugged. “Anyway that’s why I decided to come with you.”

“And I’m glad you did.” There was a change in his voice. The slick-talking gambler had disappeared.

She gave him a long steady look, as though seeing him for the first time. “Who are you, Josh Morgan?” One minute I think I’ve got you figured out then you go and say something completely out of character.”

He pulled back in mock horror. “Now ma’am, why would you want to go and figure out an old cowpoke like me?” He shook his head. “That won’t do. No siree. That won’t do at all.”

She rolled her eyes. “See what I mean? You’re impossible.” She took a few steps toward the main house. “I for one am not going to let this day go to waste. I’m going to have a swim.”

* * *

Josh watched her walk away, bare feet slapping softly on the tiles. He took a deep breath. It was becoming difficult to maintain the façade of smooth talking, devil-may-care gambler. And to make things worse, Olivia wasn’t anything like he’d anticipated.

As he’d read her pieces in WorldView, a picture of the woman had begun to form in his mind. From the tone of her writing, he suspected that she was driven, always going one step further, setting up just one more interview to add depth to her stories. As a result, her pieces lingered in the mind. Her stories captured the frailty of the human spirit as well as its strengths. And yet he’d ignored those clues that pointed to the woman behind the professional. For some reason he’d thought she would be like other journalists–most of whom cared only about getting the latest story. It had been a mistake to pre-judge her. A big mistake.

He wandered to the edge of the pool deck, lost in thought. He could still feel the way he’d responded when he caught up to her in the greenhouse and how his heart had thudded against his ribcage like a bucking bronco. Had that been only a few days ago?

He smiled. She was feisty and had a sharp tongue. But he’d begun to see beyond the brittle exterior she presented to the world. To his surprise, he’d discovered a gentle, vulnerable woman; a woman who wasn’t even aware that she set his heart racing every time she moved, or tilted her head just so. But he had a mission to accomplish, and that had to be his focus. Zach’s face swam before his eyes and he steeled himself. Tonight the real work would begin.

* * *

“Olivia! It’s a delight to see you again.”

“Hello Gerard.” Olivia took the extended hand, kissing the air on either side of the man’s handsome features. “It’s been a while.” She slipped her arm through Josh’s.   “Darling, I’d like you to meet Gerard Lavoie.” She gestured vaguely around the casino. “This is his establishment. Gerard, I’d like you to meet Josh Morgan, my fiancé.”

The Frenchman smiled graciously, and extended his hand. “You are most welcome, Mr. Morgan. I don’t think we’ve enjoyed your company before?” The dark eyes took in the impeccable tailoring of Josh’s suit and assessed the quality of the ring on Olivia’s hand in a matter of seconds. She noticed the brief flare of interest before he turned his attention back to Josh.

“This is my first visit,” replied Josh smoothly. “And so far, I’m very impressed.” He and Olivia had taken a short tour of the public areas before settling at the bar for a drink.

“What is your game monsieur?”

Josh’s gaze drifted across the casino, where elegantly dressed patrons mingled with sunburned tourists. “I dabble at bit baccarat, but my main interest is high stakes poker.” His eyes came back to rest on Gerard’s face.

“Ah yes. This has become the game of choice for many people in America, n’est-ce pas?”

“It seems that way.” Josh smiled politely.

“I believe we have just such a game scheduled for this evening in one of our private rooms.” He nodded toward Olivia. “If you will excuse me, I’ll check to see if they can accommodate another player. In the meantime, if you decide to play the baccarat, I’ll find you at the tables.”

“Thank you.” Josh smiled broadly. “I’d appreciate that.”

The Frenchman walked away and Josh turned to Olivia. “Thank you, my dear.”

“For what?”

“For lending me your credibility.” He lowered his voice. “Your friend Gerard knows exactly how many players there are in that game tonight. He knows their names, and no doubt he has a good idea of their net worth, down to the last dinar, pound or franc. He hasn’t gone to see if there’s room for me, he’s checking me out.”

“Really?”

“Really.” He managed to keep an eye on the new arrivals without being obvious. “These games sometimes go on all night. What do you intend to do if I disappear back there?” He nodded his head toward a shallow flight of stairs behind a red velvet rope.

“I’ll probably play some roulette.” She sipped her champagne cocktail. “I’ll get a taxi if I want to leave before you’re finished. I’m on a holiday, remember?”

“That you are.” He stood up and offered her his hand. “Let’s take another walk around.”

He slipped his arm around her waist and she leaned into him, glad of an excuse to enjoy the solid comfort of his body. He guided her smoothly among the tables, and she nodded to several people she recognized. Being on his arm was intoxicating, and his comments as they passed the various gaming areas barely registered. With a shock, she realized that she wanted to know this man in the most intimate fashion. She wanted to run her fingers through that shock of dark hair; she wanted to kiss him–right there, on that spot on his neck. She wanted to…

“…so if you don’t mind I’ll play a few hands of baccarat while I’m waiting.” He stopped and looked at her strangely. “Are you all right?”

She swallowed with difficulty. “I’m sorry, Darling. My mind was somewhere else.”

He tipped up her chin, looking deeply into her eyes. Surely he didn’t know what she’d been thinking! “I was saying I think I’ll play baccarat for a while.” He leaned down and whispered in her ear. “And whatever it was you were just thinking about–hold that thought.” He slipped into an empty chair and she backed away, her face aflame.

Olivia made her way to the roulette table, glancing back over her shoulder to where Josh was introducing himself to the others at the baccarat table. His remark had unsettled her, and she nodded distractedly to the other players.

Within a very short time, her pile of chips had grown considerably, and she looked at it in surprise. She didn’t recall placing her bets. She gathered her winnings and made her way to the wicket, converting her chips to Euros. En route to the bar she paused at the baccarat table. Josh was dealing the cards smoothly, and he looked up as she paused on the other side of the table. For a brief moment their eyes locked, and the rest of the players in the casino ceased to exist. The air between them seemed to sizzle with the intensity of his gaze before he turned his attention to the plump woman on his right, dealing her two cards. Watching his hands deal the cards, her throat went dry and she turned away, shocked at the erotic nature of her thoughts.

Settling into a comfortable chair at the bar, she ordered American coffee and a Remy. She didn’t enjoy gambling…a fact she had taken great pains to hide when she worked on her piece about European casinos. During the assignment, this had always been her favorite time; watching the actions of the international crowd who considered their vacation incomplete without a visit to the casino.

“Excuse me, aren’t you Olivia MacMillan?” A tall, elegantly dressed Englishman stood by her table, a tentative smile on his face. “I’ve been trying to figure out where I’ve seen you before, and it finally registered. I’ve read your work in WorldView.” Pale blue eyes smiled down at her. “May I join you for a few moments? My luck seems to have deserted me this evening.”

Olivia assessed him rapidly. Blonde hair contrasted pleasingly with a deep tan. This was no office-bound businessman. If he was aware of her scrutiny, he gave no indication. She indicated the chair opposite. “One can hardly refuse a countryman.” She smiled warmly, extending her hand. “Please call me Olivia. And you are?”

“Dirk Grant.” He folded his lanky frame into the chair next to her, his eyes making a quick sweep of the casino as he did so. “At the risk of sounding forward, are you with someone?”

“Yes, I am.” Olivia looked toward the baccarat table, but Josh was no longer in his seat. “He’s playing poker in one of the private rooms.”

“Then you could be in for a boring evening.”

“Not at the moment.” Olivia grinned. “Actually I was sitting here thinking about how much I enjoy people watching. I like to think one can tell a lot about people by how they react to situations.” She paused. “I suppose that makes me a bit of a voyeur, but in my business it’s important to watch for subtle signs.” She picked up her coffee. “Enough about me. Are you here on vacation?”

He leaned back in his chair and ordered a drink from a passing waiter. “It may look that way, in fact I hope it does, but I’m actually studying the operation of various casinos. A group of businessmen I know in Manchester have applied for a gaming license and I’m here unofficially, seeing how they do things.” He grinned. “After all, the Europeans have been doing it, and doing it well for a good number of years.”

“In that case, you must meet Gerard.” She twisted around in her seat, scanning the gaming tables. “He runs this casino. I don’t see him right now, but I’d be happy to introduce you.”

“No, no, no.” He held out his hands, palms outward. “We’re keeping our plans quiet until everything is in place. The partners wanted me to see the other operations from the point of view of a customer. If I introduce myself, I’d lose that opportunity.”

“Yes, I can see how that would change things.” She turned back to him. “So what do you do when you’re not checking out casinos?”

“I have a small consulting firm. I do feasibility studies for new businesses. Small hotels, restaurants and the like. It’s mostly demographics coupled with economics.”

Olivia tilted her head to one side, looking at him curiously. “You don’t look like a numbers-cruncher to me.” She cupped the bowl of her brandy snifter, swirling the liquid thoughtfully. “No, I would have pegged you as more of an outdoors type. I don’t know, something to do with a sports team, or a surveyor, or an estate manager.”

The blue eyes crinkled. “Always the journalist. Speaking of which, tell me about your visit to Afghanistan. That was a remarkable series of articles, by the way.”

Olivia warmed to the subject, relating in equal measure the hardships and the joys of her recent assignment. Dirk encouraged her, asking insightful questions which she was only too happy to answer.

The last of her coffee was cold when she drained the cup. Glancing at her watch, her eyes widened. “My goodness, it’s one thirty. I’ve been jabbering away for well over an hour.” In truth, it had been enjoyable having such an attentive audience. She stifled a yawn and shot him an apologetic glance. “Josh warned me he might be late. I think I’ll go home without him.”

Dirk stood up, offering his hand. “Allow me to accompany you. I’ll be getting a taxi anyway. I can drop you off.”

He assisted her to her feet, holding her hand for a fraction longer than was necessary. “I’d appreciate that, thanks.” She looked toward the private gaming area. “I wonder how he’s doing?” she murmured softly.

“Your friend?”

“Yes.” She glanced again toward the roped off area, unaware of the longing in her voice. “I’m guessing I won’t be seeing him for a few hours yet.”

The doorman secured a taxi and Dirk settled her in the back seat. Olivia gave directions, and within minutes they were at the villa.

Dirk jumped out and ran around to the other side, opening her door. “Thank you for the company,” he said, offering her a hand. “I enjoyed hearing about your adventures.”

“I suppose I should apologize for boring you like that, but I don’t often have such a good audience.” She smiled into his eyes. “Goodnight, Dirk.”

He watched silently as she disappeared down a path lit by small garden lights, and entered the house.

“That Josh Morgan is one lucky bastard,” he growled to himself, getting back into the taxi. “I hope he knows that.”

* * *

Olivia slipped off her shoes and made her way through the silent house. Light fixtures mounted low on the walls spilled pools of light on the tiled floors. In the master bedroom, the huge king-sized bed had been turned down, pillows plumped invitingly.

A gentle breeze stirred the sheer curtains that hung loosely between the bedroom and the balcony. Olivia stepped outside and inhaled the sweetly scented air. She fingered the ring on her left hand, overwhelmed by a sense of unreality. Here she was, in a breathtaking villa overlooking the Mediterranean and she was alone. She shook her head sadly. Even if Josh were here, she would still be alone. For hadn’t he made it clear that there would be no lasting involvement? But then she didn’t want to become involved with him…did she? She looked down at the large diamond and laughed, but it was a dry, mirthless sound. Was she being honest with herself? Probably not. But one thing she did know for sure. If she wanted to avoid a broken heart all she had to do was pack her suitcase and go home. But that wouldn’t be fair to Josh. He’d made his position clear from the outset, and she had agreed to The Rules as she now thought of them. She gave a soft snort of derision. Everybody knew that even the strictest rules were made to be broken.

* * *

Josh gathered up his winnings and nodded to the remaining players. He stood up slowly, aching from the long hours of concentration. On his ranch, he thrived on long work days and little sleep. During roundup he could ride for hours searching for strays and not feel this exhausted. He made his way into the public area, deserted now in the early morning hours. Vacuums hummed as the cleaning crew got ready for another day.

Outside, the sky was suffused with a pale glow, heralding the imminent sunrise. Removing his tie, he slipped it into the pocket of his jacket. He looked up and spotted Dirk coming toward him. “How did it go?” the Englishman asked casually. “You look beat.”

The two men strolled along the broad esplanade. “I am, but I made an interesting contact. Did you see the short heavyset man who left before me?”

The SAS agent nodded. “He looked familiar. I snapped his picture.”

“Good. I’m fairly sure I saw his face in the briefing file on the Czech syndicate. He mentioned a couple of times that he’s meeting someone tomorrow. Seemed rather anxious about it.” He scrubbed his face with the palm of his hand. “I need a shave.”

“What you need is a few hours of sleep.” Dirk clapped Josh on the shoulder. “Good work. Oh, by the way, I met Olivia at the casino.” His eyes darted sideways. “She’s quite a woman.”

Josh nodded. “I’m just beginning to realize that, although I dread the day she finds out why she’s really here.”

“I know what you mean. In the meantime, let’s just concentrate on making contact with Blazek.” He waved down a taxi. “Here’s a good sign. A taxi at this time of the morning.”

Josh sank thankfully into the back seat. Dirk leaned into the window. “Don’t be surprised if you see me tonight.” He slapped the roof of the car and watched it speed off just as the sun rose over the horizon, turning the sea into a sheet of sparkling gold.

“Bonjour, monsieur,” Martine called cheerfully as he entered the villa. “Can I bring you un café this morning?”

Josh slipped off his shoes and socks, rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and undid the top two buttons of his shirt. “That sounds wonderful, Martine.” Stretching out on a lounge chair under the trellis, he fought the sudden lethargy that threatened to pull him under, but by the time the Frenchwoman returned with his coffee he was sound asleep, his hand trailing on the deck. With an understanding shake of her head, she placed the coffee beside him and withdrew silently.

* * *

Olivia stretched luxuriously, awakened by the brilliant light. She was rested, hungry, and surprisingly enough, she wasn’t missing work at all. After a quick shower, she pulled on a bathing suit and tied a pareu around her slim hips. She ran lightly down the stairs and came to a halt beside the pool.

Slumped onto a chaise lounge, Josh lay with his head to one side, sound asleep. A cup of coffee sat on the table at his side and she touched it, surprised to find that it was still hot.

Very quietly, she placed a chair beside the lounge and picked up his coffee as she sat down. Sipping it slowly, she studied him. His beard had darkened overnight, lending him a rakish, dangerous look. Fighting the sudden urge to reach out and touch the stubble on his cheek, she clutched the coffee cup with both hands.

Even sound asleep, his body appeared firm and hard. Dark chest hairs showed through the open neck of his shirt, and a powerful awareness rippled through her body. Her eyes roamed hungrily over his body, lingering on the muscled forearms. She had a sudden picture of him repairing fences on his ranch, his body toned in a way that couldn’t be duplicated by working out in a fitness club. With a soft sigh she continued her inventory, noting the strength in his thighs, no doubt from riding, and ending where his feet hung over the end of the lounge.

“Do you see something you like?”

“Yes… uh, no.” She was uncharacteristically flustered. “Don’t do that to me, Josh. You frightened me.”

Swinging his legs over the side of the lounge he shook his head. “I’m not the one sneaking up on people while they’re sleeping.” His eyes were bemused. “Here, give me a swig of that coffee.”

With one long gulp he drained the cup, handing it back to her. “As you no doubt gathered, the game went on until early this morning.”

“Was it what you expected? Did you win?” Her words tumbled out, and she pulled back. “Oops, I didn’t mean to be nosy. It’s the journalist in me, I suppose.”

He managed a chuckle. “It was good. And yes, I managed to do rather well.” He massaged the back of his neck with one hand. “I hate to admit it, but I’m out of shape.”

Jumping up, she patted the chair. “Sit here.”

“Why?” He eyes the chair warily. “I don’t think I can make it that far.”

“Don’t be a sissy.” She patted the chair again. “I’m going to give you a massage and put you to bed.”

“I think I’d prefer it the other way around,” he mumbled, easing into the chair with an exaggerated sigh.

“In your dreams.” She was thoroughly enjoying herself. “Would you like another coffee?”

“Love it. Someone drank mine.”

“I’ll be right back. Take off your shirt.”

She ran into the kitchen and asked Martine for two more coffees. Then she raced up the stairs, returning with a bottle of suntan oil and a hand towel.

“Here I am.” The words died in her throat, and she gave a quick prayer of thanks that he was sitting with his back to her. Even at its most vivid, her imagination hadn’t prepared her for the sight of his body. With trembling hands, she poured some oil into her left palm, then rubbed her hands together briskly.

“It’s not massage oil, but I think it will do.” Her hands skimmed over the taut muscles of his shoulders, lightly at first and then increasing the pressure, eliciting a sigh of pleasure. His skin was just as she had imagined…smooth and taut. She ached to explore every inch of his body and was struck with a jolt of desire that left her breathless. Her hands stilled for a moment. She couldn’t allow herself to think like this. Josh Morgan was forbidden fruit. Hadn’t he made that clear from the very first? Resuming the slow, soothing massage she allowed her mind to drift, recalling the way he had looked at her last night in the casino. Had he been acting? Somehow she didn’t think so. She could still feel the warmth of his body as he slipped his arm around her waist, and she closed her eyes, savoring the memory. 

“Eh voila.” Martine bustled onto the deck, carrying a tray of steaming coffee, heated milk and a selection of pastries.

Grateful for the reprieve, Olivia wiped her hands on the towel. “You were right, your muscles are really tight,” she remarked, busying herself with pouring the coffee. She needed a few moments to regain her composure. “One would think you’re not a serious poker player. Black or white?”

Unseen by Olivia, Josh tensed, then forced himself to relax. “Black please.” He nodded. “You’re right about the poker. It’s not something I do on a regular basis. Especially in the spring when we’re busy with calving.”

“Calving. Yes. Hmmm.” She blew on her coffee, afraid to look directly at him. Those dark eyes would read her thoughts as though they were tattooed on her forehead. With a resigned sigh, she raised her head. The curly hair that had been revealed at the neck of his shirt tapered into a narrow band, disappearing somewhere south of the waistband of his trousers. A shiny patch of skin caught her eye.

“What?” He seemed amused. “What now?”

“It’s that scar,” she said, pointing to a spot a few inches above his waist. “It looks suspiciously like a bullet hole.”

“Know something about bullet holes do you?” He twisted around, looking down at his torso. “It wasn’t much more than a scratch. You can see where it came out, just back here.”

“You were lucky.” She reached out and withdrew her hand just as quickly. “A few inches farther in…”

“Yeah. I could have been in big trouble.”

“You’re awfully casual about it.”

“I may sound that way…” a shadow crossed his eyes. “…but there’s nothing casual about death.”

“No.” Alerted by his tone, she watched him carefully. “There isn’t.”

Lost in thought, he stared into his coffee cup. Rotating it slowly, he seemed mesmerized by the swirling liquid that remained.

Olivia set down her cup and stood up, walking behind his chair. “You’re tired,” she said softly. “Why don’t you get some sleep?” She placed her hand on his shoulder, and her heart lurched when he covered it with his hand.

“Thanks Olivia.” He rose from the chair. “And thanks again for coming with me.” His fingers brushed the side of her neck, then trailed down her arm, heating every nerve ending along the way. He picked up his shirt and disappeared into the house.

“It’s my pleasure,” she said softly, wondering if her heart would survive the conflicting emotions he aroused in her.






  









Chapter Five
 

Olivia studied her reflection as she prepared to go out for the evening. She chose a simple black dress and found herself hoping Josh would approve. He had wakened late in the afternoon, and then swam endless laps in the pool, tanned arms flashing tirelessly through the water. She’d watched with an absorbed fascination while her heart thudded inside her chest like a troupe of Irish clog dancers. From now on there would be no more fantasies about what his body looked like; it was everything she’d envisioned and more. 

As she appeared on the pool deck he stood up, handsome in a crisp white shirt and dark suit. Discreet gold and onyx cufflinks gleamed at his wrists. He backed up a step and emitted a low wolf whistle.

He circled her with a predatory gleam in his eyes. “You look good enough to eat,” he murmured softly.

His voice reached out and drew her in. It was sippin’ whiskey, it was black velvet, it was hard steel–and God help her–it was hot sex, waiting to happen. She met his eyes as he came to a stop in front of her.

A pulse throbbed in her throat and he smiled, tracing it with his fingertips as his eyes held hers. Lowering his head, his lips brushed her skin where his fingers had been, then trailed lower, lingering in the hollow of her neck. “Olivia,” he whispered, raising his head. “I don’t know what I’m going to do about you.” His lips seemed to suggest a world of new possibilities.

“I have a few ideas,” she murmured as his hands slid around her waist, pulling her close. “And none of them include falling in love.” Mercy, she thought. Where did that come from?

“In that case,” he said with a smile that lit his eyes from within, “I think I’ll kiss my fiancée.”

His mouth claimed hers with a ferocity that buckled her knees. Her arms went around his neck and she heard herself moan softly as his tongue probed between her lips, devouring her until her body was wild with chaos. Opening her eyes, she saw him watching her response, and she made no effort to hide her growing desire. His eyes glittered hungrily, and he slanted his mouth across hers, demanding and yet giving. An exquisite heat curled in the pit of her stomach, aching to be extinguished. She clutched at his jacket, lost in a whirlwind of emotion.

Gasping for breath they pulled apart, lips bruised and trembling. Holding her with one arm he cupped her chin in one hand, brushing his thumb tenderly across her bottom lip. “Don’t look at me like that,” he whispered, breathing rapidly, “or I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

“And would that be so terrible?” She pressed her lower body against the evidence of his arousal. “Responsibility is highly overrated.”

He groaned aloud. “I told your friend Gerard I’d be back tonight and to hold a place at the table.” He planted a quick kiss on her lips. “There are supposed to be some major players coming tonight.”

Olivia blinked rapidly, trying to hide her disappointment. “Well that’s what you’re here for.” She gave him what she hoped was a brilliant smile. “I found a little Bistro this afternoon when you were sleeping.” She slipped her hand into his. “Come on, let’s get some supper.”

* * *

“Oh… I forgot to tell you,” she exclaimed over the fruit and cheese tray. She made a selection and passed it to him. “I met an Englishman last night. He was very nice. So if you see me speaking with a tall blonde man, you’ll know who it is. His name is Dirk.”

“Should I be jealous?” He popped a grape into his mouth.

“Don’t be silly. I’m engaged to you.”

His eyes darkened. “Yes, you are, aren’t you?”

She lifted her chin. “Call me old fashioned, but I dislike deception of any kind. That’s why I mentioned Dirk.” She spread some Brie on a cracker and handed it to him. “And I don’t mean just infidelity. I despise people who don’t tell the truth.” She gave a short laugh. “Sorry about that, but it’s something I feel very strongly about.” Embarrassed by her outburst, she gathered the shawl around her shoulders. Across the table, he regarded her with a combination of admiration and something else… was that guilt? “Anyway, as I said, Dirk is an Englishman, and I enjoyed speaking with him last night. I’ll introduce you if he’s there tonight.”

“I’d like that.” He stood up, offering her his hand. “Let’s go have a look.”

* * *

“Bonsoir Olivia, Monsieur Morgan.” Gerard appeared out of nowhere. He turned to Josh. “You are still interested in this evening’s game?” His dark eyes glanced toward the roped-off area.

“Yes, I am.” Josh slid his arm around Olivia’s waist. “You don’t mind, do you Darlin’?” He nuzzled her neck, sending shivers of delight dancing across her skin. “I’ll try not to be so late tonight.” He looked into her eyes, and her heart skipped a beat. 

Gerard coughed discreetly. “Bien. I’ll look for you when the others arrive. Until then, enjoy the tables.”

Josh kept his arm possessively around her waist. For a few delirious moments she enjoyed the sensation of being cherished. He was easily the most handsome man in the casino, and several women eyed her enviously. She raised her head to find him grinning down at her. He seemed to be enjoying himself, and gave her a sly wink.

The euphoria of moments before fell away like petals from a dying rose. How could she have forgotten so easily that he was playing a role? Her smile faded.

Josh peered at her. “What is it?” His hand tensed on her back. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, I’m fine.” She edged away from him. “For a minute back there I forgot we were play-acting.” She tossed her head, determined not to let him see her anguish.

“Play acting? Is that what you think?” His voice was a low growl. “Do you think I was play acting this evening at the villa?” His eyes searched hers, waiting for the answer that didn’t come. When he spoke again, his voice had gentled. “I think you know the answer to that Olivia.” His fingers brushed her cheek with an exquisite tenderness and then he turned. “I’ll be at the baccarat table if you need me,” he said over his shoulder.

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” she murmured to herself. “That I’ll need you.” She couldn’t let that happen. She knew The Rules, and even though she wished otherwise, she knew he wouldn’t break them.

“Who is that gorgeous man?”

Startled out of her reverie, Olivia turned at the sound of the sultry voice. “Francine,” she said, embracing her friend. “It’s good to see you.”

“And I you. But tell me, who is he?” She rolled her eyes. “He’s a keeper.”

Olivia laughed. “You’re just what I needed, Francine. Where’s Marc, by the way?”

The Frenchwoman shrugged. “He’s around somewhere. We’re expected at the home of some friends in an hour, so we can’t stay long.” She spotted the diamond on Olivia’s finger and her eyes widened. “Is this…” she gestured toward the baccarat table. “This is from him?”

Olivia slipped her arm through Francine’s. “Let’s go have a drink and I’ll tell you all about it.” The two friends made their way to the bar.

* * *

“It sounds like a fairy tale.” The Frenchwoman shook her head, and gestured at the waiter to bring two more drinks. Her eyes grew thoughtful. “I’ve never been to Montana.” As Senior International Correspondent for WorldView, Francine focused her attention on Europe.

“Well I haven’t been there either.” Olivia changed the subject. “So tell me, what are you working on now?”

“I’m working on a story about conflict diamonds coming out of Sierra Leone.” She gave a slight shudder. “Have you noticed how war and terrorism are part of every story we do these days?” She took a sip of her drink, her eyes thoughtful. “Terrorism has changed all of our lives, there’s no denying it.”

“I was thinking the same thing the other day.” Olivia laid a hand on her friend’s arm. “You will be careful, won’t you? I’ve read about how ruthless these people can be.”

“Don’t worry. The Paris Bureau Chief says he’d rather have a live correspondent than a dead one and half a story.”

“Sounds like my editor.”

The two women were soon engrossed in a discussion of their editors, all thoughts of the casino forgotten.

“Hello Olivia.” Marc’s hand lingered on Francine’s shoulder as he slipped into a chair. “Didn’t expect to see you here.”

“She’s with her new fiancé.” Francine gestured across the casino. “The tall one over there.” Josh was deep in conversation with a short, dark man who stood with his back to them.

Marc’s eyes found Josh and his entire body stilled. Turning his head slowly, he stared at Olivia. “You’re not serious, are you?” His tone was one of disbelief.

Olivia watched a range of emotions cross his face, and a flutter of apprehension ran down her spine. She looked incredulously from Francine to Marc.

The Frenchman picked up Francine’s cassis, downing it in one gulp. “Forgive me, please” he murmured, avoiding Olivia’s eyes. “It’s not my business.”

“Marc,” she pleaded. “What are you talking about?” Her eyes darted around the gambling salon. Suddenly it seemed as though the air had been sucked from the room. She took a calming breath. “What is it? Please, you must tell me.”

He looked at her steadily, and his large brown eyes were sad. “Olivia, I’m quite sure your friend is an arms dealer.”

“Josh?” She laughed with relief. “For a moment you had me frightened. No Marc, you’re mistaken. His name is Josh Morgan and he’s a rancher from the States. He’s here to play poker.” She searched for his tall figure, needing to see him again. He had disappeared. The man he had been speaking with stopped at the roulette table.

Francine gasped audibly and she paled. “Marc, take a look at that man. Does he look familiar?”

The Frenchman didn’t turn around. “If you mean the one Olivia’s fiancé was speaking to, yes. He works for the Svoboda family in Prague.

Francine nodded slowly, her eyes bright. “I thought I recognized him, even though the photograph in my file isn’t very good.” She tapped her mouth with a swizzle stick. “His name is Jan, or something like that.”

The room started to tilt, and Olivia clutched the arm of her chair, her knuckles white. “All right, you two.
Enough joking.” Her heart skipped a beat. “You are joking, aren’t you?”

“Olivia, I’m sorry.” Marc’s eyes followed the man as he left the casino. “I was in the men’s room, in one of the stalls. I clearly heard your…” he stumbled over the word. “I heard Morgan say he was in the market for Semtex, and RPGs.” He closed his eyes, as though to erase the memory, then raised his head, his expression bleak. “There was no mistaking what he said. They didn’t know I was there of course, so I waited several minutes, and then I left.”

Olivia’s head began to spin; she was having a difficult time keeping Marc in focus. “You’re sure?” she asked, pushing her hair back over her ear. Maybe she hadn’t heard him correctly.

He nodded. “I’m sorry, Olivia.” He glanced at Francine. “Is there anything we can do? We are meeting some friends for a late supper, but we could drop you off at your hotel.” He gave a classic Gallic shrug.

Olivia was afraid her legs wouldn’t hold her up. “Thanks, but I think I’ll sit here for a few moments.” She picked up her drink with a trembling hand. “I need to think about this.”

Francine scribbled a phone number on the back of her card. “This is where I can be reached for the next few days. Call me if you need me.” Olivia took the card. “I mean it, Olivia. Call me any time.” With a brief kiss on the cheek, she was gone.

Olivia’s disbelief turned to slow, burning anger as her thoughts slipped back in time. She could smell the heavy, humid air of the greenhouse. She could hear his words as clearly as if he were standing beside her. He had been so smooth, feeding her the line about wanting to play poker. And she had swallowed it like some love-starved spinster! And then tonight, at the villa. Her face burned, recalling how she’d responded to his kisses. And all the time he’d been using her as a pawn in his deadly game. She pulled her shawl tighter around her shoulders, and a soft moan escaped her lips. She didn’t notice Dirk enter the gaming room, didn’t see his face light up when he spotted her alone in the bar.

“Olivia.” He stood beside her chair and she looked up, startled. “You look like you could use some company.” If he was aware of her distress, he was wise enough not to comment.

She indicated the chair next to hers with a careless wave. “I can’t begin to tell you what I could use right now.” Picking up her glass, she was surprised to find that it was empty. “Except maybe a drink.
A strong one.”

Dirk looked at her curiously, but motioned for a waiter. “You sound upset about something.”

“You could say that.” Drumming her fingers on the tabletop, she studied them as though they belonged to someone else. She stopped abruptly, then turned to the Englishman. “Dirk, I’d like to ask you something. You look like a man who’s seen a lot of the world. Tell me, are you often wrong about people?”

He shrugged, and seemed relieved at the appearance of the waiter. “Not very often.” He sipped his drink, studying her over the rim of the glass. “What about you?”

“I’m the same.” She thought for a moment. “For example, when I do interviews for my stories, I can usually spot the people who are telling me what they think I want to hear.” She gave her head a brisk shake. “That’s what makes me so angry about being taken in. I’m supposed to know better.” She stared into her glass, and when she spoke her voice was little more than a whisper. “I’m not really engaged, you know.”

He seemed surprised. “You’re not?”

She fingered the diamond on her left hand. A sad smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “It’s a long story. But right now, that’s the least of my worries.”

“We’re talking about Josh, right? That was his name, wasn’t it? The American?”

She nodded, glancing over his shoulder to scan the room. Josh must be playing poker, she reasoned, since he wasn’t at the baccarat table. Oddly enough, she found that she cared how he was doing.

“I met him about a week ago at a reception for a friend.” She unconsciously twisted a corner of her shawl. “He said he needed an entrée to the high stakes poker games. Since I’d done that article I was on good terms with top management people in most of the exclusive clubs. The engagement was simply a cover story.”

“Why did you agree?”

Her eyes flashed and she answered angrily. “Because I had a temporary lapse of sanity, that’s why.” She lifted her brandy snifter, and the liquid burned as it slid down her throat. “But I intend to rectify that. I’m going back to London in the morning. I’d go tonight if I could get a flight, but I happen to know it’s too late.” She raised her glass again, missing the flare of alarm on Dirk’s face.

“Steady on.” He lounged back in the chair. “It can’t be as bad as all that. What’s he done?”

She ignored the warning bells going off in her head. “Actually, it is, and you’ll agree when I tell you what I learned tonight.” She leaned forward. “I found out from a reliable source that he’s trying to buy Semtex. And RPGs.”

Dirk allowed his shock to show. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Someone I trust was in one of the bathroom stalls and overheard the whole conversation.” Unable to face the incredulous expression on his face, she lowered her head into her hands. “Oh my God, what have I done? I can’t believe I blurted that out. It was without a doubt the most unprofessional thing I’ve ever done in my life. Can you possibly erase it from your mind?”

“Can you?”

She frowned. “That’s an odd thing to say. But no. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t.” Her eyes lost focus, staring into another time. “I saw enough death and destruction on my recent visit to Afghanistan to last me for the rest of my life. I saw civilians killed and maimed and guess what? The weapons used were provided by someone just like him. As if those people didn’t already have enough hardships.”

She sat for a moment, lost in thought and then turned to him abruptly, laying a hand on his forearm. “I know I can’t take back what I said, but please believe me that it would be better if you forgot about it.”

He nodded silently. “What are you going to do?” 

Olivia stood up, pulling herself together with a visible effort. “I’m going to get out of here just as soon as I can. As I said, it’s too late to get a flight tonight but I’m going home to pack and I’ll leave first thing in the morning.” She looked at him, misconstruing the concern in his eyes. “Don’t worry about me, Dirk. I’ll be fine.” 

“Maybe so, but I’ll see you to a taxi anyway.” He escorted her outside and into a waiting car. “I’m sorry things worked out this way,” he said with a reluctant grin. “I was beginning to enjoy your company.”

“Good night Dirk,” she said vaguely, leaning forward to give directions to the driver. She didn’t notice him staring after the departing car, his brow creased with worry.

* * *

Olivia tossed her suitcase onto the bed so hard that it bounced on the soft mattress. She had to calm down. First, she would pack. She needed time to think, time alone. Then she would allow herself the luxury of anger.

Within a few minutes, she was ready for her departure in the morning. She slipped into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt, hauled her suitcase down the stairs and shoved it behind one of the massive planters.

She padded back into the house on bare feet and lifted her face to the soft evening breeze. It drew her past the pool, where the moonlight shimmered on the water. Had it been just this morning that she’d massaged Josh’s back, dreaming of a more intimate relationship? “No,” she cried aloud, trying to shut out the memories.

Choking back a sob, she wandered onto one of the paths that wandered through the garden. The scent of lavender soothed her and she inhaled deeply, aware as she did so that her heartbeat was returning to normal. Below her, the lights of Monte Carlo beckoned invitingly. The same lights she’d looked at last night but now the sparkle had gone out of them. 

Seated on the bench, she brought her knees up to her chest and wrapped her arms around them as though warding off any further pain. Then she rested her chin on her knees and allowed herself to think back over the events of the past week.

* * *

The truth was, she didn’t really know Josh Morgan. Dark and dangerous, he had breezed into her life like a sudden summer storm, and she had been swept along, intoxicated by his presence. Looking back now, the signs had been there, but she had ignored them. The way he’d pretended to be attracted to her. That hurt, but she would get over it. The private jet, the villa… she realized now that it was all an elaborate front. She wanted to hate him for what he was, to hurt him in the worst possible way for whatever part he was playing in the insidious world of illegal arms. And yet she had to admit that every touch, every caress–and yes, that electrifying kiss earlier tonight–made her heart sing in a way she’d never experienced before.

Foolish! That’s what she was. Foolish to consider her own feelings at a time like this. He belonged in that dark, sinister world that existed with no regard for other people’s lives. It was too horrendous to imagine.

She tilted her head to one side, as though listening to a distant sound. The hair began to prickle on the back of her neck the way it did when one of her stories took an interesting twist. The pieces of this puzzle weren’t fitting together. Alex had said that he would trust Josh with his life. Could he have changed so dramatically since they’d served their countries together? It was possible of course but why would a rancher from Montana be involved in the sale of illegal arms? Alex had never been to Josh’s ranch so she didn’t know for sure that he was a rancher, but the weathered features, the legs and arms sculpted to perfection by long hours of riding and manual labor…these were definitely not characteristics one would associate with an arms dealer. Her mind raced. Could Marc and Francine have been wrong? Could it have been a mistake?   With a groan of frustration, she raked her fingers though her hair. She wanted so badly to believe in him, that she had almost convinced herself it wasn’t true. But the facts didn’t lie…did they?

* * *

The front door slammed and she slipped off the bench and stepped behind a large flowering shrub, her heart pounding.

“I’ve already told you. She wouldn’t tell me.” Dirk’s voice was pitched low, the tension in it palpable. What was he doing here? Whatever his reason, he sounded like he was losing patience. “How many times do I have to repeat myself?”

“You’re sure you didn’t see her talking to anyone?”

“Listen, Morgan. We’re on the same side, remember?” Dirk covered the width of the patio in a few steps. “Is there anything to drink around here? God! I need a drink.”

“Over there.” Josh motioned to the bar. He shoved his hands into his pockets and stood staring into the pool. “We’re going to have to tell her, you know.” His voice was resigned. “I don’t see any other way around it.”

Tell her what? Olivia edged closer, concealed by the vegetation and dark shadows.

“I know. But I don’t like it.” Ice cubes clinked as Dirk fixed himself a drink.

“Do you have a better suggestion?” Olivia peeked out from behind a shrub. Josh’s face looked haggard in the dim light.

“Unfortunately, no.” Dirk sipped thoughtfully at his drink. “Let’s just be careful not to hurt her any more.”

Josh bristled. “I hear you two got on pretty well last night. Is that a personal request?”

Dirk shrugged. “Take it however you please. Bottom line is, she was more than just a little upset. Let’s go easy on her.”

Josh glanced up toward the bedroom. “I never intended to hurt her,” he said softly. “That was the last thing on my mind.”

“Well it’s a bit late now.” Olivia stepped out from behind the shrub and the two men backed up a step. “Which one of you would like to tell me what’s going on here?”

“Olivia.” Dirk took a few steps toward her.

She held him back with an outstretched hand. “And while we’re at it, what are you doing here?” She jerked her head in Josh’s direction. “With him?” She didn’t trust herself to look at Josh and focused her attention on Dirk. “You two obviously know each other. Convenient, wasn’t it? The way you just ‘happened’ along last night.” She frowned. “Or was it the night before?” She shook her head. “Oh, who cares?” She stalked past Dirk to the bar. “I need a drink, too. Then I’d like an explanation.” She splashed some brandy into a snifter.

Settling herself on the chaise lounge, she looked expectantly at the two men. “All right gentlemen, I’m ready. Proceed.”

“You have every right to be angry,” Josh began.

She cut him off with a wave of her hand. “Forget it, Cowboy. Don’t insult me with your sweet talk.” She looked at him suspiciously. “You are a cowboy aren’t you, or have you lied about that, too?”

He looked confused. “No. I mean yes, I’m a rancher.”

“Well that’s something at least. Now go ahead.”

He glared at her. “I’m trying, but as usual you keep butting in.”

“And I’ll keep doing it if necessary.” She took a small sip of brandy.

He picked up a chair and placed it beside the chaise lounge. “All right. Dirk and I work for an organization called IATO. International Anti Terrorist Organization. Without giving too much away, I can tell you that they are headquartered in London, and draw on personnel, equipment and intelligence from several countries. Dirk is a former SAS agent, and as you already know, I was with American Special Forces.” He picked up her glass and took a drink with an intimacy that wasn’t lost on Dirk. “Your friends were right. I’m letting it be known that I’m in the market for RPGs and Semtex. The right connection could lead us directly to one of the biggest arms dealers in the world. Our intelligence sources inform us that he sells to the re-emerging Taliban, to Al Qaeda–who by the way are also working hard to rebuild, and to anyone else who can afford his product. We intend to put him out of business by exposing his operation.” He glanced at Dirk. “It was sloppy of me not to check the toilet stalls, but we’re counting on you to help us with some damage control on that front.”

“Let me get this straight.” She swung her legs over the side of the lounge. “You both work for some shadowy anti-terrorist organization that nobody’s ever heard of?”

“Well it wouldn’t be very effective if everyone knew it existed, would it?” Josh challenged.

She considered this and nodded reluctantly. “I suppose not.” The enormity of what Josh had revealed was just starting to sink in. “So, you’re not an arms dealer?” Her heart was suddenly lighter. She wanted to throw herself in his arms. Almost as much as she wanted to smack him for deceiving her.

“No, I’m not an arms dealer.” He spread his hands. “I’m sorry you had to find out the way you did.”

Her temper flared. “You’re just sorry I found out. Period.” A sudden thought struck her. “And just where do I fit into this picture? Was it ever about playing poker?”

“We learned that our target frequently meets his contacts while playing poker, making it imperative that I get in the high stakes games. So yes, that was partly it.” He glanced over her shoulder at Dirk, who shook his head in a warning. “But having you as my fiancée gave me respectability. A certain cachet, if you will.”

“Thanks a lot.” His words were starting to sink in. “So you used me.” Her voice was low and tight. “So shame on you.”

“I beg your pardon?” Josh frowned.

She dug down deep inside, summoning every ounce of dignity she could find. She would not let him see how he’d shattered her foolish dreams.

“It’s an old saying. ‘Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice, shame on me.” She stood up. “I can promise you one thing. You won’t get a chance to fool me again. I’m going back to London in the morning.”

“I wish you wouldn’t.” He massaged back of his neck wearily. “I know this is rotten timing, but I have to go back to the casino. There’s a good chance I’ll make contact tonight.” He straightened his tie and slipped into his jacket, then turned to her. “Will you at least listen to what Dirk has to say? I should be back no later than five in the morning. Promise me you’ll stick around until then?”






  









Chapter Six
 

Olivia allowed herself to look at Josh for the first time since he and Dirk had come in. In spite of the dark smudges of exhaustion under his eyes, he was still as handsome as sin. She couldn’t refuse him now. “You’ve got some nerve, asking me to promise you anything.” She turned her back, so that he wouldn’t see the renewed hope in her eyes. “But okay. I won’t leave until after you come back.”

“Olivia, I…” He came up behind her and her stomach fluttered. If he touched her now, she would shatter in a million pieces. “I’ll see you later.”

She nodded mutely, afraid her voice would give her away. Moments later, the front door closed and Dirk cleared his throat.

“Do you think we could scare up a cup of coffee? I have a feeling we’re going to need it.”

“In the kitchen.” She led the way. “The housekeeper leaves a pot ready to go for the morning.” She turned on the light and flicked the switch on the coffeepot. “Cream and sugar?”

“Black thanks.”

“Tough guy, huh?” She busied herself setting cups on the table and sat down with a sigh.

“Right now I don’t feel very tough. I’m supposed to convince you of the importance of our mission and talk you into staying with Josh until we make contact with this arms dealer.” He pulled out a chair next to hers. “Frankly, I’m a bit out of my league. Charm is Josh’s department, not mine.” He gave her a quick, guilty look. “Sorry, that didn’t come out right.”

She waved a hand in the air. “Never mind, it’s true. You know, there have been times when I’ve misjudged people, made some poor decisions, but never one like this. I can’t tell you how painful it is to know I was used.” Her fingers traced the grain of the old wooden table. “There’s that, but to be honest, what angers me even more is that I didn’t see it coming.” The coffeepot sputtered and she stood up, pouring steaming liquid into the two mugs. “I’m a journalist, for crying out loud. I should be perceptive enough to see past that slick patter he gave me when we first met. Josh Morgan has to be the most infuriating man I’ve ever met.”

“Then I guess you shouldn’t have fallen in love with him,” he said quietly.

She was completely taken off guard and his words hung in the air for several moments before she responded.

“Don’t be silly.” Her voice sounded unconvincing, even to her own ears. With a silent shake of her head, she fought the tears that welled up in her eyes. Her fingers tightened around the coffee mug, and the diamond sparkled as if to mock her. Funny how quickly she’d become accustomed to it. Splaying her left hand on the table, she rocked it back and forth, admiring the way the stone reflected the light back into her eyes.

“Anyway, I know better than to fall in love with Josh Morgan. He set out The Rules before we left, just so there wouldn’t be any misunderstandings.”

“The Rules?” He raised an eyebrow.

“Oh yeah. He made it clear that he wouldn’t fall in love with me.” She frowned, remembering the way Josh had spoken. “It was almost as though he were afraid. He said something about not being able to do his job.” She was exposing herself, but what could she lose? Her emotions had already been stripped bare in front of Dirk. “Do you have any idea what that was all about?”

“And after all that you fell in love with him anyway?”

“I’m trying not to,” she murmured. It was a relief, finally admitting it. She stirred sugar into her coffee. “But it isn’t easy.” The understanding in his eyes was almost her undoing, and she glanced away.

Dirk was silent for several moments, and Olivia wondered if she’d overstepped her bounds, if she’d put him in an awkward position. He seemed to be studying the kitchen, but she realized that he wasn’t seeing the row of potted herbs at the windowsill, or the brightly decorated tiles.

“We seem to be sharing a lot of confidences today.” He could have been talking to himself. “I like you, Olivia. I even hoped that we might get to know each other better when this is over, but I can see that isn’t going to happen.” He sipped at his coffee. “So I’m going to tell you something about Josh Morgan.” His eyes looked into the past.

“Josh was one of the top operatives with the American Special Forces Anti-terrorism unit. His specialty was explosives.”

Olivia leaned forward, absorbing every word.

“It wasn’t unusual for us to run joint ops between ourselves and the Americans, or ourselves and the French. That’s how Josh and I came to know each other so well.”

“About five years ago, all three countries were running a joint operation. The French team included a woman.” His eyes softened. “Vivienne. She was fearless, and she was beautiful. We all fell in love with her, but of course she only had eyes for Josh.” He shot her a wry glance. “He was always lucky that way. Anyway, we’d been working out of Marseilles for about a month, on the trail of a huge arms shipment. We suspected that it was heading for Iran or Iraq, through Turkey. Our plans were to raid a warehouse on the docks around four in the morning. Josh and Viv and another Frenchman were on watch when they observed what they thought was an attempt to move the shipment. He radioed for backup and then left them to keep watch while he checked out the back of the warehouse. He was in charge of the operation, and told them to stay put but when the front doors opened she went charging in.”

“Josh took a bullet trying to save her.” He shrugged. “He’s convinced himself that if he’d been there he could have held her back. Maybe he’s right, but I don’t think so and neither did the review board. Anyway, his tour of duty was finished a few months later and as far as I know he didn’t even consider re-enlisting. He couldn’t get back to his ranch fast enough.”

Olivia recalled the look on Josh’s face when he’d outlined The Rules. The fleeting pain that had dulled his eyes.
His comments about death when she remarked on the scar. It was all beginning to make sense.

“And so,” she murmured, almost to herself.

“And so.” Dirk watched her closely. “The Rules.”

Olivia slumped back in her chair, massaging her temples with the tips of her fingers. “Did he love her, this Vivienne?” She held her breath, waiting for the answer.

“Love?” Dirk frowned. “I shouldn’t think so. They worked well together and in tense situations like that emotions run hot, things happen.” He looked embarrassed. “She went after him, but they were about as far apart ideologically as any two people could be.” He gave his head a quick shake. “So no, I don’t believe he loved her, but he did blame himself for her death.”

Olivia absorbed this information. “That explains The Rules, but this new twist about the arms dealer has thrown me for a loop. A few hours ago Josh and I were having dinner in a quiet little bistro and now…I feel like I’ve been on a wild rollercoaster ride.” Her head snapped up. “I just thought of something. I’d better contact Francine and Marc as soon as possible. Marc was the one who told me about Josh. Francine is a journalist, just like me. We’ll have to tell her some version of the truth, and ask her to keep it to herself.” She looked up to see him smiling at her. “What?”

“It sounds like you’re back on board.”

She reached for the phone, eyes sparkling. “Who said I ever got off?”

* * *

“They’ve agreed,” Olivia reported to Josh the next morning. “And she assures me that neither she nor Marc have mentioned it to anyone.”

“And you trust her?” He raised weary eyes.

“Yes,” she said simply. “I do. But there’s one condition.”

“Why am I not surprised?” He sent her an oblique glance, but there was humor in it. “There are always conditions when you’re dealing with a journalist.”

“Do you want to hear this or not?” She stifled her own smile.

He nodded.

“I want the option of writing a story on this mission when it’s over.” She turned to Dirk. “Isn’t that what you called this? A mission?”

Josh rubbed his palm on a bristled cheek. “You’ve been watching too many Pentagon briefings.”

“Well? Is it a deal?”

The two men exchanged glances. “It’s a possibility,” Dirk said slowly. “But we’ll have to run it past Colin.”

“You said you wanted to expose this low-life. What better way than a feature story in WorldView?”

“We’ll do our best.” Josh knuckled his eyes. “That’s all we can promise for now. In the meantime, I need some sleep.” He rose to his feet. “By the way, we leave this afternoon for the Costa del Sol.” His eyes glinted with a fierce determination. “We’re closing in,” he said, exchanging a quick glance with Dirk. “We’ll be leaving here at three.”

* * *

“Why isn’t Dirk flying with us?” Olivia glanced at the empty seats on the private jet. “This seems extravagant for the two of us.” She sipped a glass of chilled wine, thinking how easily she could get used to traveling like this.

“He has his own transportation.” Josh glanced toward the steward and Olivia mentally kicked herself. He picked up her hand and brought it to his lips.

The touch of his mouth turned her insides to jelly. It didn’t matter that it was all for show, her heart still raced at his touch. She crossed her long legs, clad once again in form-fitting trousers which were tucked into soft calfskin boots. An off-white linen shirt completed her outfit.

“I haven’t told you.” He leaned closer, tracing the line of her jaw with one finger. “I like it when you dress like that.” Exerting a gentle pressure on her chin, he turned her head around. The few hours of sleep had restored his energy. “It’s very sexy, not that you need any help in that department.” His gaze caressed her face, coming to rest on her mouth and he lowered his head, his intention clear. Brushing his lips lightly against hers, his tongue traced the outline of her mouth and a soft moan rose from inside her as she leaned into him. His fingers slipped into her hair and for one wild moment she gave herself over to the pleasure of his kiss, returning it with a heated passion that left them both breathing hard. They were dimly aware of the steward leaving the cabin, taking coffee to the crew in the cockpit.

“Olivia.” He sifted his fingers through her hair, pinning her in place with the intensity of his gaze. “I wish things were different between us. That we’d met in different circumstances.”

She was suddenly afraid that he could read her innermost thoughts, and that wouldn’t do. She tossed her head, settling her hair back in place. “I don’t.”

She turned to look out the window…anything to get away from those piercing eyes.

“Why not?” He slid his fingers along her chin, gently turning her head until she was forced to look at him. “Tell me, Olivia,” he murmured.

It took every ounce of strength she possessed not to lean into him for another kiss. “Because then I wouldn’t be having this adventure.”

“So that’s all this is to you? An adventure?”

Was that disappointment she heard? She watched him carefully, hoping for a glimpse of what lay behind his eyes but he gave nothing away. “You’re the one who’s on a mission. You’re the one who set The Rules. Remember?”

He nodded slowly. “Every minute of every day. At least now you can understand why it has to be that way.”

She sipped her wine, absorbing his words. “Ever since I agreed to come with you there are times when I feel completely out of touch with reality. It’s as though I’ve turned into someone else.” 

“You know something, Darlin’?” He picked up her hand and she tried to retrieve it, but he held on firmly. “I don’t think you know who you are, but I’d surely like to be around when you find out.”

She tensed, wanting to hear this but afraid to reveal any more of herself.

“Hear me out. What I’m trying to say is that you’ve been so focused on your next byline that you haven’t had time to get to know yourself. You’re talented, you’re dedicated to your career, you’re a real pain in the butt, and you’re a damned desirable woman.” He leaned toward her and she braced herself for another kiss, but he looked past her out the window. “It looks like we’re approaching Malaga.” He squeezed her hand. “Tell you what. When this is over, you and I will continue this discussion. That’s a promise.”

* * *

“You’re full of surprises,” she said as the motor launch pulled away from the busy waterfront, cutting cleanly through the turquoise waters. The late afternoon sun gilded the tips of the waves and Olivia looked back toward the shoreline and the hills beyond. She’d been here once before but in the intervening years those memories had become hazy. Besides, back then all of her time had been spent on shore with Eliska and this was a completely different perspective. Even so, she scoured the hills, searching for a familiar landmark. Eliska had been a good friend. They had stayed in contact the first few years after school, but careers and travel had intervened, and Olivia felt a pang of regret as she realized that they hadn’t been in touch for years. The launch slowed down and she shook off her reverie as they approached a sleek yacht. Lowered stairs awaited their arrival.

“Here you are, Darlin’.” Josh offered her his hand. “Your new home for a few days.”

The yacht was tastefully appointed in earth tones, blonde wood and gleaming brass accents. Ignoring the living area and the dining salon, Olivia gravitated toward the spacious sitting area at the stern. “It’s beautiful,” she said, eyes aglow. “Could we have our meals out here?”

“Of course we can. Just mention it to one of the crew and he’ll set it up.” Josh leaned his elbows on the starboard railing, studying the buildings strung out along the shore. “Now that’s expensive real estate.”

Olivia moved to the railing beside him, following his gaze. “When I was a teenager, Dad sent me to school in Switzerland.”

He turned to face her. “Did you hate it?” He seemed genuinely interested.

“Heavens no. I loved it. I had a delightful roommate and we used to sneak away from the dorm at night and go into town.” She smiled. “Her family moved to this area while we were in school and I visited once, but I haven’t seen her for ages.” She leaned over the railing, scanning the clear water for fish.

“She’s Spanish then?”

“Oh no. She’s Czech. I think we’re fairly close to their place, but it was a long time ago when I visited, so I’m not sure. Her father built a huge place up in the hills.” She stared into the distance, lost in fond memories. “Eliska and I had what we called our secret code. We discovered that we both loved hot fudge sundaes. I still do, as a matter of fact. But anyway, our motto was ‘Happiness Is a Hot Fudge Sundae’. When one of us was particularly happy, all we’d have to do was mention hot fudge sundaes and the other would know that things were going well. Later on, after we went back home, we’d find cards with pictures of ice cream on them and send them to each other.” She shook her head, as though coming out of a trance.   “It’s too bad we didn’t keep in contact. I liked her.”

He slipped his arm around her waist. “Yeah. That happens.”

She moved fractionally closer. It felt good to be held…no matter what the motive. The strength and confidence he exuded was more powerful than a drug. And she wanted more. An image of him on a dock in Marseilles flashed before her eyes and pinpricks of apprehension darted across her skin.

Looking around to ensure that they were alone, she lowered her voice. “You said to Dirk that you were closing in. Will you be in danger?”

He pulled her into his arms. “Why Darlin’ are you worried about me?”
 She squirmed out of his grasp. “Don’t do that. I can’t think straight.” She attempted a scowl. “And don’t try to change the subject.”

His demeanor changed and for a moment she caught a glimpse of the hard-eyed specialist he had once been. He gazed into the water and she could almost see him deciding how much to tell her. “We don’t anticipate any danger. When we decide to move it’ll be over in no time.” He laced his fingers together, and Olivia could sense him withdrawing. “One less arms dealer selling weapons that kill innocent people.”

“Well I’m all for that.” She laid her hand on his arm. “I’m going to go below and get settled. Can I get the steward to bring you anything?”

“No thanks.” He seemed far away. “I think I’ll hang out here for a bit longer.”

* * *

Josh looked down at his hands. His knuckles were white, but he didn’t see them. He saw his brother’s face, carefree and full of youthful confidence as he prepared to leave for Afghanistan. “Be happy for me,” Zach had pleaded, eager for his older brother’s support. “I’ll be helping people who really need it.” Then he’d turned and trotted across the runway, boarding the small aircraft that would connect with his overseas flight. Josh swallowed painfully at the memory, then dragged himself back to the present.

He stared at the hills, surprisingly rugged and free of vegetation. Blazek’s compound was somewhere in those dry hills. What would they find when they got there? Because they would get inside, he was confident of that. As long as he could bring Olivia and the arms dealer together, getting inside the compound was the easy part. The hard part was waiting. Waiting and controlling his burning desire for revenge. He forced himself to relax. It didn’t matter that there was only a remote chance that Blazek had supplied the weapons that killed Zach. What mattered was that the Czech was a symbol of one of the tragedies of the modern world–the proliferation of terrorism. There were too many men like Blazek; men who chose to ignore the consequences of their activities. Corrupt, amoral men whose only goal was accumulated wealth. 

He was glad they’d teamed him up with Dirk. Where explosives were involved, a two-man team could create havoc in very little time. The beauty of their plan was in its simplicity, and its far-reaching repercussions. Blazek was one of the top distributors in Europe and once he was exposed, other arms dealers would become nervous, wondering if they were next. They would eventually recover, but for a short while it would slow them down. Even one less shipment could save hundreds, perhaps thousands of lives.

If only he didn’t need Olivia. But she was a vital part of the operation and he didn’t see any way around it. If anyone could get him inside the Blazek compound, it would be her.

What was that saying she’d quoted? ‘Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice shame on me.’ If only she knew. He felt an unfamiliar clutch at his heart. If she found out how he was intending to use her for the second time she would walk out of his life and for one heart stopping moment he realized that he didn’t want that to happen. He pushed away from the railing. Who was he kidding? From the instant he’d first laid eyes on her, he’d sensed that she was different from any other woman he’d known. It was more than the obvious differences in their backgrounds. Her vibrancy, her intensity drew him like a magnet. And that mouth! It was caustic, it was saucy, and dammit, it was a pleasure to kiss. The sooner they exposed Jiri Blazek the better.

* * *

When Olivia came back up on deck, she found Josh lounging in one of the deck chairs, his feet up on the railing. He seemed completely relaxed, and she wondered how he could distance himself so casually from the evening ahead. They chatted through dinner, their conversation deliberately skirting the more serious subjects that were uppermost in their minds.

When the plates were cleared and the coffee served, Josh turned to her. “When this is over, I’d like to see you again.” Candlelight picked out the golden glints in his eyes, and she thought he’d never looked more handsome. He took her hand and held it gently.

Her heart fluttered wildly. This was the moment she’d hoped for and now that it had arrived she didn’t know what to say. She searched his face for a clue to his thoughts.

“Why?” she asked. She gave herself a mental smack, wondering where that had come from.

“I would have thought that was obvious. I want to get to know you better.” The smooth talking cowboy had been replaced by a more dangerous animal. If she searched a lifetime, it was unlikely she would meet another like him. She was getting dizzy just sitting next to him. It was too good to be true, and she knew what that meant.

“But…” she stumbled over her words. “I was just coming to terms with the fact that you used me.”

“I won’t apologize for that. What’s at stake is too important.” He released her hand and pushing away from the table, walked to the railing. Gazing into the darkness, his voice took on a far-away quality. “When we were kids, we had an expression. When something wasn’t going quite the way we wanted, we’d call for a ‘do over.’ That’s what I’d like with you. A chance to ‘do over.’”

There was no mistaking his sincerity, and Olivia’s defenses crumbled. With a resigned sigh, she joined him at the railing, their shoulders touching. The last smudges of color were disappearing from the sky when he turned to her.

“Come with me to my ranch. This part of the world is beautiful, but Montana is breathtaking. I’d like you to see it.”

“Gee, I don’t know.” She looked at him appraisingly, but the sparkle in her eyes belied her words. “I was just getting used to the bad boy cowboy, but I confess I like the sound of a ‘do over’.”

“Well, Darlin’” he drawled. “I can’t promise that the bad boy won’t be back.” Reaching out, he tucked her hair behind her ear. It was a gentle, intimate gesture and her legs almost buckled. “But like I said at the beginning, what happens after that would be up to you.” His eyes flashed like summer lightning.

“In that case, I’d love to see Montana.” She held his eyes. “It will be a first for me.’

* * *

The seas were calm and dark as the powerful motorboat pulled away from the yacht. Lights glittered along the shoreline; each building a jewel strung along the coastal road. Olivia shivered, and Josh put his arm around her shoulders. They pulled slowly up to the pier and their driver clambered out, steadying the boat.

“Thanks, Carlos. Come back for us around midnight. We’ll call if we want to stay later.” Josh clapped the young man on the shoulder, and Olivia marveled at the way he’d gained the crew’s respect so quickly. She’d overheard him asking them about their families. By now he probably knew the names of their wives, and how many children each one had.

They sauntered along the esplanade, part of the evening parade. He kept his arm firmly around her waist, and his lips brushed her hair as he leaned over to whisper in her ear. “I didn’t tell you how beautiful you look tonight.”

“Why, thank you sir.” Self-conscious about her appearance, her hand went to her throat. She’d forgotten to bring any necklaces, and had settled for simple gold knot earrings. Her neck felt bare.

“You’re wishing you’d worn a necklace aren’t you?” His eyes smiled at her reaction. “And no, I’m not part gypsy. Like you, I’m trained to observe people.”

“And you’re good at it. I was thinking something along those lines.”

He tugged at her hand. “Let’s go and check out those street vendors over there.”

“Oh no, Josh. I’m okay. Really.”

“Come on, it will be fun.”

He guided her across the street, and they approached a jewelery stand attended by a haughty Spanish woman. It was soon evident that the pieces on display were of doubtful quality, and far too flamboyant for Olivia’s taste.

“Well, we tried,” she said as they continued their stroll. For the first time since they’d met she was completely relaxed in his company. The night air engulfed them in velvety softness, and Olivia dreaded spoiling the evening by entering the casino.

“Senora?” A young girl tugged at Olivia’s dress. She held up several necklaces, obviously handmade. A beautiful child, she wore a clean but threadbare dress and worn leather sandals. Her brown eyes were hopeful as she proffered her necklaces.

The Spanish woman from the jewelry stand waved her arms at the young girl, eyes blazing with indignation.

With a frown of annoyance, Olivia turned her back on the woman, guiding the young girl farther down the promenade. She selected a necklace of coarse green stones, strung on a thin piece of leather. “Preciosa,” she said, communicating her delight with the necklace.

Josh watched the interaction silently, smiling his approval. Olivia dug in her bag and pulled out twenty Euros. The girl’s eyes widened, and she shook her head, holding up 4 fingers. 

Olivia placed the notes in the child’s free hand, wrapping the small fingers around them. “For you,” she said gently, and was rewarded with a look that changed from incredulity to delight. She tapped herself on the chest. “Olivia,” she said with an encouraging nod. Turning to Josh, she slipped her hand into his. “Josh,” she said, her meaning clear.

The child stared at the bills and then raised her eyes to Olivia. “Me llamo Rosalina,” she said with a wide smile. Her eyes darted from Olivia to Josh before returning to the money clutched in her hand. “Muchas gracias,” she whispered, and then disappeared into the crowd.

Josh took the necklace and fastened it around her neck. “You might just start a whole new fashion trend,” he said, stepping back to admire her. His voice lowered. “You’re a good woman, Olivia MacMillan. What you just did…that was very nice.”

As they entered the casino, she slipped her arm through his. She was suddenly nervous.

In tune with her emotions, he clasped her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Okay Darlin’. Let’s see how they do things in Marbella.”

The casino was bustling with the usual eclectic mixture of patrons. Josh guided her through the gaming area, pausing only momentarily to watch the action at the tables.

“Do you see anyone you know?” he asked quietly.

“I’m looking for Bernardo. You’ll know him when you see him. He looks the way I imagine Antonio Banderas will look when he’s older. Very handsome.”

“I don’t see anyone fitting that description. Come on, let’s go into the bar and have a drink. This crowd is mostly tourists.”

“I seem to be spending a lot of time in bars recently, but okay.” They settled at a table and ordered drinks. “It doesn’t seem possible that twenty four hours ago I was sitting with Francine in Monaco.”

“Heads up,” he said lightly, leaning over the table and taking her hand. “I think I see Antonio approaching at two o’clock.”

“Olivia!” The Casino Manager greeted her warmly. “How nice to see you again.” He turned to Josh. “I am Bernardo. Welcome to the casino.”

Josh stood up and the men shook hands.

Olivia remained seated. “Bernardo this is Josh Morgan, my fiancé.”

“You are a lucky man, Mr. Morgan. If there’s anything I can do for you, please let me know.” The Spaniard executed a small bow.

“Actually there is. I enjoy a game of high stakes poker. I’d be grateful if you would keep me in mind.”

“But of course.” He glanced at his watch. “We have a game starting in half an hour. I think you will find it to your liking.”

“I’m sure I will. Thank you.” The men shook hands and the casino manager moved away.

Olivia fingered her necklace. “Do you think your blonde friend will show up here tonight?” She darted a glance toward the door.

Josh sat back as the waiter placed their drinks in front of them. “He may wander through the casino, but if he doesn’t talk to you, don’t be offended. It’s best if we aren’t seen together.” He sipped his drink, taking note of each new arrival.

“I think I’ll go back to the yacht while you’re playing poker. You don’t mind, do you? I’m starting to make notes on my laptop.”

“Of course not. I’ll call for the launch.” He sipped his Perrier. “This isn’t much fun for you.”

She looked at him oddly. “Not much fun? Bite your tongue. It’s been one thrill after another. That’s what’s got me worn out.” Her voice trailed off. “I don’t believe it,” she said woodenly, clutching at his arm. “That man who just walked in with the tall blonde is my friend’s father. The one from school I told you about? That’s her father, I’m sure of it.” Her eyes narrowed. “And that’s not Eliska’s mother.”

Josh turned casually toward the entrance. “The balding man, with the woman in the white dress?” He smiled wryly. “For a married man, he’s not exactly inconspicuous, is he?”

Unaware that Josh’s eyes were riveted on Eliska’s father, Olivia watched the couple being greeted by Bernardo. “I know it’s none of my business, but I hate infidelity. And right here where he lives…it’s so blatant!”

“Maybe he and his wife are separated. Didn’t you say it’s been a few years since you saw your friend?” 

“Yes, but I’m quite sure he wouldn’t divorce her, even if it was her idea.” Her eyes followed the couple as they greeted the casino staff with the ease of regular patrons. “It’s odd that I should remember this, but from a few comments Eliska made, I got the impression that her Mother came from an aristocratic old family. She’s the one with the real money. At least in the beginning. There was a legal contract drawn up regarding property.” She lifted her glass. “A type of pre-nup, I guess. It was the first time I’d ever heard of such a thing, so that’s probably why I remember it.”

Josh studied Blazek. “He’s a handsome man.”

“Look. He’s left that woman at the roulette table, and he’s coming this way.” Olivia’s eyes snapped. “I’m going to say hello to him; let him know I spotted him.”

“Do you think that’s wise?” Josh watched the man approaching.

She stood up, bristling with anger. “Maybe not, but here goes.”






  









Chapter Seven
 

“Mr. Blazek.” Her voice was deceptively sweet. “How nice to see you again.”

The man stopped en route to the bar. Dark eyes quickly studied Olivia before assessing Josh. He smiled politely. “Do I know you?” he said, smoothing his tie.

Olivia extended her hand. “It’s been several years since we met, Mr. Blazek. I’m Olivia MacMillan. Eliska and I attended school together in Switzerland.”

He relaxed visibly, taking her proffered hand. “Of course. I apologize for not recognizing you.” He guided her back to the table, and held her chair while she seated herself. “Eliska will be so sorry to miss you.”

“Oh, is she here? I’d love to see her again.”

“She’s leaving tomorrow.” He turned to Josh. “Her mother is accompanying her to Paris for a few weeks and then Eliska will be staying on to take an architectural design course when the summer is over.”

“That sounds like her.” She turned to Josh, who had been sitting quietly during the conversation. “I’m sorry, I’d like to introduce my fiancé, Josh Morgan.”

Something moved beneath the dark surface of Blazek’s eyes. He tapped his lips with a finger. “I have an idea. Eliska isn’t leaving until late in the day. Why don’t you and Mr. Morgan come to our home for coffee in the morning? I’ll send my car for you.” He spread his hands expansively. “Are you staying here at the hotel?”

“No, we’re on a yacht in the harbor. The Xanadu.” Olivia paused. “I’d love to see Eliska again, but if she’s leaving in the afternoon…”

He chuckled. “Don’t worry about that. She’s been ready for weeks. I’m sure a visit will help to make her day pass more quickly.”

She turned to Josh, her eyes questioning. “Would that be okay with you, Darling?”

“Of course.” He nodded to Blazek. “Thanks for offering your car, but we’ll have our own driver bring us along. Do you think he’ll have any trouble finding your home?”

A faint smile touched the Czech’s lips. “I don’t think there will be a problem. Tell him to come to the estate at the end of via del Rosa. I’m sure he’ll know where that is. And now, if you’ll excuse me.” With one last look at Josh he turned and went to the bar.

Josh tore his gaze away from Blazek’s retreating back and turned to Olivia. “Well, you sure told him off.”

“I knew you’d say something like that.” Olivia sipped her drink, eyes thoughtful. “But I’m glad I behaved myself. I’m probably over-reacting, but he gave me the creeps. He must have known we saw him with that woman.”

“Some men don’t care what others think.” He lifted her hand and brushed it against his lips. It was a gesture that was becoming familiar, like so many things about him. “But I like the fact that you felt compelled to stand up for your friend’s mother.”

She looked at him doubtfully. “I still don’t get you, Josh Morgan. I’m beginning to think I’ll never figure you out.”

He lifted his glass in a toast. “Here’s hoping you never stop trying.” His eyes met hers over the glass and she was glad they weren’t alone or she might have made a spectacle of herself.

“And now, I’d better go to work.” He unconsciously flexed his fingers. “Shall I call for the motor launch?” He held her chair while she rose and walked her toward the exit.

“No, I’ll get the doorman to do it for me. Anyway, I see Bernardo heading over in this direction.” She squeezed his hand. “I’ll be thinking of you tonight.” The doors opened, and she stepped outside.

“And I’ll be thinking of you,” he murmured. Then he turned to face the casino manager.

“Right this way, Mr. Morgan. The other players are assembling now in one of our private rooms.” He gestured to a door inset into a rounded arch. Jiri Blazek preceded him through the doors. The pieces of the puzzle were falling into place.

* * *

Sunlight streamed through the porthole, waking Olivia with a jolt. She sat up groggily, still in her T-shirt and shorts. Puzzled, she looked around. Her laptop was sitting on the desk across the room. She was sure she’d fallen asleep with it on the bed. Closing her eyes, she grasped at a fleeting image of someone standing over her bed, covering her with a light blanket. All she could remember was a sensation of being safe, and falling into a deep sleep.

She emerged onto the aft deck a few minutes later to find Josh sitting with a cup of coffee, freshly showered and mouthwateringly handsome in a crisp white shirt.

“Hello sleepyhead,” he drawled. “I trust you slept well.”

“I slept very well, thanks.” She shot him a curious look. “Were you in my room last night? I could swear I fell asleep with my laptop on my bed.”

“Your light was on when I got back and I wrongly assumed you were awake. I wanted to fill you in on my progress.” His body tensed. “I made contact.”

Her heart started to pound. She wasn’t sure if it was from excitement, or fear. “And?”

“I think he wants to do business. I’ll find out later on today.” He reached for the coffeepot and poured her a cup, then refilled his own. “By the way, I moved your laptop and plugged it in. Your batteries were about to die.”

“That was you!” The idea of him watching her sleeping was disturbingly erotic. Flustered, she spooned extra sugar into her cup.

“That was me. You were perfectly decent, although I can’t say as much for my thoughts.” His gaze drifted down her body. “No siree.”

A sharp stab of desire settled in the pit of her stomach. “Josh Morgan, you’re disgusting.” The smile on her lips belied her words.

“Who me?” he teased. “Never!”

She glanced at her watch. “Much as I’d enjoy sparring with you, we don’t have time for this. We should be on our way soon.”

“Chicken!” He grinned and got to his feet. “Come on, the launch is waiting.”

* * *

Josh greeted the driver like an old friend. “Via del Rosa,” he said, opening the back door for Olivia. “Do you know where that is?”

“Si senor. We call it the fortress.” Dark eyes peered into the rear view mirror, studying them cautiously. 

“Oh. And why is that?”

“You’ll see, senor.” The driver returned his eyes to the congested road. 

The car was soon climbing into the hills, leaving behind the high rises and hotels clustered along the coast. Turning off a secondary road, they entered a long driveway, and were plunged into the shade of olive trees bordering the drive. For the past several miles they had seen no other residences, and the looming wall ahead of them seemed like overkill in the somnolent countryside.

“Senor Morgan,” the driver spoke into a security system, announcing their arrival. The gates opened smoothly, and they continued driving for what seemed like another mile. Josh absorbed every detail.

Olivia looked around curiously. “I don’t remember the gate, or that ridiculous wall.” The villa came into view and her face lit up. “But I do remember this building, although it’s even more beautiful now.”

Built on several levels, the villa sprawled across the top of a hill. Dun colored tiles, typical of the region covered the roof. Yellow ochre softened the exterior walls, and rounded arches invited the eye to explore further. Completing the picture, bougainvillea spilled luxuriously over the balconies surrounding the upper floors.

The massive front door flew open as Josh was helping Olivia from the limousine.

“Olivia!” Eliska ran down the broad tiled steps. “I’m so happy to see you.” Her eyes glittered with excitement.

Olivia tried to hide her surprise. Her friend was dangerously thin, and dark circles rimmed her eyes, but she was still strikingly beautiful.

“It’s good to see you, too.” She turned to include Josh in the conversation. He’d paused a few steps away, and appeared to be admiring the spectacular view beyond the lush green lawns. “Josh,” she called. “I’d like you to meet the friend I was telling you about. Eliska, this is my fiancé, Josh Morgan.”

“I’m delighted to meet you.” He gestured expansively. “This is a beautiful estate.”

Eliska seemed to pull back into herself. “Yes, I suppose it is,” she murmured. She guided Olivia toward the open door. “Come in, come in. You too, Josh.” She turned back to Olivia. “Mother is looking forward to seeing you again.”

They entered the cool, spacious reception area and it took a few moments for Olivia’s eyes to adjust. She looked up to see an elegant woman descending the curved staircase. Haunted eyes smiled from a still beautiful face and Eliska’s mother smiled graciously. “Olivia. It’s been far too long.”

“Yes it has.” Olivia kissed her on each cheek. “Thank you for having us here on such short notice.”

“It’s no trouble at all. I thought we would have our coffee by the pool.” Her fingers fluttered over a multiple-strand pearl necklace at her throat, far different from the hand crafted necklace Olivia wore with pride. “I think Jiri will be joining us in a few moments.” In spite of her gracious manners, she seemed extremely ill at ease.

A servant poured coffee and Mrs. Blazek sat with a faint smile on her face while Olivia and Eliska shared memories. Josh was about to engage her in conversation when she looked over his shoulder. Her body tensed. “Here’s Jiri now,” she said. Taking over momentarily from the servants, she busied herself with pouring a cup of coffee for her husband.

He refused it with a curt wave of his hand. “I thought perhaps Mr. Morgan would enjoy a tour of the estate.” It was more of a command than an invitation and his eyes met Josh’s. “I’ve had some transportation brought around to the front.” He cracked his knuckles and once more Olivia sensed an underlying current of ruthlessness in the man.

Josh finished his coffee and bowed to Mrs. Blazek. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d enjoy a tour.”

“Of course.” She waved vaguely. “We’ll be here when you get back.”

“How are your parents?” asked Eliska, her eyes on Josh and her father as they strode through the house. “We’re going to have to talk fast. It’s been years!”

Both Eliska and her mother relaxed once the men were gone, and the time slipped by far too quickly. Attentive servants hovered nearby, keeping their coffee cups refilled and offering delicate pastries. Eliska jumped as the front door closed. “They’re back,” she observed, disappointment in her voice. “And we have so much more to talk about.” She grasped Olivia’s arm. “Why don’t you and I go for lunch? I know a perfect little spot just a few blocks from Puerto Banus. Away from all the tourists.”

“But…” Olivia looked at her watch. “I thought you were leaving today.”

“I am, I am. But that’s not until later this afternoon. I’m all ready. Honestly, Liv you’d be doing me a favor.” She glanced at her mother, who smiled and nodded her agreement.

“I’d love that, but I’d better check with Josh.”

Eliska’s father shook hands with Josh and then disappeared into the house. He sauntered out onto the poolside patio, and for the first time since they’d been together, his body language hinted at impatience.

“Darling. Eliska and I would like to go to lunch.”

“We can take my car,” Eliska volunteered. “And I’ll drop her off at the pier where she can call for the motor launch.”

Josh checked his watch. “I do have a few things to do this afternoon. Are you sure you’ll be okay getting back to the boat?”

“Josh Morgan. I was travelling around the world long before I met you. I’ll be just fine.” She stood up and gave him a quick kiss on the lips. “But thank you for asking.”

His eyes lingered on her mouth for several heartbeats, and he nodded. “In that case I’ll see you back at the boat later on. Have fun.”

* * *

“You have no idea how good it is to be out of the house for a few hours,” Eliska said, whipping around a corner like a Grand Prix driver. “The waiting has been torture.” She stole a look at Olivia, who was trying to appear cool as the silver BMW convertible took another corner at breakneck speed. “Do you remember our escapades in school?” Her blonde hair streamed out behind her. “Those were some of my happiest days.”

Olivia nodded, hoping to curtail the conversation until they were stopped. Eliska had a habit of punctuating her statements with broad hand gestures, and this was a time when both hands were needed on the wheel.

They parked a few blocks away from the port, and Eliska led her down a narrow street to a sidewalk café that was little more than a dozen tables, most of which were occupied. “We could take a walk later, if you like. She gestured overhead to the balconies strung with the day’s laundry. You’d never know we’re within a few blocks of overpriced real estate and multi-million dollar yachts. Father got in on the building boom; he built a warehouse a few miles down the road to the east, complete with his own dock. Of course it’s registered under another name.” She waved a greeting to the owner. “I try to visit this restaurant once a week for a dose of reality. Miguel serves only one thing. It’s a wonderful fish stew. He serves it with yummy bread for dunking and it’s heavenly.”

“Sounds good.” The women settled at a small table that was separated from the sidewalk by a wrought iron railing. A faded Cinzano umbrella offered a patch of welcome shade. Fishermen with weathered faces and roughened hands glanced up as they sat down, then returned their attention to their food.

“How did you find this place?” asked Olivia, her journalist’s mind absorbing the details. “It’s a far cry from the luxury of your home.”

“For a while I worked for Father at the warehouse. You know, just to pass the time. I found this place then. I’m going to miss it,” she said softly. Her eyes studied the scarred wooden tables, the faded prints and posters on the walls, and the small bar tucked away in one corner. Tears welled up in her eyes and she gave her head a quick, impatient shake.

“Eliska. Tell me to mind my own business if you like, but is something wrong?” She leaned forward, ignoring the steaming bowl that had been placed before her.

“I’m leaving today, Livvy. And much as I love this place, I won’t be coming back.”

“Oh come on. Paris isn’t that far away.” Olivia frowned. Something wasn’t right here. Eliska seemed to be gathering her courage and she waited, hoping for an explanation.

“I’m not staying in Paris. Mother and I are going to make a new life for ourselves.”

Olivia pulled back. “What are you talking about?”

Eliska took a deep breath and pushed the bowl aside. “I’ve never talked about this, but it’s been eating me up inside.” Her eyes took on the same haunted look as her mother’s. “So I’ll tell you. Father has a mistress. I’ve known about it for several years, and I hate him for it, but I didn’t say anything to Mother. I couldn’t bear to see her hurt. As it turns out, she knew almost from the beginning.” She shrugged. “All that secrecy and worry for nothing.”

“I saw them together last night. At the casino. I’m sorry, Eliska.” She plunged ahead. “Is your mother unwell? She looks so…I don’t know, like a good strong wind will blow her away. You, too.”

“We’re both healthy, as far as that goes, but the stress has taken a toll.” She picked at a piece of bread and chewed it slowly. “But it gets worse. While I was working at his warehouse, I discovered that my father’s import-export business is a front for arms. Illegal arms.” She looked up. “When I asked him about it he told me to mind my own business, that I didn’t know what I was talking about. I told Mother of course, and when she confronted him, he slapped her.” Her eyes were bright with tears. “He actually slapped her! That was about five weeks ago. We’ve been plotting and planning ever since.”

Olivia’s mind reeled. She needed to tell Josh about this, but her friend obviously wanted to talk. “Why doesn’t she just divorce him?”

Eliska shook her head. “He’d never agree to a divorce. Her family connections are far too important, and he takes great pleasure in reminding her of that when she brings it up. I can’t believe I’m only now realizing how evil he is.”

“How were you to know?” She paused. “What’s this about a new life?”

Eliska’s eyes brightened. “Father doesn’t know it, but Mother and I are going to disappear. She’d always planned to come and help me get settled in Paris, so that part works out perfectly. We’re flying to Paris, and then… poof! Mother’s family has never really approved of Father and her brothers have been a great help. It’s amazing how you can vanish with a little creative scheming.”

“But is this necessary?” Olivia’s mind was reeling. “It sounds awfully dramatic. Where are you going? And just when I’ve found you again…it’s not fair!”

“You’re right…it’s not fair. But to answer your question, yes. It is necessary. Knowing about his mistress was bad enough, but this arms business is something Mother can’t tolerate. It’s morally wrong and besides that, her brothers pointed out that she could be implicated if he were ever prosecuted.” She picked up the rustic pitcher and poured two glasses of wine. “He seems to think he’s above the law.” Her fingers toyed with the glass. “As to your second question, I’m afraid I can’t tell you where we’re going. If Father should contact you, you can honestly say that you don’t know where we are.”

“I suppose you’re right, but I hate the idea of losing contact with you. Especially now.” The journalist in Olivia took over. “Pardon the blunt question, but how do you know he’s an arms dealer?”

“Because I saw open crates of grenade launchers in the warehouse. A customer had questioned the quantity they received, and they were checking the next shipment. They make up the orders at the central storehouse which by the way is on the estate, and move them down to the waterfront warehouse the day before.” Her hands gripped the edges of the table. “What bothers me the most is that I never suspected a thing.
That stuff is dangerous, Olivia. As you saw, the estate is large and it never occurred to me to go poking around in the warehouse. Thank goodness it’s well away from our home but even so I’ve been nervous ever since I found out about it.”

“What else does he deal in?”

“I saw a shipment of Semtex in transit. Can you imagine, he actually stored it overnight down at the docks!” She shook her head. “That’s how confident he is. And I overheard him speaking with someone about AK-47s. You know what those are, don’t you?”

Olivia shuddered. “Only too well. Once you hear the sound of a Kalashnikov, you never forget.”

The two women fell silent, and Olivia pulled the soup bowl toward her. Eliska did likewise, and they ate in silence for a few moments, barely tasting the savory concoction.

“Promise me one thing.” Olivia laid her hand on her friend’s. “If you’re ever in trouble, or need anything, get in touch with me. Will you promise me that?”

Eliska fought back tears. “Of course I will. But that won’t be necessary. Don’t worry about us.” She brushed at her tears. “But this isn’t a time for sadness. I want to hear all about that gorgeous man you’re with. How long have you been engaged, and where did you meet him?”

Olivia fingered the ring, collecting her thoughts. “I never thought I’d hear myself say this, but he’s everything I ever wanted.” Her tone was wistful. “Don’t get me wrong, he can be infuriating at times, but where it counts, he’s a real man.” She raised her eyes. “But the truth is, we’re not really engaged.”

“Okay, now I’m really confused.” Eliska leaned forward intently. “Listen to me, Livvy. I saw you together for only a few moments, but the way he looked at you, it’s obvious he’s crazy about you.”

Olivia shook her head. “It may have appeared that way, but he’s a good actor. Too good, sometimes. When he…” She blushed. “Well never mind, but honestly, it’s all for show.”

“But why?” Eliska’s sharp eyes missed nothing. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

Olivia disliked lying to her friend, but she had already decided on an abbreviated version of the truth. Besides, Eliska had enough to concern her right now.

“His first love is his ranch in the States, but he likes to play high stakes poker. He asked me to pose as his fiancée because I know quite a few of the key people in the clubs and casinos. Basically, I’m along to help him get into the high stakes games that take place behind the scenes, as it were.”

“And that’s all there is to it?” Eliska’s voice was disbelieving. “I don’t think so. The way he looked at you gave me goose bumps.” She shivered dramatically.

Olivia chuckled. “Well, he did say he’d like to see me again after this trip is over. He wants me to go to Montana and see where he lives.”

“I knew it!” Eliska looked at her watch and groaned. “I hate to cut this short, but we’re due to leave in less than three hours. I should get home to mother soon.” She rose. “There’s just one last thing I’d like to do. Let’s have a quick walk down by the water. I have no idea when I’ll see it again.”

The two women emerged from the side street into the glare of the sun. Every square foot of land in and around the small port had been claimed by the wealthy. Private homes and condos clung to every square foot of land surrounding the bay, and yachts of every description vied for mooring space; an extravagant display that was almost blinding in its opulence.

“Father’s warehouse is back that way, about three miles.” Eliska pointed to the east and her eyes darkened. “When I think about the people who are hurt or killed as a result of what he does, my own problems seem insignificant by comparison. But I’m determined to find a peaceful place for mother and I to live. Maybe even some happiness.” She slipped her arm through Olivia’s. “Remember those days when all it took to make us happy was a sundae?” Tears bloomed in her eyes. “Call me an optimist, but I’m determined to find some of that happiness for us.”

“You’ll do it, Eliska.” Emotion turned Olivia’s voice hoarse. “I know you will.”

“Senora Olivia.” Small fingers tugged at Olivia’s free hand. “Buenos tardes.”

“Rosalina!” Olivia turned to Eliska. “I’ll be right with you. I just want to say hello to my friend.” She knelt down to greet the young girl.

“Don’t encourage her, Olivia. She probably wants money.”

“No she doesn’t. She made this necklace I’m wearing, and she only wants to say hello.” She shook hands solemnly with the child, who grinned delightedly and then ran off, sandals flapping on the pavement.

“I’d forgotten how good you are with young people. And I apologize for snapping.” Her eyes followed the girl. “She thinks you’re married. What’s that about?”

Olivia blushed. “She saw Josh and I together last night.”

“You see? Even a child can see that you two belong together. We don’t have a lot of street kids, but most of them live down here, near the port. I suppose they don’t do any harm, but I can tell you one thing about them. They know everything that’s going on. They always seem to be watching.”

Olivia fingered the necklace. The stones had absorbed the heat from her body, and were warm to the touch. “I bought this last night. She was so sweet I couldn’t resist.” She hugged her friend. “Just like you. Come on, drive me back before I start crying.”

Olivia sat in the car for a few extra moments when Eliska pulled up by the pier. Now that Eliska was disappearing from her life, she couldn’t think of anything to say. She climbed slowly out of the car and looked at her friend as though memorizing her face. “Have a safe trip,” she said. “Wherever you’re going.”

Eliska nodded silently, her eyes bright. Then she put the car in gear and pulled out into the traffic.

Olivia watched her friend drive off and then she turned toward the pier, her mind already active. She had a lot to tell Josh.

* * *

Eliska glanced at the clock on the dashboard as she pulled up in front of the villa. Both she and her mother had their suitcases ready to go. In spite of the fact that they planned to purchase new wardrobes at their destination they had packed carefully. It was important that her father think they were going to Paris. It was unlikely that he would check on them for at least two weeks.

“Where have you been?” Her Father’s voice rang out like a whiplash as she entered the foyer. He strode toward her, brilliant light from the early afternoon sun at his back. She shielded her eyes against the glare and prepared to stand up to him.

“I’ve been out to lunch with my friend.”

He moved closer, eyes cold and hard. Eliska lifted her chin. It wouldn’t do to let him see her fear. Not now, when escape was so close. “Why do you care, anyway?”

His fingers closed around her wrist, and he pulled her toward his office. She had no choice but to follow.

“Sit down,” he commanded, propelling her toward a leather chair in front of his desk. French doors opened onto a rose garden. She almost gagged at the sweet perfume of the flowers.

“What did you talk about?” he demanded.

Eliska was taken aback. He’d never shown any interest in her friends before.

“Nothing,” she replied, thinking back to the lunch. “Girl stuff, mostly. We had a lot to catch up on.”

“Why do you think she suddenly showed up?” His voice was mildly curious, but Eliska knew better. Her father never engaged in small talk. He paced in front of the windows, his hands clenched behind his back. “I’ll tell you why I’m inquiring,” he said mildly. “In my business it’s dangerous to trust anyone. And whether you like it or not, it’s because of my business that you’ve been able to live in luxury for most of your life. It’s paying for you to go to Paris.”

“But Father…” she glanced at her watch and stood up. “Why do you want to talk about Olivia at a time like this? Mother and I are due to leave in a little over an hour.” Her mind raced. Their escape was planned down to the last detail. They simply had to be on that airplane this afternoon in order to make their connections. “I understand your concerns with trust, but what does that have to do with Olivia?”

He prodded her in the shoulder with his finger, and she fell back into the chair. “You and your precious English friend,” he said. “She’s all you talked about when you came back from school in Switzerland. Well let me tell you, your friend is engaged to an arms dealer.” He tapped his chest. “And he wants to make a deal with me. So I want to hear every word she said about him, or you can forget about Paris.” He resumed pacing. “I have all the time in the world. So tell me. When did she meet him? How long have they been together? What’s his background? When are they getting married?”

Eliska fought back the panic that rose up and almost choked her. “For heaven’s sake, Father, she didn’t say anything about him being an arms dealer. As a matter of fact, they aren’t even engaged. She barely knows him.”

Blazek’s head snapped around. “Explain.”

“He hired her. Can you believe it? He actually hired her to get him into the private poker games. She’s a journalist now, and she did a story on casinos and she knows a lot of key people.” She was babbling and she knew it, but she couldn’t stop. “And she’s crazy about him. She thinks he’s not interested in her that way but I could tell. I mean, I saw the way he looked at her.”

Blazek cut her off with a swift, downward stroke of his hand. “Stop this childish chatter.” He took a deep breath. “Now think carefully. Was there anything else, other than getting into poker games?”

Eliska searched her memory. “No. That was it.”

He waved a hand dismissively. “Get out of here. You’ll miss your flight.”

Eliska tried not to show her relief as she hurriedly left the room.

Blazek had the telephone to his ear before she closed the door. “My office,” he barked. “Now.”

* * *

“That was a bit of luck.” Dirk toyed with his empty coffee cup. He and Josh had been sitting at the outdoor café for almost an hour. “Damned decent of him to give you a tour. Studying the place from satellite photographs is one thing, but seeing it firsthand, now that’s different.” The two men were hunched over a sheet of paper. Josh had sketched the rough map to accompany his verbal report. 

“I was stunned when he took me inside the warehouse.” He tapped a rectangle he’d drawn near the perimeter of the property. “It’s as if he were showing off, flexing his muscles. There were cartons piled to the rafters in there. And several stacks of pallets that appeared to be ready for shipping.” He unconsciously massaged the back of his neck. “He’s a cool customer, I’ll give him that. Driving around in a yellow Hummer. But I’m counting on his greed being greater than his caution. There’s no doubt that he’s been checking me out since our first contact last night. Even so, he still asked quite a few questions.”

“Such as?”

“Such as the obvious one. Why I wanted to buy arms. He made a point of telling me that I don’t fit the profile of his usual customers.”

Dirk shrugged. “He’s right about that. So what did you say?”

“Fortunately I’d anticipated that question. I told him that everyone has a right to protect themselves and that I simply supply the means.”

“You cold bastard.” Dirk grinned.

“Thank you. The main thing is I think he bought it. Now all we have to do is bring him down.”

“I’ve been on to Colin.” Dirk fingered his watch as though looking into the future. “We’re good to go for five o’clock tomorrow morning. You’re sure that the warehouse is far enough away?”

“No problem there. There’s a difference in elevation of about thirty meters, roughly a hundred feet between the residence and the warehouse.” Josh tapped the sketch with his pen. “The warehouse is tucked back against a massive rock outcropping that shields it from the house, plus it’s about two kilometers away. It’s a big estate.”

“Good. I don’t give a rat’s ass about his property, as you Americans would say, but I do care about his family, and the household staff. I’ll get back to Colin right away when I go back to my hotel.” He paused. “How’s Olivia?”

“She’s having lunch with Blazek’s daughter. That worked out exactly as we planned.”

Dirk sensed the unspoken regret in Josh’s voice. “It was the only way.” He picked up the map and started to methodically rip it up.

Josh stood up wearily. “I know.” In a rare moment of candor he spoke his thoughts. “When it starts to bother me, I think of Zach and all the others who’ve lost their lives because of scum like Blazek. Put into that context, Olivia’s feelings have to come second.” He patted the cell phone in his pocket. “I feel better having this. Talk to you later.”






  









Chapter Eight
 

Olivia organized her thoughts as she waited for the motor launch. First on her agenda was the need to bring Josh up to date. Then she would start making notes. She tossed around several ideas for the opening paragraph of the article. It wouldn’t be difficult to ‘hook’ the reader. But she would need to walk a fine line. The piece had to be believable without revealing the organization behind the mission. She made a mental note to ask Josh if she could interview the head of IATO.

“Is Mr. Morgan back yet?” she asked the grinning Carlos as they pulled away from the pier.

“No, Senorita. Senor Josh is not back yet.” The powerful motor cut into the water, leaving a broad wake. The ocean breeze was refreshing and she closed her eyes, turning her face up to the sun. Maybe Josh wouldn’t have to gamble tonight. A quiet night together would be welcome. She smiled to herself. Who knew where that might lead?

She took a quick shower, dressed in a blouse and a pair of shorts and studied herself in the mirror. Something was missing. Ah, yes… the necklace. She felt grounded when she wore it; she wouldn’t trade it for all of the glittering jewels in Marbella. She found it in a drawer and slipped it around her neck.

The yacht was quiet; a perfect time to work on her notes while she waited for Josh to return. Sitting cross-legged on the bed she started to type, but the diamond flashed, breaking her concentration. Every time she looked at it she was caught up in a tangle of emotions, and she didn’t need the distraction. She shoved it into the pocket of her shorts and continued typing. Thoughts, impressions, facts…all flowed rapidly and her fingers danced over the keyboard. Later on she would expand on these notes, but for now it was enough to record the details of her conversation with Eliska while they were fresh in her mind.

A faint sound broke into her thoughts. She recognized it as the motor launch bumping against the side of the yacht. Josh was back! Her heart did a quick two-step and her fingers hung motionless above the keyboard. She listened for the sound of his voice, his laughter as he joked with the crew. There was nothing but the sound of something being dropped on the deck.

Curiosity aroused, she listened more intently but could detect no voices. With a few quick commands, she saved her notes and moved the laptop onto the dressing table.

The passageway was empty and she scampered up the stairs leading to the deck. A man stood with his back to her, bent over Carlos, who lay slumped on the deck.

“What’s going on here?” Adrenalin pumped through her veins as she pushed the unfamiliar figure aside and knelt down beside Carlos. Out of the corner of her eye she saw a second crewmember lying on the deck. Blood oozed from a blow to his forehead, staining the spotless teak.

Too angry to feel fear, she pushed herself upright. She had been in dangerous situations before, but the enemy had always been faceless, remote. This was different. Her mind raced as she tried to assess the situation. “All right. Who are you and what do you want?” she demanded. “The captain and the rest of the crew will be here momentarily, so I suggest you leave.” She looked down at Carlos, who moaned and then lay still. “This man needs first aid.”

The man leered at her and her flesh crawled. “Forget it, lady.” His words were thickly accented.

Footsteps sounded behind her. None too soon, she thought thankfully, and turned to greet her rescuer.

A second man, dressed in dark clothes like the first, appeared on the deck. Long sideburns reached his chin, and his eyes were cold and hard. “She’s the one,” he said in a similar accent. “Get her into the boat.”

His voice was cold and emotionless. The skin at the back of her neck crawled as the first wave of fear washed over her.

“Now listen here,” she stammered. “You’re making some sort of a mistake.” She started to edge toward the railing. She could jump over and swim for shore; it wasn’t that far.

“Oh, no you don’t.” The first man grabbed her arm. “You’re coming with us.” His breath smelled of garlic. Olivia repressed a shudder of revulsion.

She attempted to pull away and his grip tightened. With his other hand he reached out and grabbed her necklace, twisting it around his hand until it cut off her air supply. “Don’t even think about it,” he hissed. “You’re coming with us.”

“Take it easy.” The second man intervened. “The Boss said no rough stuff.”

Released from the powerful grip, Olivia sucked air into her lungs, and massaged her neck. Her fingers brushed the necklace, and for an instant she was back on the esplanade and Josh was looking at her with that tender look of approval. She glanced toward the shore, praying that he would show up and rescue her. But there was no sign of him. She drew herself up to her full height. She would need to keep her wits about her until he arrived.

She didn’t hear the second man until he was right behind her. “I don’t want any trouble from her,” he said. A rough cloth was jammed over her nose the mouth. An acrid smell burned her throat and she struggled but was no match for the two men. She slipped into unconsciousness.

* * *

Josh looked across the sparkling expanse of water toward the yacht, then looked again at the unresponsive cell phone in his hand. Why weren’t they answering? He could see the motor launch bobbing peacefully at the bottom of the boarding stairs, so he knew that someone was on board. He re-checked the number and tried again, with the same results. Every instinct told him something was wrong.

A sleek powerboat pulled up at the pier, disgorging a group of voluble Italians. As they laughingly made their way to the esplanade, he ran down the steps. “Could you take me out to the Xanadu?” he asked, slipping some money into the driver’s hand.

The man shrugged and indicated that he should get on board. Within minutes he was climbing the stairs onto the yacht.

He assessed the situation at a glance. Both crewmembers lay on the deck. Juan’s face and clothes were bloody but he moaned and tried to sit up, clutching his forehead. Josh helped him, relieved to find that the damage was not as bad as it looked at first. “Just sit still for a moment and we’ll get you patched up,” he said, keeping his voice calm. He knelt beside Carlos and gave him a gentle shake. The young man came to with a start and tried to scramble to his feet. He felt the back of his head, wincing as he fingered a large lump. “I’m sorry, Senor Josh. I didn’t see them come aboard.”

Using every ounce of willpower he possessed, Josh managed not to give in to anger. There would be time for that later. He settled Carlos in a deck chair.

“That’s okay,” he said. “But tell me what you remember.”

“I was over there,” he said, gesturing aft. “Polishing the brightwork. I heard a boat pull up and I thought it was you. I remember wondering why you didn’t call for me to pick you up. I turned around to say something, and I saw Juan lying on the deck.” He glanced toward his fellow crewmember. “Then I heard someone behind me.” He touched his head gingerly. “That’s the last thing I remember.”

“I think I remember something, Senor.” Juan spoke for the first time. “There were two of them, and they were speaking a foreign language.” He frowned. “I’m not sure what it was.”

“Can you guess?”

“It could have been Czech or something like that. But I can’t be positive.” He shrugged his shoulders apologetically.

Josh walked to the railing, turning his back on the two crewmembers. He was afraid he wouldn’t be able to mask his fury, and he didn’t want them to witness it. Leaning over the side, his eyes fastened on the motor launch. He turned, speaking to Carlos. “At least Miss MacMillan wasn’t back yet.”

Fear stabbed his heart as he watched Carlos’ face. The color drained from it and he stood up unsteadily. “But Senor Josh, Miss Olivia came back about an hour ago. I brought her myself.”

Josh was across the deck before Carlos finished speaking. Heart pounding, he ran down the passageway, knowing that she wouldn’t be there. “Olivia!” he called, knocking on her door, and then shoving it open. He looked into the en suite bathroom. Droplets of water still clung to the shower door. He continued down the passageway, throwing open each door and calling her name. He ran back up on deck, breathing hard.

“You’re absolutely sure she was on board?” he asked, knowing what the answer would be. “She didn’t leave?”

“No Senor. I’m positive.”

Josh turned on his heel and walked into the salon, out of earshot of the crewmembers. He flicked open his cell phone, punched the speed dial and took a deep breath. “Dirk” he said, trying to calm his pounding heart. “They’ve taken Olivia.”

* * *

Olivia opened her eyes. Her head felt fuzzy and it ached. She was in the back seat of an open boat, running parallel to the shore. The sound of the hull slapping against the water was agonizingly loud, making the pounding in her head even worse. Her hands were bound in front of her with duct tape, and she tensed, recalling the scene on the yacht. She had to think! Closing her eyes, she feigned unconsciousness. She needed a few minutes to figure out what was happening. Her thoughts darted here and there and she worked to free her hands, but nothing made sense. She remembered making notes on her computer, eager to share what she had learned with Josh. He’d told her earlier that there were more arms dealers than anyone realized. What was it he’d said? Oh, yes. He’d said that they were multiplying ‘like fleas on a dog’. Well, he was right. And thanks to Eliska, she’d discovered another one. She needed to get free, to tell him about her friend’s startling revelations.

Through lowered lashes she checked her progress with the duct tape. It was slightly looser, but there was still a long way to go. 

A sudden thought skittered across her mind. Could this be something to do with Eliska’s father? What if he’d questioned Eliska and found out that she had told her about the illegal arms? She shuddered, recalling her friend’s words. She’d called her father ‘evil’. Olivia mouthed a silent prayer, hoping that Eliska and her mother had escaped; that they were on their way to freedom.

And then there was Josh. Could he be in danger from Eliska’s father? There must be some connection between Josh’s mission and Jiri Blazek. Her heart started to pound, knowing that she had to get free and warn him. 

She opened her eyes again. The breeze generated by the boat’s movement tousled her hair, but it felt good. Her head was clearing. The two men in the front continued to face forward and she glanced around, trying to fix her position. The boat slowed down and she recognized Puerto Banus. Had it only been a few hours ago that she’d walked those streets with Eliska? It didn’t seem possible. The driver throttled back the engine, and she sensed instinctively that he didn’t want to attract attention. Not that there was anyone around to see them. She considered calling out, but who would hear? In the heat of early afternoon the docks and shoreline were deserted. Better to wait until someone noticed them she decided, as the boat cut steadily through the waves, leaving the exclusive port behind.

A few minutes later, the boat rounded a breakwater and slowed even further. Olivia scanned the pier for signs of life. Fishing boats rocked idly at their moorings, but there were no people in sight…no one to help her. She silently cursed the Spanish habit of taking a siesta. It was becoming clear that there would be no rescue from anyone on the dock. In that case, it was time to take charge of her own rescue. Grabbing onto the mooring cleat on the edge of the boat, she pulled herself upright until she was sitting on the edge of the boat. Sliding backwards into the water, she disappeared below the surface. Tearing at the duct tape with her teeth, she managed to free her hands. Lungs bursting, she broke the surface, gasping for air. The boat continued on and she struck out for the pier, energized by her improbable escape. Glancing over her shoulder, she groaned aloud as the boat made a sharp turn, accelerating back toward her with a burst of power. The man in the passenger side was half standing in the boat, eyes dark with rage.

“Stupid woman!” A hand snaked out, grabbing the strip of leather that held her necklace together. Pulling her roughly into the boat he stood over her, watching her every movement. The stones on the necklace had cut painfully into her throat, but she glared at him defiantly, meeting his gaze with a cool disdain she didn’t feel. She’d been frightened before. Now she was terrified. Combing her damp hair with her fingers, she tried to regain her composure. Her hand dropped to her throat, and she straightened the necklace. The saltwater had loosened the knot, and it was in danger of falling from her neck. An idea came to her and she turned her head aside, afraid that the man would spot the small glimmer of hope she knew must be on her face.

Flanked by the two men, she climbed out onto the deserted pier, her eyes casting around for someone–anyone who could help her. The pier was deserted. They shoved her roughly into the back of a windowless van and slid the door closed. She was shivering uncontrollably, as much from fear as from her wet clothes. With trembling fingers she loosened the necklace and cupped it in her palm.

After driving for a minute or two the van stopped, and the door was flung open. Garlic Breath motioned roughly for her to get out. Squinting against the sudden light, she crawled out and stood looking around. The van had pulled up in front of a square, windowless building.

“Wait here.” The man punched some numbers into a security keypad and a massive sliding door rumbled open. Wordlessly they escorted her inside and the door closed, cutting off the sunlight.

* * *

Dirk watched Josh pacing the deck. “I agree,” he said for the second time. “It has to be Blazek.” He spread his hands. “Who else could it be?”

The two men had determined that Carlos and Juan didn’t require medical attention, and gave them the night off, along with a surprised chef who returned to the yacht with a load of groceries. If Blazek’s men decided to pay a return visit, there would be no civilians to get hurt…or to get in the way.

Dirk had produced a Glock for Josh. It lay on the table, dark and menacing.

“I won’t ask how you acquired that,” said Josh. He massaged the back of his neck. “I hate the thought of using it, knowing that Olivia is likely to be in the centre of the action.”

The former SAS agent tipped back his chair and linked his hands behind his head. His relaxed pose was deceptive; penetrating blue eyes followed Josh’s every move, assessing the American’s state of mind. “Point taken. But on the other hand, things could get ugly if we’re not armed.”

Josh nodded his agreement and continued pacing. “I should have seen something like this coming. I underestimated Blazek and now look where we are. Olivia is in danger.”

“All right. You underestimated him.” Dirk’s voice was crisp. “We both did. But let’s stop for a minute and figure out what we know.” He paused. “And what we don’t know.”

Josh took several deep, calming breaths. Dirk could be irritating with that English accent, but at a time like this, his composure was a steadying influence.

“Right.” He gathered his thoughts. “Here’s what we think Blazek knows. He knows I’m an American who likes to play poker. His contact in Monte Carlo told him I was coming here. We know that because he recognized my name when Olivia first introduced me in the Casino. We also know he’s interested in making a deal to sell me arms, because he made a point of inviting us to his home, and showed me his stockpile. He wouldn’t have done that unless he was interested in making a sale. We also know he checked out my cover story and accepted it, or Olivia and I wouldn’t have made it inside the compound.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “What we don’t know is what happened in the meantime to change his mind.”

“We also know that Olivia isn’t his main target. It’s you he wants,” said Dirk, his tone matter-of-fact. “He’s taken her to use as leverage. We just need to find out what he’s up to.”

“Thank goodness.” Josh pressed his fingertips into his eyes. “Ever since I realized she was missing, I keep seeing that scene in Marseilles.” He raised his head, tortured eyes meeting Dirk’s. “We can’t let that happen again.”

“This isn’t Marseilles.” Dirk stood up and stretched. “We’ll get her back. I promise.”

Josh swallowed.   He had to believe what Dirk said. The alternative was unthinkable. “I feel so helpless,” he said, almost to himself. “Waiting for them to contact us.”

The phone buzzed.

“Now remember,” said Dirk as Josh prepared to lift the receiver. “You have no idea why anyone would take her. After all, you’re simply here to make a deal.” He nodded toward the phone. “Do your thing, Cowboy.”

“Morgan.” Josh’s voice was firm.

“Mr. Morgan.” Blazek’s voice was syrupy. Josh wanted to reach through the phone and strangle him with one hand. “I have your fiancée.”

“I can’t imagine why. I’m the one you should be dealing with.” He injected a tone of urgency into his voice. “She doesn’t know why I’m really here, Blazek. I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell her about our deal.”

“Why are you here, Morgan? I’m beginning to wonder if you’re here to make a deal at all.”

It was time to go on the offensive. “What is this, Blazek? You came highly recommended, but I must say I don’t like your business tactics. Is this an attempt to renegotiate the price?”

The Czech laughed. It was a chilling sound. “You know better than that. By the way, don’t you want to know about your…fiancée?”

“Of course I do. I’d like to speak with her.”

“Not a chance.” He was enjoying himself. “You Americans are so arrogant. Like I said before, I simply want to know who you are, and why you’re here. Trust, Mr. Morgan. It’s everything in this business.” The bantering tone was gone. “To that end, I’ll be doing some further checking on you, and while I’m doing that you’ll have a few hours to decide just how badly you want to see your fiancée again. I’ll call you at eight o’clock. Be there.” The phone went dead.

Josh hung up slowly, closing his eyes. “I blew it. He knows.”

Dirk shook his head. “On the contrary. You had me convinced. What was that last part?”

“He says he’ll call at eight in the morning.”

“Then we’d better get our assets in place.” He picked up his cell phone. “I’ll get on to Colin again and bring him up to date. Then you and I will calculate every possible scenario. Would you mind putting on a pot of coffee? We have a long night ahead of us.”

* * *

Olivia peered into the gloom, her eyes adjusting slowly. She was in some sort of a warehouse. Wooden boxes of various sizes were stacked neatly along the sides of the building, leaving a broad central area wide enough to accommodate a small truck. She stood hesitantly in the middle of the open space.

A door opened and light spilled out, illuminating the piles of crates and creating ominous shadows between the rows. Olivia recognized the figure walking toward her, footsteps echoing on the concrete floor.

Jiri Blazek stopped in front of her, lips curled in a sardonic smile. “How kind of you to join us.”

Her thoughts raced. She’d been right. This was somehow connected with Josh’s mission. Had Blazek found out about it? If so, why had they accosted her? “Your choice of words is hardly amusing, Mr. Blazek. Would you mind telling me why I’ve been brought here?” She could scarcely bring herself to look at him. His eyes were cold and lifeless. They frightened her more than she was willing to admit.

“You had lunch with my daughter today.”

“That’s right.” Olivia feigned a confusion she didn’t feel. “Is she all right? She hasn’t been in a car accident, I hope. The way she drives…”

“Silence!” He glanced at a slim gold watch on his wrist. “Eliska and her mother are on their way to Paris by now.”

Olivia wanted to pump her fist in the air, but her friend’s triumph would have to be celebrated later. She took strength from her friend’s victory.

“Oh, that’s right. Well, we had a very enjoyable lunch. But that doesn’t explain what I’m doing here.” She eyed him warily as he circled her, his bearing predatory and menacing.

“You’re wet,” he observed belatedly. He turned to the two men who stood quietly in the shadows. “Why is she wet?”

“I’m sorry Mr. Blazek. We had her hands tied, but she jumped out of the boat.”

“Yeah, but I pulled her back in,” said Garlic Breath. “I grabbed onto that thing around her neck and hauled her in like a fish.”

Blazek pointed to her neck, eyes flashing angrily. “What ‘thing’ are you talking about? There’s nothing around her neck.”

Olivia squared her shoulders. “It was a very special necklace, and it broke when he grabbed it. I really must protest at this rough treatment.” The words were pompous and hollow, but she didn’t care. Lashing out made her feel stronger. 

Blazek wheeled on the two men. “Where is it now?”

“I don’t know, boss.”

“Well find it, you idiot.” He waved them toward a small side door. “Check inside the van.”

The men disappeared and Blazek turned back to Olivia. “Now, Miss MacMillan. You’re going to tell me all about your fiancé.” His eyes suddenly came alive; their intensity was frightening. “I want you to repeat everything you told my daughter at lunch. And then I want to hear the rest of it.”

Blazek had just confirmed her worst fears. This had something to do with Josh’s mission. She squared her shoulders, meeting his gaze with a calm she didn’t feel.

She shrugged her shoulders. “Really, Mr. Blazek,” she said impassively. “Your interest in me is very flattering, but I value my privacy. I’m not in the habit of discussing my personal affairs with strangers.”

He raised his hand as if to strike her and then dropped it by his side. For a moment she thought she saw a glint of admiration in his eyes, but it slipped away, changing quickly to dislike.

“Oh, no,” he said, shaking his head slowly. “You’d like me to lose control, wouldn’t you? That would make you feel superior.” He smoothed his tie, a gesture she had noticed in the Casino. “But that’s not going to happen. And now you will tell me about your fiancé.”

Why had she been so foolish as to confide in Eliska? Her friend had obviously told her father everything she’d revealed at lunch. Her mind raced. Assuming she was right, and Eliska had repeated their conversation, there was nothing to be lost by giving Blazek the same information. In the meantime, she decided to carry on with the pretense a bit longer. She sighed, touched her hair and smiled a dreamy smile.

“Josh is the kind of man every woman dreams of meeting. I mean, what’s not to like? He’s good looking, he’s wealthy and he treats me well.” She tapped her lips thoughtfully. “Although there is that business with the gambling. Oh well, nobody’s perfect.” She turned guileless eyes on Blazek. “But he comes very close.”

“That’s quite a glowing recommendation, considering you’re not really engaged to him.” He looked at her scornfully. “You see, Miss MacMillan. I know that he hired you to pose as his fiancée.”

Olivia bristled. “I’m quite aware of that, thank you.” She tossed her head. “But it doesn’t negate the fact that Josh is a very exciting man.” At least that much was true. She looked around, feigning confusion. “I still don’t understand why I’m here.”

“Because your precious boyfriend is an arms dealer, that’s why.”

Olivia struggled not to appear victorious. If Blazek still thought Josh was an arms dealer, then his cover hadn’t been broken. She masked her joy with a show of anger.

“He is not!” Blazek was watching her response carefully; she hoped she was convincing. “Josh is a rancher from Montana.” She gave him a haughty look, aware that she was pushing her luck. “That’s in America, in case you didn’t know.”

He brushed aside her comment with a flick of his hand. “Where do you think he gets the money to fly around in a private jet? To stay on an eighty-foot yacht? To lose thousands at the poker table without batting an eye?”

She looked at him coolly. “Really, Mr. Blazek. Discussing my fiancé’s bank balance is even more distasteful than discussing personal matters. But I simply won’t believe he’s an arms dealer. Not Josh.” She tossed her head, as though discarding a thoroughly unacceptable notion.

Blazek reached up to smooth his tie and then dropped his hand. “He has assured me that he is. If that’s not true, he’s gone to a lot of trouble to convince me otherwise.”

She allowed a hint of uncertainly to creep into her voice. “I just can’t believe that’s true.” She pretended to think for a moment. “But if it is, what’s your role in all of this?”

“That should be obvious.” He spread his hands, encompassing the entire warehouse. “I’m the main distributor for the area. All of the local dealers buy from me.”

Olivia’s heart pounded. Blazek was the ‘kingpin’ Josh had mentioned.

“You’re an arms dealer?” For the first time, she looked directly at the stacked cartons. “So your import-export business is a front for illegal arms. How original.”

“Not original perhaps.
But effective…very effective.” He indicated the stacked cartons. “These will all be gone by tomorrow evening.” He seemed to swell up with pride. “I run a very efficient organization.”

“What are they?” Olivia couldn’t help it; she was fascinated.

Blazek sensed her interest and his attitude changed. He became a salesman, expounding on a subject dear to his heart.

“RPGs, launchers, AK-47s, mortars, and of course everybody’s favorite, Semtex.” He shrugged indifferently. “Nothing unusual, but in the right hands, extremely deadly.”

He turned on her. “But I digress. Your…” He hesitated theatrically. “Your fiancé has expressed an interest in making a purchase. As you can imagine, this is a very dangerous business, and one cannot be too careful.” He extracted a gold cigarette case from his jacket and slid out a cigarette, tapping it thoughtfully on the closed case. With equal deliberation he flicked a slim gold cigarette lighter, eyeing her over the flame. “It’s my job to check on Mr. Morgan,” he said, blowing out a stream of smoke. “And although his bona fides seem to be in order, something isn’t right. Why would a man of Mr. Morgan’s obvious confidence ask you to pose as his fiancée?” He examined the glowing tip of the cigarette. “You can see my dilemma, I’m sure.”

“Actually, I don’t. I’ve already told you why he hired me.” She looked toward the exit. “So if you don’t mind, I think I’ll be getting back to the yacht. Josh will be missing me by now.”

Blazek laughed mirthlessly. “I don’t think so, my dear. I’ll let you know when I’m finished with you. In the meantime, I suggest you think about what I’ve said. I want to be very sure that you’ve told me everything you know.” He leaned closer. “Everything.”

Olivia was about to respond when the door opened. Blazek’s two thugs had returned.

“We’ve checked everywhere, Boss. Can’t find it,” Sideburns reported.

“You’ve looked everywhere?”

“Yes, Boss. We even went back to the dock. It’s not anywhere. It must have fallen in the water.”

“All right then.” He gestured to Olivia. “Miss MacMillan is going to be our guest overnight. Tie her up.” He did not see the brief flash of hope that lit her eyes.

“Gladly.” Garlic Breath produced a roll of duct tape and shoved her roughly against a metal support column. He pulled her wrists together around the pole and taped them tightly. Her shoulders stretched painfully but she refused to complain. He then taped her ankles together and stood back to admire his work. After a quick glance at Sideburns he added more tape, attaching her ankles to the pole. “There,” he said with a sneer. “Let’s see you get out of that.”

Olivia ignored him and turned to Blazek, who had watched impassively. “Is this absolutely necessary?” she asked, muscles already screaming for relief.

“Not if you’d like to tell me more about your Mr. Morgan,” he said calmly. “Otherwise I have it on good authority that a night in that position does wonders for the memory.” He cocked his head to one side, seemingly oblivious to her discomfort. “Well?”

Olivia met his gaze evenly. She refused to let her fear show now. “Then I guess I’m in for a long night, because I don’t know any more than I’ve already told you.”

Blazek turned on his heel, and his voice floated back to her. “We’ll see,” he said. “Goodnight, Miss MacMillan.”






  









Chapter Nine
 

Josh watched Dirk work through the various scenarios, his analytical mind pointing out the strengths and weaknesses of their position. He tossed down his pen and drained the coffee from his cup. “There, that’s it,” he said, his tone matter-of-fact. “We’ve done everything we can. A.J. is checked out on the G-Lynx, and he’s en route to one of our supply ships right now. They were headed for Gibraltar, which means that once he gets our signal, he can be here within minutes. Fifteen at the most.”

“What else?” They’d been over all this before, but Josh needed to hear it again. He paced around the table.

Dirk shot him an understanding look. “Blazek checked you out thoroughly, like we knew he would. Everything went smoothly there. Colin is as puzzled as we are as to why he nabbed Olivia.”

“Maybe he’s just being overly cautious. But I don’t understand why he would risk offending a purchaser.”

“Why not? He has a lot more to lose than you. And besides, who can you complain to?”

“Good point.” Josh crammed his fists into his pockets. “You know, it’s just as well we don’t know where she is right now. Because if we did, you’d have to tie me down to keep me here.” His breathing became ragged. “If he’s harmed her…”

    “Josh.” Dirk glanced at his watch. “It’s three thirty in the morning, and we need to be alert when Blazek calls in a few hours. Why don’t you go downstairs and shower? Get some sleep if you can. I’ll wake you in a couple of hours. Then I’ll shower.”

“I don’t think I can sleep.” Josh caught sight of himself in the mirror over the bar and did a double take. Sunken eyes looked back at him, and the stubble on his cheeks gave him a decidedly scruffy look. He forced a smile. “I look like hell.” He met Dirk’s eyes in the mirror. “I’ll have a shower and be back in a few minutes.”

The lower passageway was dimly lit. Josh paused outside Olivia’s room, and then pushed open the door. Once inside he felt her presence like a physical blow. A damp towel lay on the bed and he pressed his face into it, inhaling her scent. In that one heartbeat of time he knew that he loved her. With a groan of frustration he tossed the towel into the bathroom and sat down on the bed, head in his hands. Was it too late? He allowed himself the luxury of remembering how beautifully she sat a horse, how her eyes glowed in the candlelight of the bistro, how she responded when he took her in his arms. He couldn’t lose her now. All he asked was a chance to tell her how he felt, and to ask if she shared his feelings.

He stood up abruptly. Dirk was right. He needed all his wits about him to deal with Blazek. He walked to the door, and flicked off the light switch.

A pale glow caught his eye. Olivia’s laptop. He paused. She must have been working on it this afternoon. A few keystrokes later, he was reading her notes, and his heart started to thud in his chest. He ran up the stairs, startling Dirk with a cry of elation.

“I know where Olivia is,” he said, placing the laptop on the table. He pointed at the screen. “Look at her notes. Blazek owns a warehouse just East of Puerto Banus, but it’s registered in someone else’s name. That’s why it didn’t come up in any of our searches. I’ll bet that’s where he’s holding her. He wouldn’t dare take her to his villa, where the servants might see her.”

“You know, I think you’re right.” Dirk checked his watch. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“Absolutely. If we can find her before he calls…” His eyes glittered. “With any luck, we’ll whisk her out from under his nose and still complete our mission.”

Dirk clapped him on the back. “That, my friend, would be the icing on the cake.”

* * *

Olivia strained against the tape that bound her wrists, but her movements only served to increase the pain in her shoulders. She couldn’t sit down and standing was quickly becoming an unbearable agony. She renewed her efforts to loosen the tape at her feet and arms, knowing that even a few millimeters would improve her circulation.

Muffled laughter erupted from the back of the warehouse and blue-white light flickered faintly from a television set. The two thugs had been left to guard her. She had watched Blazek instruct them before he left, and they had checked on her three times now. Or was it four? Each time they appeared, her skin crawled as they leered at her, enjoying her discomfort. Although she was desperately thirsty, she refused to ask for water. She would not give them the satisfaction of seeing her beg. By now, the muscles in her shoulders were thankfully numb; a small victory in her struggle to maintain her dignity.

Her head slumped forward, and the motion woke her up. How to stay awake? It was becoming harder and harder to focus on anything; her thoughts were blurry and indistinct. She laughed to herself. At least she thought she’d laughed…she couldn’t be sure. If only her Editor could see her now. Could Iraq be any worse than this? Maybe so, but at the moment she couldn’t imagine how.

Where was Josh? He would come for her. She knew it with every fiber of her being. His face floated in front of her eyes, darkly, ruggedly handsome. He was sitting astride a beautiful chestnut quarter horse, half-turned in the saddle to smile at her. She frowned. How did she know it was a quarter horse? She couldn’t answer that, but seeing him gave her a warm sense of security, of being home. She raised her hand to return the wave, and his face grew smaller, fading into the distance.

* * *

Dirk drove past the silent port, his eyes alert for any movement. Traffic was non-existent at this time of the morning; even the commercial vehicles hadn’t yet begun their rounds of the resort cities.

“Turn out your lights.” Josh spoke softly, even though there was no one to hear.

Dirk switched off the headlights. The sun wouldn’t rise for another hour and a half, but they had no trouble adjusting their eyes to the pale morning light.

“The commercial dock is about two miles away, according to her notes.” He turned to Dirk. “You contacted A.J.?”

“Yes.” The Englishman peered through the windshield. “He’s standing by.” He shot a quick look at Josh. “He must be one helluva pilot if the Royal Navy is willing to let him fly one of their helicopters.”

“He’s the best. But I suspect Colin had something to do with it. He can be very persuasive.”

Dirk nodded. “Don’t I know it.” He slowed the vehicle, head swiveling from right to left. “There’s the pier, and that must be the warehouse. We’ll park and walk the rest of the way.”

Dressed alike in dark clothes, the two men slid into the shadows of a row of loosely connected shacks. The warehouse stood by itself, the only solid structure in the area.

“Let’s do a quick recce,” Dirk suggested, his voice low and tense. “Meet you back here in a minute.” Sliding a gun from his shoulder holster, he disappeared in the gloom along the left side of the warehouse.

Josh scanned the area, and seeing no movement, walked boldly up to the small front door beside the drive-in entrance. He scowled as he saw the keypad to the left of the door. A similar keypad was mounted beside the roll-up doors. “Damn,” he said to himself. “I was hoping to do this quietly.”

Dirk materialized out of the shadows on the far side of the warehouse. “What do you make of the security system?” he asked, nodding toward the door. “There’s another keypad beside the rear door.”

Josh rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m familiar with this system. It requires a seven-digit code to gain entrance. Could you see inside?”

Dirk shook his head. “Not one window in the whole building. We could blow one of the doors, but that would alert whoever’s inside. I’d much rather do this…” He looked over Josh’s shoulder, his eyes widening. “What in blazes?”

Josh turned. A slight figure hugged the corner of the building.

“Senor Josh?” The girl’s voice was tentative, her eyes riveted on Dirk’s gun.

Dirk looked incredulously from the child to Josh. “She knows your name. Who is she?” He slipped the gun back into the holster.

Josh wracked his brain. What was the girl’s name? He moved forward, careful not to frighten her. Kneeling down, he looked into the child’s fearful eyes. She was trembling.

“Rosalina.” He made shooing motions with his hands. “Go away.” He looked back at Dirk for help, but the British agent shrugged his shoulders. “Go away,” he repeated.

The child’s hand came out from behind her back. In her palm, the rough stones of Olivia’s necklace gleamed dully in the gathering light. She pointed to the warehouse. “Senora Olivia,” she whispered, looking from Josh to Dirk. She took Josh’s hand, her fingers small and trusting. She led him to the door and pointed to the keypad. Reaching up on her tiptoes, she pointed to seven numbers, eagerly watching Josh’s response. He repeated the sequence.

Satisfied that he understood, she ran a few steps away, then turned slowly, her expression surprisingly adult.

“Gracias, Rosalina,” he said to the small woman-child. “Muchas gracias.”

The men were treated to a brilliant smile and then the child ran off, disappearing from view a moment later.

“What just happened?” asked Dirk, his cell phone already to his ear.

Josh’s voice was hoarse with emotion. “Olivia showed that child a kindness a couple of nights ago, and it may have saved her life.” He found himself grinning while Dirk consulted his GPS unit and spoke urgently into the phone. His fingers closed over the necklace, and he shoved it into his pocket.

“ETA, thirteen minutes.” Dirk glanced up at the sky. “And none too soon. It’s getting lighter by the second. Let’s go.”

The musical notes of the keypad seemed dangerously loud in the early morning silence. They eased the door open and were soon inside the dark warehouse. Each man pulled out a balaclava and slipped it over his head. Dirk raised a finger to his lips, pointing toward the rear of the warehouse. Josh nodded, acknowledging the faint sound. He squeezed his eyes closed, trying to adjust them to the dim light.

Heart pounding like a trip-hammer he peered into the interior. Rows of cartons sat on pallets, awaiting shipment.

“I think we hit pay dirt,” he said, his lips next to Dirk’s ear. “They’ve got a big shipment ready.”

Dirk nodded. “Mostly RPGs and AK-47s, judging from the size of the cartons.
Just what we’re after.”

The men crept toward the rear of the warehouse, guns drawn. The sound grew louder, and they recognized it as a television set. An announcer droned on and Josh gave his head a quick shake. TV in any language bored him. He bumped into Dirk.

“What is it?” he said, his hand on Dirk’s back. “What do you see?”

An indistinct figure slumped against a metal pole on the other side of the central aisle. “I think we’ve found Olivia,” Dirk whispered, his voice tight with anger.

Josh started, and Dirk grasped him by the arm. “Not now, Josh. Not now.” His grip was like steel and it took all of his strength to hold Josh back. “I want to free her as much as you do, but we have to take care of whoever is in that room first.” He nodded toward the room at the end of the warehouse.

The twenty feet between Josh and Olivia loomed like an impassible chasm. He ached to gather her in his arms, not only to comfort her, but to assure himself that she was all right. He stifled a groan. Dirk was right, but the helpless feeling at the sight of her slumped over was almost more than he could bear. His hands clenched into fists.

“Steady on.” Dirk’s voice brought him back to the task at hand. “She’s still breathing.” He released his grip and spoke in a low, urgent voice. “Why don’t you and I go have a word with the chaps who are holding her?”

Josh took one last look at Olivia. Her glorious silky hair swung forward, hiding her face. He offered a silent prayer for her safety then began moving silently across the floor toward the sound of the television.

Their approach required no verbal communication. Dirk peered in the window and then ducked down, holding up two fingers. With a brief nod, Josh took up a position on the opposite side of the open door. Stretched out on a cot, Garlic Breath was snoring noisily while Sideburns struggled to keep his eyes open, his chair tipped back precariously on two legs. Josh was right behind Dirk as they entered the room.

“All right, gentlemen. Let’s have a little chat, shall we?” Dirk pressed his gun against Sideburns’ temple and the man’s mouth fell open. He struggled to maintain his balance. Josh hovered over Garlic Breath, waiting for him to make a move. He continued snoring, and Josh grabbed him by the shirt and flipped him off the cot. The man cowered on the floor as he saw the menacing figure looming above him. Josh remained silent, as previously agreed.

“Right then.” Dirk kept his pistol leveled at Sideburns’ head. His tone was calmly conversational. “Who owns this warehouse?”

The man shrugged and Dirk raised a disbelieving eyebrow. “You don’t know?” His voice was deceptively gentle. “Pity, that. If you tell us who owns it, we’ll let you go. Otherwise we’ll tie you up and blow the place to pieces.” He paused, as if a brilliant idea had just occurred to him. “As a matter of fact, we’ll blow the place whether you tell us or not. The choice is yours, lads.” His eyes glittered mercilessly, pale blue against the black of the balaclava.

“Blazek!” blurted Garlic Breath. “Jiri Blazek owns it. We just work for him.”

“What’s in the shipment?” Dirk motioned with the gun.

“RPGs, launchers, AK-47s.
Some Semtex.” He couldn’t get the words out fast enough. “It’s being shipped tomorrow.” He glanced at the clock on the wall. “No, today.”

“We’ll see about that.” He turned on Sideburns. “Who’s the woman out there?”

“Nobody.”

Dirk cocked the gun. “Would you like to reconsider that answer?”

“All right, all right. We took her from a yacht in the harbor that’s being rented by some American.”

Dirk gestured with the gun. “Now why in the world would Blazek do something like that? Whatever happened to the famous Spanish hospitality we’re heard so much about?”

“He’s not in business to be hospitable.” Sideburns glared at Dirk. “Mr. Blazek is a very cautious man. That’s how he stays in business.”

Dirk shrugged. “Not for long. Where is Blazek’s main supply depot?”

Sideburns looked from the gun to the implacable eyes behind the balaclava. “At his villa.”

“And how many men are on guard there?”

“None. Mr. Blazek has the latest in electronic surveillance equipment.” He pointed to the man on the floor. “Jan and I do everything.”

“Good, because we just might drop in.” He thought for a moment. “Now here’s what we’re going to do.” He patted down Sideburns and motioned for Josh to do the same to Garlic Breath. “You two gentlemen are going to get in your vehicle. What you do after that is your own business, but here’s a hint. I recommend you get far away from Mr. Blazek. It will be a long time before he does business in this area again.” He gestured with the gun. “Come on, lads, I’ll walk you out.” He slipped a knife out of a sheath on his leg and handed it to Josh.

The men needed no further coaxing. They ducked out the side door with Dirk on their heels.

* * *

Olivia was having the swimming dream again. She had it from time to time after long flights, and it was always the same. She was underwater, struggling to get to the surface. She always woke up gasping for air, her heart pounding.

This time, the dream was different. Someone was rescuing her. A hand pushed the hair back from her face, the touch exquisitely tender. She smiled in her sleep.

“Olivia.” It was Josh’s voice. How had he found his way into her dream? She dragged herself up from the depths. “I’m going to cut through this tape. You’ll feel some discomfort for a while but don’t worry. I’m here.” His husky voice was unmistakable.

She awoke with a start, and her muscles shrieked with agony. She was still in the warehouse, but something was different. “Josh?” she whispered again, vaguely aware that tears were streaming down her face. “You came.”

“I’m right here, sweetheart.” He held her gently while the blood started to flow into her arms and legs. The pain was excruciating, but she didn’t care. He had come for her, as she knew he would.

Large fingers sifted through her hair, and his eyes searched her face. “I’ve been so worried.” His voice was shaky. “Are you all right?”

She nodded. How could she be anything else when he looked at her like that? “I’m thirsty and I’m tired, but yes, I’m fine.” Her eyes started to droop and then snapped wide open. “Josh,” she said, her tone urgent. “I think Eliska’s father is one of the larger arms dealers you’re after.”

“I think you’re right.” He glanced around at the deadly shipment. “We’ve decided to destroy this warehouse as well as the one at the villa. No sense going after the small fry when we can take him out.” His eyes hardened. “Especially after what he did to you.”

She started to shake violently and he pulled her back into the circle of his arms, broad hands gently massaging her back. “It’s a delayed reaction.” He kissed the top of her head.

“I knew you’d come for me,” she murmured, not caring that she was repeating herself. She was too exhausted to speak coherently. “For a moment there, I thought I was dreaming.”

They broke apart as the distinctive sound of a helicopter grew louder. “What’s that?” she asked, clinging to him for support.

Josh grinned. “That’s A.J. with our ride.” He picked her up in his arms. “We’re getting out of here. I’ll get you settled.” He carried her to the helicopter, handing her inside just as Dirk drove up. “Stay put,” he said and Olivia nodded sleepily. “Dirk and I have something to take care of.” He strode across the parking lot.

Dirk jumped out of their vehicle brandishing a crowbar. “I borrowed this from our friends. They’re on their way to check out new employment opportunities.” He glanced toward the helicopter. “Is she all right?”

Josh grinned. “She’s wonderful.”

“Yes, I know that, but is she physically all right?”

Josh sobered. “As far as I can tell.” He reached into the Land Rover and removed a black bag. “Shall we?” The two men went back into the warehouse.

They quickly pried open a few crates, determining the most effective position for the explosive charges.

Josh crouched over the timer. “Five minutes should be plenty, don’t you think?”

“Huh?” Dirk held a grenade launcher, his expression thoughtful. “Yeah, sure. I don’t like long good-byes.” Balancing the launcher on one hand, he looked at Josh with a wicked grin. “I’ve just had a thought. Wouldn’t it be ironic if Blazek’s store of arms at the villa was destroyed with one of his own weapons?”

Josh nodded. “My friend, I like the way you think.” They liberated several grenades.

Dirk looked around before they left. “This place is going to go straight up. While you were rescuing Olivia I put up roadblocks half a mile in each direction and checked out those shacks down the road. There’s not a soul around. Not even our little guardian angel.”

“All right then.” Josh activated the timers on the explosive charges and ran out behind Dirk. “Good luck,” he said, clapping the SAS agent on the shoulder. “I’ll see you soon.”

Dirk waved at Olivia and then ran beneath the slowly rotating blades of the helicopter to the waiting Land Rover. With a quick touch of the horn he pulled out, heading east.

Josh stepped up into the helicopter, sliding into the seat next to Olivia and slipping on a pair of headphones and checking his watch. “Three minutes, A.J. Let’s head out, but stand by half a mile offshore.”

The pilot nodded, and the ground fell away below them. Through the open side of the helicopter, the eastern horizon glowed brightly.

“How’s this sir?”

“This is fine. Best seats in the house.”

Three sets of eyes watched in amazement as the roof of the warehouse peeled back and a ball of brilliant orange flame shot into the pale morning sky. The sound reached them a moment later and Josh reached for Olivia’s hand. In that brief heartbeat of time, the triumphant smile on his face erased the memory of the fear and discomfort she’d suffered over the past few hours. He gave her hand a quick squeeze and spoke into the mouthpiece attached to his headset. “All right A.J. Next set of co-ordinates, please.”

As they sped toward the villa Josh’s training took over. With quick, efficient movements he loaded the grenade launcher and moved into position in the open door of the helicopter. She watched him wordlessly, wondering if she’d ever really known this man.

Sensing her scrutiny, he leaned toward her, putting his mouth to her ear. “This is what it’s all about Darlin’. After today, Blazek won’t be in the arms business. He may never recover.” His gaze held hers for a moment then he turned away, once more a man with a mission.

The helicopter nosed up over the hill, revealing the compound sprawled below them. To the left, the residence appeared eerily deserted. Below them, the huge rock rose out of the hillside, a physical barrier between the storehouse and the home. Leaves danced on the trees and dust and debris scattered in the downdraft from the rotors. With a practiced eye, Josh scanned the entire compound for signs of life, but it was deserted. Suddenly, Blazek’s yellow Hummer sped away from the storehouse, heading for the gates.

Josh almost couldn’t believe his eyes. The double doors of the storehouse stood open. The Czech must have learned about the explosion on the docks and was in a big hurry to leave.

His voice was calm as he spoke to A.J. “Position yourself so I get a clear shot at those open doors and be prepared to break away sharply on my signal.”

Huddled in the blanket, Olivia’s gaze went from Josh to the building below and then back to Josh. She was gripped by a sense of unreality and for a moment it was as though she were in the middle of a movie. But her aching arms and legs reminded her that the scene playing out before her eyes was real. Very real.

Josh hefted the launcher, resting it on his shoulder. “Now!” he said into his headphones and the grenade fired, exhaust streaming from the back of the launcher and out the open side of the helicopter. Veering left, the powerful machine gained altitude. For a moment there was no sound, and then a series of massive explosions echoed across the hillside, followed by smaller but equally spectacular bursts. As planned, the huge rock acted as a backstop for the blast. In a semi-circle around the storehouse, vegetation was stripped from the trees. Small spot fires glowed momentarily and then died out. There was nothing left to burn.

The concussion buffeted the helicopter but A.J. held it steadily at a safe distance.

Josh looked down at the devastation, but saw only his brother’s face. “That’s for you, Zach.” Emotion turned his voice raspy, and he swallowed hard. Eyes glittering in triumph, he turned to Olivia, sharing in the success of the mission. She smiled back at him through eyes dark with exhaustion.

In the distance, fire sirens could be heard. He turned to the pilot. “Let’s go, A.J.” The helicopter rotated ninety degrees and then pulled away, disappearing over the Sierra Blanca mountain range.

* * *

Ten miles away on the road to Barcelona, Dirk heard the explosions. His hands relaxed on the steering wheel and he started to whistle.

* * *

Josh turned back to Olivia, but she had fallen asleep wrapped in a blanket. In spite of the dark circles that rimmed her eyes, she looked beautiful. He tucked the blanket around her feet and moved forward, sticking his head into the cockpit.

“Thanks, A.J. Your timing was perfect, as usual.”

The pilot grinned. “My pleasure sir. I assume that was your primary target?”

“Yes. And the beauty of the whole operation is that nobody will ever know who did this, and people in the trade will be suspicious of each other for a long time.” He watched the countryside fall away beneath them. “So the mission was a complete success.”

A.J. hiked his head back. “The woman. Is she all right?”

Josh nodded. “As far as I can tell. Right now she’s exhausted.” He clapped the pilot on the shoulder. “Have you been in contact with the airport?”

“Yes sir. The jet is standing by with long range fuel tanks. Oh, and sir?”

“Yes?”

“The yacht left around four thirty. Blazek couldn’t find it if he tried.”

“Excellent.” Josh stifled a yawn. “It’s been a long night.”

“Yes, sir.” A.J. kept his eyes on the horizon. “We’ll be there soon, sir.”

* * *

Olivia stirred, and was immediately aware of a steady, low-pitched sound. She was tired; so very tired, and she tugged at a fleecy blanket, pulling it up under her chin. Her shoulders ached, painful reminders of the events of the past twenty-four hours. Memories flooded her consciousness with a rapid-fire slide show of images. Eliska, the yacht, Blazek and then the relief of finding herself in Josh’s arms, knowing that she was safe. Vague impressions hovered at the back of her mind; a helicopter, billowing explosions and then Josh lifting her effortlessly, and tucking her into bed with great tenderness.

She opened her eyes. Sunlight flooded in through a small window and she propped herself up on one elbow to look out. Clouds blocked her view of what lay below. Curiosity forced her to her feet, a blanket clutched around her shoulders. Head reeling, she steadied herself against the wall then reached for the door.

Josh lay sprawled in a seat by the window, shade drawn and eyes closed. The beginnings of a beard reminded Olivia that he’d been awake even longer than she had. He stirred in his sleep, long legs twitching restlessly.

Olivia sat in the seat opposite and watched his steady breathing. Here was a man who embodied everything she desired. Forget the good looks and the easy charm. She smiled to herself. Well, perhaps that wouldn’t be easy, but once past those attributes, the man underneath was even more appealing. The quiet confidence that she had come to know was in direct contrast to the devil-may-care front he so cleverly put forth to the world. And it was that confidence that appealed to her. His devotion to what he believed in and his willingness to act on his convictions were more of a turn-on than his smoldering sexuality. In the bright light of day, she could no longer deny it. She loved him; it was as simple as that. With a soft sigh on her lips she went back to the small cabin. Knowing their destination suddenly didn’t seem so important.

* * *

The aircraft touched down and Josh looked out the window. He’d give anything for a shower and some clean clothes. The jet taxied off the main runway, heading for the section reserved for private aircraft. His Cessna sat on the tarmac, awaiting their arrival.

“Where are we?” Olivia came out of the small cabin, absently smoothing her rumpled clothes. She looked out of the window then looked back toward Josh, her eyes shining. “We’re in Montana, aren’t we? I can see the mountains.”

“I hope you don’t mind. I thought this would be the perfect place for us to recuperate.” He gestured to a man striding across the tarmac. “Kyle brought the Cessna and a change of clothes for you. They may not fit very well, but they’ll do for now.”

Olivia looked down at herself. The blouse and shorts she had put on in what seemed like another lifetime were dirty and badly wrinkled. “Anything would be better than this,” she said. “Thank you for thinking of it.” Her hand went to her mouth. “What about my passport? My clothes from the yacht?
My laptop?”

Josh grinned. “They’re en route already. They’ll be delivered to the ranch tomorrow along with my stuff. Your government is very efficient, I’ll say that much.”

Olivia gave her face a quick wash and stepped into a pair of soft jeans. They were too short, but she didn’t care. A simple white shirt carried with it the distinctive smell of being dried outside in the sunshine. It was pure bliss to put on clean clothes. She tossed her dirty clothes in the bag then remembered the ring. Digging it out of the pocket of her shorts, she shoved it into the pocket of her jeans and stepped into the cabin.

Josh stood up quickly. “That was fast,” he said, smiling at the bare skin between the bottom of the jeans and her sandals. “But something’s missing.”

She ran her fingers through her hair and smiled up at him. “Sorry about that, but the selection was somewhat limited.” She paused, noting the devilish sparkle in his eyes. “What are you going on about, anyway?”

He held up the necklace. “Your outfit doesn’t look complete without this.”

“My necklace!” Her eyes widened. “Where did you find it?”

His fingers brushed the back of her neck as he slipped it over her head, sending delightful sensations dancing across her skin. He planted a quick kiss on her neck and she turned to him, eyes questioning.

“I’ll tell you later,” he promised, and his eyes dropped to her lips. “We have a lot of catching up to do.” With a casual intimacy, he took her hand, weaving his fingers between hers. “Come on,” he said, striding across the tarmac. “Let’s do some flying.”

* * *

“Oh, Josh. It’s beautiful!” Olivia didn’t know where to look first. Piloting the Cessna with a sure hand, Josh had been following a meandering valley flanked by gently rolling hills. In the distance the Rockies dominated the horizon, bold and massive against the blue sky. “Is it much farther to your ranch?”

“We’ve been over it for a few minutes now.” He reached across the console and squeezed her hand. “That building we just flew over with the green roof is my home.”

The aircraft touched down lightly and an old army Jeep sped toward the airstrip. “Our welcoming committee,” he said, bringing the aircraft to a stop and flicking switches with a practiced hand.

“Welcome home, son.” A short grizzled man eased his small frame out of the jeep, a black Stetson shading his eyes. He nodded toward Olivia. “Howdy ma’am.”

“Olivia, I’d like you to meet Clint Jackson, the toughest foreman for miles. Clint, I’d like you to meet Olivia MacMillan.”

The foreman removed his hat and extended his hand. His grip was firm, yet gentle. “Don’t you listen to him, ma’am. He’s been riled at me ever since I caught him in the barn, drinking his Pappy’s whiskey.” A slow grin lit his face. “And that was back when he was thirteen years old.”

“And he’s never let me forget it.” Josh laughed, giving the old man a quick hug. “How’s everything, Clint?”

“Just fine, now that you’re home.”

Josh scanned the rolling countryside and his whole body relaxed. “I missed this place,” he said, reaching for Olivia’s hand. “I can’t speak for Olivia, but I’ve done enough traveling for a while.” He opened the back door of the Jeep with a flourish. “Your chariot, madam.” Their eyes met, and she knew he was recalling the limousines they had so recently utilized. There was no comparison; the Jeep won hands down. She turned her face to the sun and breathed in sweet, pure air. No wonder Josh was so grounded, so confident. She sensed instinctively that this land tolerated no half measures. In this beautiful but unforgiving environment, a man could find his true worth. Her fingers touched the rough stones of her necklace and she turned to find him regarding her with a knowing smile.

“Welcome to the Bar M.
My little piece of heaven.”

Cattle grazed in the distance, dark spots against the lush green grass of early summer. Josh pointed out the buildings clustered around the main house, and as they drove past the stables a horse whinnied impatiently. “That sounds like Zorah, my horse. I’ll introduce you later.”

Olivia smiled to herself. “He’s a quarter horse, right?”

He gave her an odd look. “That’s right. How did you know?”

“I dreamed about you when I was in the warehouse. You were on a quarter horse.” She smiled self-consciously. “I knew you’d come for me.”

His eyes held hers and they were full of promise. “There was never any doubt about that.”

They pulled up at the rear of the house. The roof extended to cover a broad verandah, and on either side of the stairs hollyhocks competed for space with zinnias, petunias and bachelor’s buttons. A grey tabby cat lay curled in one of the wicker chairs on the verandah, ignoring their arrival.

“Josh! Welcome home.” A rotund woman bustled out, the screen door slapping behind her.

Josh greeted her with a kiss. “Maisie, I’d like you to meet Olivia MacMillan. She’ll be staying with us for a while. Olivia, this is Maisie Jackson.”

Olivia shook hands with the smiling housekeeper. “I hope I’m not imposing, Mrs. Jackson.” She glanced at Josh. “This was a last-minute trip.”

“Oh pish.” Maisie waved her hands dismissively and led the way into the house. “It’s a pleasure to have some company. Josh never brings anyone home. I keep telling him to get away for a while, find himself a nice girl, but he thinks them cattle can’t get along without him.” She poked Josh in the chest with a stubby finger. “He tells me to mind my own business, but it’s high time he settled down.”

Josh rolled his eyes. “Come on. I’ll show you the rest of the house.”

The interior of the house was simple and beautiful. The ceiling of the great room rose two stories high, with roughly hewn beams supporting the roof. Large slabs of slate formed a hearth in front of the fieldstone fireplace, and evidence of a recent fire confirmed Olivia’s suspicion that it could get cold here at night…even in the summer. A large picture window overlooked the river that meandered lazily through the property. Josh stood silently beside her as she absorbed the view in silence. The mountains in the distance appeared so perfect they might have been painted on a canvas the color of cornflowers.

“You must feel…” she paused, looking for the right word. “You must feel claustrophobic in London. Or any city for that matter.” She walked closer to the window. “There’s something about seeing into the distance like this. I feel like I can stretch my eyes.” She laughed self-consciously. “I guess that sounds rather silly.”

He touched her elbow. “Not at all. I know exactly what you mean. But it’s good to hear someone put my thoughts into words.”

She smiled up at him. He looked completely disreputable, his clothes rumpled and the beginnings of a beard on his angular jaw. In spite of that, he’d never been more appealing. She placed her palm along his cheek. “Josh…”

“There you are.” Maisie bustled into the room. “When would you like dinner? I can have it ready any time.”

Josh shrugged and deferred to Olivia.

“Let’s eat whenever you usually have it,” she suggested. “That may help our internal time clocks to get re-calibrated.”

“Good idea.” Josh turned to Maisie. “Six o’clock will be fine, Maisie. I hope it’s something informal. We’re both tired.”

“Couldn’t get much simpler. Stew, fresh rolls, and apple crisp for dessert. You can eat in the kitchen if you’d like.”

Olivia’s eyes lit up. “That would be wonderful. It looks so cozy.”

Maisie’s ample bosom swelled at the compliment. “I’ll leave everything set up for you then.” She shot a pointed look in Josh’s direction. “I’m sure you want to have a shower before dinner.”

Josh placed a hand at the small of Olivia’s back, guiding her to the stairs. “Subtlety has never been Maisie’s strong suit,” he murmured as the housekeeper returned to the kitchen. “But she has a point. I can’t remember the last time I had a shower.”

He ushered her into a spacious bedroom decorated in the soft, natural colors of the prairie. “This is the guest room. I’ll meet you downstairs in an hour.”






  









Chapter Ten
 

“That was delicious.” Olivia finished the last of the apple crisp. “Now all I need is a cup of tea and I’ll know I’m truly in heaven.” She gathered up the dishes and placed them in the sink. “If you show me where everything is, I’ll make the tea while you get a fire started. You promised me an explanation about the necklace.”

Olivia placed the tray on the floor in front of the fireplace. Josh knelt on one knee, positioning logs on top of the crackling kindling. He stared into the fire, his face burnished by the reflected glow.

Olivia poured a mug of tea and handed it to him. He cupped it in both hands, thanking her with a distracted nod. She sat on the floor, her back propped against a chair, waiting for him to speak.

He lifted his head to look at her, eyes dark with emotion. “When I got back to the yacht, I didn’t realize that you were missing.” His voice was hollow as he related those first moments. “I thought it was a robbery and that you were still in town.”

“I’m embarrassed that I haven’t asked about those poor crew members. Were they all right?” She shuddered. “One of them was bleeding.”

He nodded. “Juan was fine. The blood made it look worse than it really was. Carlos too. He felt badly about not protecting you, but I reassured him it wasn’t his fault. Blazek’s men took them both by surprise.”

“I’m glad they’re all right.” She shook her head, remembering the men lying on the deck. “So what happened next?”

Josh had already decided on an edited version of the truth. “I called Dirk and he came to the yacht. The crew members had said that the men who took you sounded Czech, so we knew that there had to be some connection with Blazek.”

Olivia nodded. “But how did you know where to find me?”

“Your laptop.” He rubbed his eyes. “But that came later. Shortly after we dismissed the crew, Blazek called to tell us he had you, but of course he refused to say any more than that. He wanted us to sweat. Said he’d call back at eight the next morning. That was when the pieces started falling into place and we realized he must be one of the top suppliers. So we planned for every eventuality and then I went down for a quick shower and happened to notice that your laptop was on. It didn’t take long to find your notes.”

Olivia leaned forward eagerly. “And you found my necklace outside the warehouse! I purposely dropped it when those two thugs dragged me out of the van. Rather Hansel and Gretel-ish, but I’m glad it worked.”

Josh sat down on the floor across from her, a smile lighting his eyes. “It worked all right, but it wasn’t me who found it. Your little friend Rosalina found it.”

“Rosalina?
But how?” She held up a finger. “Wait a minute…that’s right. Eliska mentioned that some of the street kids live near her father’s warehouse.” She paused. “We saw her that day after we had lunch together. When was that? Yesterday?
The day before? Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Eliska and I had lunch near Puerto Banus, and Rosalina came up to me to say hello.” She looked at him eagerly. “So what happened? Did she see me? What did she tell you?”

He grinned. “The conversation was limited, as you can imagine, but she mentioned your name and pointed to the warehouse. And then she did the most remarkable thing. She showed us the security code.” He shook his head. “To most people those kids are invisible. Nobody pays them much attention, but they’re everywhere; they see everything.” His voice softened. “In her eyes you were like no tourist she’d dealt with before. You were kind to her, and look what happened.”

“But Josh.” She tensed, suddenly concerned for the young girl. “That explosion. I hope she was safely away from there.”

“She was. We’d made it clear that we didn’t want her around, but just to be sure Dirk checked the adjacent buildings. Shacks, really. There was no one around. He escorted Blazek’s two guards out of the area and then he put up barriers on the road to prevent anyone from driving past at the wrong time.” He stared into his mug. “We had that part figured out ahead of time, but we still don’t know why Blazek had you kidnapped. The guard seemed to think it was an excess of caution on Blazek’s part, but why the sudden change of attitude? It doesn’t make sense.”

“I think that was my fault.”

“Your fault?
How so?” He tried to cover a yawn. “Sorry, but I’m not following you. The lack of sleep is catching up with me.”

A log hissed softly in the fireplace but she didn’t hear it. She was back at the Costa del Sol. “It’s all so unbelievable. Did you notice the tension in the air when we went to the villa for coffee? Both Eliska and her mother had the look of people under an immense amount of strain. But of course you’d never seen them before so you had nothing to compare…” she paused. “Sorry, I’m babbling.” Sipping her tea, she marshaled her thoughts. “Eliska told me that her mother knew about the mistress. That was bad enough as you can imagine, but when she started working for her father and discovered the true nature of his business everything changed. Her mother had been terribly unhappy in the marriage for a long time, but knowing about the illegal arms was the last straw. They were going to Paris all right, but Eliska had no intention of attending design school. They’d been working on a plan to disappear…to get away from him.” She smiled. “And I believe they’ll succeed.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “So that’s why she wanted to have lunch with you. And in the meantime her father was showing me around the estate. He had a storehouse full of arms there on the property, but of course you saw that blow up.”

She leaned forward eagerly. “Those arms were all I could think about. I couldn’t wait to get back to the yacht to tell you that he might be the kingpin you mentioned. Do you think he was? It’s all so unbelievable.”

Josh nodded. “He definitely appears to control the shipments out of the area. Even so, that still doesn’t explain why he had you snatched.”

She glanced down at her left hand. It felt bare without the ring. “It was my own fault.”

He gave her a sharp look. “How so?”

“I’m really sorry Josh, but Eliska was making such a big deal about our engagement. I knew I wouldn’t see her again and it seemed harmless. She was leaving in a couple of hours, so I told her that we weren’t really engaged. I didn’t tell her anything other than the gambling story, but she must have told her father, because that’s what he questioned me about.” She gave a small shiver at the memory. “But when he told me that Eliska and her mother had left I wanted to cheer. It gave me a real boost.”

He looked at her levelly. “I can have them found if you like. IATO has access to the best intelligence in the world.”

She wrapped her arms around her legs and stared into the fire. It took her a moment to respond. “Thanks, but I don’t think so. She swallowed against the lump that formed in her throat. “If she wants me to know where she is she can contact me. I’d rather not jeopardize their freedom.”

“I understand.” He studied her closely. “You’ve asked about the crew on the yacht, you’ve asked about Rosalina, and now you’re willing to lose contact with your friend and her mother to ensure their safety. Don’t you ever think about yourself?”

“All the time.” She lowered her head, hoping he’d mistake her blush for the glow from the fire. “Going on this trip was a purely selfish decision. You could have done it without me.”

“Do you think so?” Bemused eyes looked pointedly at her left hand. “I see you’re not wearing the ring any more. Does that mean the engagement is off?”

“Of course not. I mean yes.” She tossed her head, fighting to keep her tone light. “It may have been short, but it was exciting.” She looked at him over the rim of her mug. “How was it for you?”

A deep laugh rumbled up from his chest. “Well now, let’s see. There were parts of it I liked very much, but they were too brief.” He stared into the fire and his tone gentled. “As I mentioned before, I’d like the chance to do it all again. I suppose that’s why I brought you here without your permission.” He stood up unsteadily and offered her his hand. She came to her feet. “Am I forgiven for that?”

   “There’s nothing to forgive.” She smiled up at him. “And don’t worry, I’ll return the ring tomorrow.”

“No need.” He still grasped her hand, and his fingers tightened. “I want you to have it. Wear it and think of me sometimes.”

Olivia stared at him wordlessly. Did he honestly think she could ever forget him? He must be blind if he couldn’t see that she was holding her emotions in check, waiting for him to make the first move. It was as if they were starting all over again, as though he’d never kissed her with a passion that curled her toes.

She stepped back and he swayed. The man was exhausted! She grasped him gently by the arm. “Come on, Josh. It’s time for bed.”

He grinned crookedly. “Do you know how long I’ve waited to hear you say that? Why does it have to be tonight, when I can barely stand up?”

“It was a fact, not an invitation. Come on, I’ll help you.”

He slid an arm around her waist and they proceeded up the stairs. She stopped in front of his door.

“I’d walk you to your door,” he said, starting to slur his words. “But I don’t think I could make it back.”

Olivia opened his door and pushed him inside. “As if I’d let you leave,” she murmured.

“I heard that!” he shouted as he fell onto his bed.

Olivia smiled. “Goodnight Cowboy,” she said to herself. “Some other night, perhaps.” She closed his door.

* * *

“Good morning.” Maisie was removing a tray of sticky buns from the oven. The mouth-watering aroma had spread through the house and Olivia realized she was hungry again. “Help yourself to some coffee.”

Maisie inverted the tray, and the buns fell out onto a platter, studded with raisins and glistening with melted brown sugar. “Josh has enjoyed these since he was a young kid.”
 Olivia sipped appreciatively at the coffee. “It sounds like you’ve known him a long time.”
 “Clint and I came to this ranch thirty five years ago.” She tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “The Morgan family has been good to us.”

“From what I can see, the appreciation goes both ways.” Olivia walked to the back door and looked through the screen. “Have you seen Josh this morning?”

“Lord, yes. He’s been up for a couple of hours.” She chuckled. “He says he fell asleep in his clothes. How about cold chicken?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“For your sandwiches. Josh asked me to put up some sandwiches for a picnic. Said the two of you were going riding.”

“Chicken’s fine. I like chicken.” She eyed the buns. “May I have a sticky bun for my breakfast? Then I’ll go and get dressed.”

“Of course you can, child. I don’t know what’s the matter with my memory this morning. Your suitcases arrived as well. They’re sitting by the front door.”

* * *

  Olivia walked from the brilliance of the sun into the shadow of the stables. It smelled sweetly of hay and horses. A stall door stood open and she paused, studying the man inside. Josh was grooming a horse, talking softly to it as he used the currycomb. Faded jeans hugged his hips, and the sleeves of his shirt were rolled up, exposing muscled forearms.

“Hello, Cowboy.” He raised his head and her pulse quickened. Pausing with one hand on the horse’s back he studied her, from the tip of her boots to the top of her flaming hair. Goosebumps prickled her skin. She knew she looked good. She’d chosen a tailored off-white shirt and slim khaki trousers, which she wore tucked into soft leather boots. It felt good to be back in her favorite ‘uniform’.

Setting down the grooming tool, he took a few steps toward her, shoving his hands into his back pockets. “You know,” he said with a slow drawl, “the first time I saw you in that greenhouse I thought you were beautiful. A bit prickly, perhaps, but beautiful.” He continued walking, circling her. “But today I’d have to say you look perfect.” He grinned broadly. “Good morning. How did you sleep?”

She blushed, wondering if he was recalling her parting words last night. “Well enough, thanks. Maisie said you asked her to make a picnic lunch. I’d enjoy that.”

“Good.” He seemed to be having trouble tearing his eyes away from her. Finally he gestured to the horse. “I was just about to saddle Ginger for you and we’ll be ready. Do you mind going back to the house to get the lunch?”

“Not at all.” Striding away from the barn, she was aware of his eyes following her, and a ripple of anticipation tiptoed up her spine.

“Here you go.” Maisie had the lunch packed and ready. “It’s nothing fancy, but it’ll keep the wolf from the door.” She shot a curious look at Olivia. “You know, I wasn’t sure how much to pack. He’s never brought a woman here before, and for sure he’s never taken anyone for a picnic. Kinda took me by surprise when he mentioned it this morning.”

Olivia’s heart leaped. “Really?” She picked up the package, trying to appear nonchalant. “In that case, I’ll try to make sure he enjoys himself.”

* * *

Clint was in the stables when she returned with the lunch. The two men shared an easy camaraderie and Josh was laughing when he turned to greet her. Relaxed and on his home turf, his appeal was even stronger than it had been in the villa, or on the yacht. His hand brushed hers as he took the lunch and she busied herself with the horse, hiding her response. For a brief moment she considered making up an excuse to go back to London. But would that solve anything? No, she decided. Even on the other side of the world, the desire to be with him would be as strong as ever.

“Clint would like us to check the fences to the Southwest.” He led the way out of the stable. “Nice scenery out that way.”

They rode for an hour, crossing the river near a sand bar, stopping so the horses could drink.

“This is who you really are, isn’t it?” She turned to him, openly studying his lean, muscular body and rugged profile. “You’re nothing like that slick talking, poker-playing man I met in Europe.”

“Are you disappointed?” He watched her intently.

She hesitated, sensing that her reply was important to him. “Not at all; I like the real you. What surprises me is that you could fool me so completely.”

He dismounted and cupped some water in his palms, but not before she noticed a shadow cross his face. Something was bothering him, but she couldn’t imagine what it might be. He drank deeply, then wiped his hands on his jeans. “I regret that,” he said, finally meeting her eyes. “But it was necessary.”

“I understand.” She frowned. He had withdrawn, and she didn’t know why. Deciding that there was nothing to be gained by probing further she pointed to a rise in the distance. “Maisie sent along a thermos of coffee. Is that a good place to stop for a break?”

He nodded. They rode easily, side by side. Groups of cattle dotted the hillside, grazing contentedly while the young chased each other on stiff legs. Here and there, newborn calves lay sleeping in depressions in the ground, their presence betrayed by the flick of an ear.

Pausing at the top of the rise, they dismounted and left their horses to graze. Olivia drank in the beauty of the surrounding countryside. “I don’t know how you can bear to tear yourself away from here,” she said, spreading her arms and turning in a slow circle. “I think it’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen.”

He watched her reaction with approval and a slow smile softened his face. “I agree. And from now on, when I leave it will be strictly for personal reasons.” He pulled out the thermos, and two enameled cups. “As far as I’m concerned, that was a one-off mission for IATO.” He poured the steaming coffee. “There are a lot of Special Forces alumni like myself who’d like another chance to kick some ass. And the way the world is changing, they won’t be short of volunteers.”

She was alerted by something in his voice. “Why do they do it, Josh?” He handed her the cup and she looked around for a spot to sit. A cluster of pine trees offered some welcome shade. “Is it the danger? Is that what makes men go off on these missions?” She sipped thoughtfully. “Dirk’s retired from SAS. And you’re no longer with Special Forces. What’s in it for you?”

His body tensed and she glimpsed the flash of pain again. He silently kicked at some pinecones, clearing a space for them to sit down. Then he seemed to get control of himself and sank onto the ground, indicating the space beside him. “I don’t know what makes the other guys come back for one last kick at the can.” He gazed into the distance and she would have given anything to know what he was thinking at that moment. “I suppose for some of them it’s the danger. That would be a fair assessment. But for the rest of us, it’s something we have to do.” He was striving to keep his tone light. “I can’t begin to put into words how good it feels to know that Blazek is out of business.” He stared into the mug.

A magpie landed in the tree above them, breaking the silence with its raucous chatter. Olivia turned to Josh. “I’ve been afraid to ask you, but I have to know. Did Blazek die in that last explosion?”

His head jerked up. “What? Oh, no. It was a close call, but I saw him drive away in his Hummer. No one at the villa was hurt, either. We made sure of that.”

“Thank goodness.” The relief was overwhelming. “In spite of everything, he is Eliska’s father.” She shot him a quick glance. “Although why I should care about him, I don’t know.”

She started to tremble. “I’m not a brave person, Josh. I’m ashamed to admit it, but when he walked across the floor of that warehouse, I was terrified. I kept telling myself that Eliska’s father wouldn’t harm me, but deep down I knew he could be ruthless.” Tears started to roll down her cheeks and she let them fall.

“Come here.” Josh pulled her into his arms. “I’ve been expecting this.” He lifted her effortlessly onto his lap and held her like a child, stroking her hair with one large hand.

It felt so good to be held. “I’m sorry,” she hiccupped. “I didn’t mean to cry.”

He rocked her gently. “With everything you went through I’m surprised this didn’t happen long ago.” Tipping up her chin, he brushed his lips against her forehead. “You’re an amazing woman, Olivia MacMillan. A few tears aren’t going to change that.”

She closed her eyes and enjoyed the security of being in his arms. He smelled of soap, horses and his own intoxicating scent. When had he last kissed her? Monte Carlo and the Costa del Sol seemed to have happened in another lifetime. Whenever it was, it had been too long ago. The memory shimmered through her and she snuggled against his chest, aware of the rapid beating of his heart.

She looked up to see him staring into the distance, his brow furrowed. “What’s the matter?” She dabbed at her eyes, her own emotional outburst forgotten.

When he answered, his voice seemed to come from far away. “I didn’t expect to like you, you know.” A faint grin touched his face and then disappeared. “I think I told you that the first day I met you.”

He was far too serious. “What are you trying to say?” She touched her fingers to his lips.

Grasping her hand, he placed a kiss in her palm and then he lifted her, setting her on the ground beside him. “I can’t think when you’re so close,” he said. “I need to do this properly.” He stood up and walked a few steps away, his back to her.

She stilled. “You’re sorry you brought me here, aren’t you!” She scrambled to her feet, her eyes flashing. Facing him, she poked him in the chest with a stiff finger. “If you’re trying to let me down gently, I’ve got news for you Cowboy. You’re not doing a very good job of it.”

He stared at her. “What are you talking about? I’m happy that you’re here. As a matter of fact…” He swallowed. “Listen. I’m trying to apologize. It’s been eating away at me ever since Blazek’s men took you from the yacht.” He took a deep breath. “We used you, Olivia. It was wrong, and you were put in danger because of it. I don’t think I can ever forgive myself for that.”

She relaxed as his words sunk in. “That’s what this is all about?” She gave a relieved little laugh. “Okay, so I was mad when you first told me, back at the villa in Monte Carlo, but I got over it. Remember?”

With a groan of frustration, he pulled her against his chest. “Yes, I remember, but…”

She touched her fingertips to his mouth, cutting off any further explanation. “No ‘buts’. It’s over, Josh. Let’s not spoil this beautiful day.” She smiled into his eyes and saw the tension drain out of them. “There is something you could do for me, though.” She raised her lips.

“Gladly.” His mouth covered hers with a fierceness that left her breathless and wanting more. “Olivia.” His voice was raspy. “I’ve wanted to do this for days, but I didn’t know how.”

She pulled back. “You seem to be doing very well.”

“You know what I mean.” He deepened the kiss, his mouth slanting over hers with startling urgency. A gentle breeze rustled the trees, and the horses shuffled nearby, but Josh and Olivia were unaware of their surroundings. The rapid beating of his heart matched her own, and a sigh of pleasure escaped her lips.

The sound of pounding horse’s hooves broke them apart.

“Josh.” Clint was breathless. “Thank goodness I found you.” His face was flushed. “One of the young calves is all tangled up in the barbed wire over by Trout Lake and I can’t find my wire cutters.” He slapped his thigh angrily. “I must have lost them last time I was out.”

Josh ran to his horse and checked his saddlebags. “I’ve got mine. I can give you a hand.” He turned to Olivia. “Would you like to come, or would you prefer to go back to the house?”

“How far is Trout Lake?”

Josh glanced at Clint for confirmation. “Three, four miles?”

“’Bout that, yeah.”

“Then I’d better go back to the house.” She shook her head. “I haven’t done much riding lately, and I’d just hold you up.”

His eyes lingered for a tantalizing moment on her mouth and then he mounted. “You can find your own way back?”

She smiled. “Get out of here.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He touched his hat and rode off.

* * *

“Over by Trout Lake, you said?” Maisie was chopping green onions for a potato salad.

“Yes. Clint said it was three or four miles from where he found us.”

“Then they’ll be late getting back. Just as well it’s a cold supper.” She stirred the salad. “Josh will do anything to save one of his animals. It’s not unusual for him to stay out there all night when one of the horses is foaling.”

“I can understand that. I have a horse at home.”

Maisie appeared to scrutinize her more carefully. “Even so, I’d like to see him get out more. He’s been hiding away here too long, if you ask me.”

“Hiding from what?”

Maisie banged the spoon against the side of the bowl. “Nothing. I’m just an old woman who talks too much.” She placed the bowl in the refrigerator and moved to the sink.

“Is there anything I can do to help?” It was a feeble attempt to get the housekeeper to talk some more and she wasn’t surprised when it didn’t work.

“No thanks dearie.” She removed her apron. “I think I’ll go out and cut some flowers.”

Olivia knew when she was being dismissed. “Oh. Then I think I’ll make a few phone calls.”

* * *

“You’re where? I thought I heard you say Montana.” Justine’s voice sounded like she was in the other room. “What are you doing there?”

“Right now I’m at Josh’s ranch. You wouldn’t believe everything that’s happened.” She hardly believed it herself.

“Try me.”

“It’s a long story but it’s something I should tell you in person.” Olivia sat in the shade of the back porch. “You wouldn’t believe how beautiful it is here. I’m looking at the Rocky Mountains right now.”

“Olivia.” Justine’s voice took on a warning note. “You’re not breaking The Rules, are you?

“The Rules?” The cat jumped up on her lap, demanding attention.

“You’re not falling in love with him, are you?”

Olivia closed her eyes and she was back on the hilltop, the scent of pine resin sweet in the air and Josh’s mouth ravaging hers. Her heart began to flutter. “Oh, those rules.
Of course not.” She rapidly changed the subject. “How’s everything coming along for the wedding?”

“With your Mother helping, it couldn’t be anything other than perfect. I’ve never seen a woman with such organizational skills. No wonder her charities are all so successful.” She paused and Olivia pictured her friend biting her lip. “You will be back in time, won’t you?”

“You can bet on it. Listen Justine, I’d better get going. I’ll see you on the Friday night before the wedding, if not before.”

“Okay.” Justine hesitated, and Olivia could sense that something else was coming. “You can bring him if you like.”

Olivia managed a convincing chuckle. She’d had the same idea herself, but discarded it. “Thanks, but I don’t think that’s in the cards.” She scratched behind the cat’s ears. “See you soon.”

The cat settled down beside her as she stretched out on the lounge. “I’d forgotten about those pesky rules,” she said dreamily, her hand in the animal’s soft fur. “I wonder if they still apply?”

* * *

“I’m real sorry, son.” Clint was apologizing again. “She’s a right pretty girl, that Miss Olivia. Do you reckon we’ll be seeing much of her around here?”

Josh laughed easily. “You’re about as subtle as a kick in the shins, Clint Jackson.” He laid a soothing hand on the calf slung across his horse. “But to tell you the truth, I don’t know how long she can stay. It was a spur of the moment sort of thing, coming here.”

“Well, I like her.” The foreman dismounted, opened the last fence then closed it carefully when they had passed. “I’ll call the vet.” They headed for the barn.

“Thanks, and I’ll explain to Olivia why she’ll probably be spending the evening alone.”

* * *

Olivia frowned in her sleep and brushed away an annoying fly that kept landing on her mouth. A low chuckle broke through the fog of sleep and the frown turned into a smile. She opened her eyes lazily. “Josh Morgan, you’re a pest.” Sitting up, she noticed the slanting rays of the sun. “What time is it? Is the calf all right?”

Josh twirled a large dark feather between his fingers, and then handed it to her. “It’s a little after six.” He brushed the hair from her eyes, and his hand lingered on her neck, kneading it softly. “The good news is, we got the calf, and the bad news is I’ll probably be spending most of the evening with the vet until we get it stabilized.” He shrugged apologetically. “I’m sorry Olivia.” His eyes caressed her face. “Have you noticed that every time it looks like we’re getting something started, we get interrupted?” His mouth twitched. “It’s getting damned annoying.”

She leaned forward and brushed her lips against his. “Yes, it is,” she whispered, not attempting to hide the longing in her eyes. “But this is important.” She looked down at the feather in her hand. It was broad and black. “Thank you for the gift. Is this from an eagle?”

“Yes.” His eyes shone. “Clint thought I was crazy, stopping to pick it up, but I wanted you to be able to touch it. You can almost feel the power in this feather.” He offered her his hand, pulling her up. “Have you had anything to eat?”

“No, I was waiting for you. Do you have time?”

“It will take at least half an hour for the vet to get here. Maybe more.” He slipped an arm around her waist, his touch proprietary. “Come on, I’m hungry.”

The vet arrived as they were finishing their coffee. “At least someone has good timing,” he observed wryly, nodding toward the vet’s truck.

“Oh, I don’t know.” She grinned up at him saucily. “The day isn’t over yet.”






  









Chapter Eleven
 

“Let’s see how this little fella is doing.” The vet disappeared into the stall and Josh turned to Olivia.

“I wish I could give you a better idea of when I’ll be through here.” He raised his arms helplessly. “But I don’t know.” He guided her to the door of the barn. Pulling her away from prying eyes, he ducked behind a stack of hay bales. Dust motes danced around them, golden in the last rays of the sun. Cupping her face in his hand, he ran the pad of his thumb across her lips. Unable to form a coherent thought, she watched as he lowered his head, and met him joyously. His mouth covered hers, bold and tender at the same time. His touch traced the outline of her lips and she opened her mouth, aware of a melting pool of heat growing between her thighs. His broad hands splayed across her back, pulling her against his growing erection. She whimpered helplessly, greedy for his touch.

“Josh,” she murmured, running her hands up into his hair. “Talk about bad timing.”

“Yeah, but I needed that.” He grinned crookedly and stepped back, taking a deep breath. “And if you think this is bad timing, guess what? Dirk is arriving tomorrow.”

“Oh.” Olivia tried to hide her disappointment. Her dream of several more idyllic days with him had just gone up in smoke. “I guess you’re pleased about that.”

“Well.” He looked around distractedly. “I understand the reason that IATO needs a report on the mission and that Dirk and I have to work on it together, but to be honest I was hoping for more time with you.” He shoved his hands in his pockets. “I’ve been meaning to ask you. How long can you stay?”

She looked up at the face she’d come to love. Forever…that’s what she wanted to say. “What day is it today? Monday?” He nodded. “I have to be home on Thursday at the latest. Justine’s wedding is on Saturday.”

“That’s right, the wedding! I’d forgotten about that.” A few strands of hay clung to her shirt and he brushed them away, his fingers skimming her breast.

Heat coursed through her veins like a brushfire at the end of summer. It was the most intimate contact they’d shared and Olivia couldn’t help wondering what it would be like to make love with this man. She looked up to find him watching her, reading her thoughts.

“We’d be dynamite together, wouldn’t we?” He reached out to her again, and tucked an errant strand of hair behind her ear. “But I’m beginning to wonder if we’ll ever find that out.”

Her voice was little more than a whisper. “We’ll find a way.” The words hung between them and in that moment she wanted him more than she knew was possible.

The calf bleated, pulling them back to the business at hand. Olivia looked away first. “You’d better get back in there, or they’ll wonder what happened to you.” The sun had slipped below the mountains, and the air was turning cool. She nodded in the direction of the open barn door. “Go on now. I’ll still be here in the morning.”

“Do you promise?”

“Cowboy, you can count on it.” 

* * *

Olivia filled the bathtub, adding a generous handful of bath salts. Easing into the steaming water, she relived the events of the past week. Ever since meeting Josh, she’d been swept along in an emotional whirlwind, ranging from weak-kneed attraction to blazing anger. His good looks and potent sexuality had been the initial attraction. That wasn’t surprising. What did surprise her was that the real Josh–the one she was starting to know–was even more attractive. He lived his life with quiet confidence and self-reliance that drew her like a moth to a flame. She slapped the bath water in frustration. And now, just when she was getting to know him, they were going to be interrupted again. Maybe he was right. Perhaps they never would get together. It was a concept she didn’t even want to consider.

* * *

Olivia stirred restlessly as moonlight spilled into the bedroom. Her silk nightgown lay across the foot of the bed, colorless in the pale light. She slipped out of bed and crossed to the window. Beside the river, the leaves of a willow hung perfectly still, silvered by the moon’s radiance. The beauty of this land took her breath away, even at night. Her family estate, hundreds of years old, had a familiar, genteel charm that calmed the soul. But this land was vibrant, pulsing with energy and possibilities. She smiled softly to herself. She loved them both.

The bedside clock, an old-fashioned one with luminescent hands read one thirty five. The house was still. Had Josh come back from the barn, or was he still sitting up with the calf? Heart pounding, she slipped into her wrap and opened her door. The hallway was dimly lit by night-lights. Josh’s door was closed. Was he there?

There was only one way to find out. Her hand trembled as she reached for the doorknob. The door opened silently, and she entered his bedroom.

His presence filled the room and she gasped silently, her eyes riveted on the figure that lay sprawled on the bed. His head was turned away from her, moonlight highlighting the angular planes of his face. His chest rose and fell steadily, drawing her eyes to the curly dark hair that started below the hollow of his throat and trailed lower, disappearing tantalizingly under a sheet. Even in repose, the muscles of his abdomen were starkly defined, and she had to restrain herself from reaching out and running her hand along the tight flesh.

She pulled her wrap more tightly around her body, and the whisper of fabric against her bare skin was dangerously arousing. Standing perfectly still, she watched him sleep. Who was this man? Was he the smooth talking poker player she’d first met, or the steely eyed former commando? At this moment he was neither. He was the man she had fallen in love with, and the sight of him on the bed was so powerfully erotic that she could not tear her eyes away. The silky fabric of her robe brushed against her sensitive nipples and she moaned softly as a delicious heat throbbed in the pit of her stomach. God, but she wanted him.

Her instinct was to take a step back as he started to roll toward her, but her feet wouldn’t move.

His eyes opened slowly and the smile that followed made her heart stop. “Olivia. You look like an angel standing there in the moonlight.” He sat up and reached for her, his eyes heavy with desire. “Am I dreaming, or is it really you?”

“You’re not dreaming.” She opened her robe and it slid to the floor, a rustle of silk to accompany the beating of her heart. His eyes raked over her body, lingering on her high, firm breasts, her flat stomach and her long, slender legs. As though in slow motion, his hand moved to cup her breast, his eyes holding hers as his thumb caressed her already erect nipple, noting her sharp intake of breath. His eyes mirrored her growing passion, and he kissed her tenderly, brushing his lips across hers with a feather light touch that left her gasping for more.

“Olivia.” The intensity in his voice made her legs tremble. “I want to make love to you until you beg me to stop.” A slow, confident smile curled his lips. “If I had my way, that would be never.”

“That makes two of us.” She laid her palm flat against his chest, emboldened by rapid beating of his heart. “Make love to me, Josh.”

Rising from the bed, he swept her into his arms, grinning down at her. “With pleasure.” He peppered her face with kisses.

Olivia stretched sinuously in a patch of moonlight as his eyes devoured her from head to toe. His hands skimmed over her body, awakening a sensuality that had been dormant for too long. She writhed with pleasure as he took his time discovering her most sensitive areas. Finally his mouth found her breast. His tongue circled her nipple in a slow dance, and the sweet pleasure made her come alive, her body pulsing with need. “Hmmm. Your skin is sweet.” Moving to the other breast, his tongue flicked expertly, sparking jolts of desire in the soft flesh between her thighs. His hand feathered over her stomach, and she held her breath as his fingers moved lower, exploring the silky thatch of hair at the apex of her thighs. Crazed by the waiting, she lifted her hips, whimpering as he slid his finger between the lips of her sex. A deep primal growl rumbled in his chest as he stroked her knowingly. Every square inch of her body tingled with anticipation as his finger slid inside her, driving her to the brink of an orgasm. She opened herself fully to him, holding nothing back. In response, he kissed her deeply, his tongue probing her mouth in an erotic accompaniment to his thrusting finger.

“Josh,” she gasped. “I want to feel you inside me.” She reached for him. He was thick and hard, and her fingers closed around him with a sigh of pleasure. 

“Ah, my love.” His voice was hoarse as he positioned himself between her legs. “Give me your eyes.” With a knowing smile, he watched her eyes widen as he guided himself inside her. For a long moment he remained motionless, holding her with a tenderness that made her heart ache. Then he began to move, every stroke heightening her pleasure as he adjusted to her needs.

She wrapped her long legs around his waist, threw back her head and abandoned herself to the pleasure of his lovemaking. She felt him holding back while she adjusted to his size, and when her hands clutched at his hips, pulling him closer, he started to move with assurance, filling her completely with every stroke. Relaxing completely, she put herself in his hands as be brought her closer to release.

“Olivia, I’ve wanted you from the first moment I saw you.” He lifted her hips and thrust up inside her. Deep down inside her body a coil of heat started to build, growing stronger until it spiraled up with an explosion that was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. Her body shattered, pulsing around him in waves of pleasure. His eyes smiled down into hers, sharing her pleasure before plunging into her one last time with an unrestrained shout of joy.

As their heartbeats slowed, her fingers crept up to his lips. “Did you really want me?” she asked. “Tell me again.”

“I wanted you then and I want you now.” The declaration was simple and forthright. “And I have only one regret.”

She tried to sit up, but he held her pinned against the bed. “My regret is that we didn’t do this sooner.”

Falling back onto the pillows she nodded her agreement. “What time did you say Dirk is arriving?”

“Why you little hussy!” He lay back, feigning exhaustion. “I do believe you’re propositioning me.”

“Absolutely.” She slid her fingers into the hair on his chest, following it down his muscular torso. “If you think you’re going to get any more sleep tonight, you’re sorely mistaken.”

“Then come with me.” He pulled her up from the bed, leading her into the shower.

They emerged from the shower greedy for another round of lovemaking. With hands, lips and tongues, they took turns arousing each other, each balancing his own desires against the other’s needs. Their bodies melded together in the pale moonlight, Olivia’s long, slender limbs an erotic counterpart to Josh’s muscled frame. Lowering herself onto him, she sighed contentedly, a gurgle of pleasure in her throat as she threw back her head. He watched her through eyes heavy with desire, and then slipped his hand between her legs, stroking her expertly until they erupted together, sharing the moment of passion before they slid down into the sweet aftermath of total satisfaction.

* * *

Olivia opened her eyes to find sunlight streaming in the windows. Josh lay beside her, his head propped up on one hand, studying her as she slept.

“Good morning, my love.” His fingers brushed against her cheek. “I’m afraid you have a bit of whisker burn. Care for some more?”

She groaned theatrically. “You’re insatiable, Josh Morgan.”

“Look who’s talking.” The heat in his eyes belied his words. “But if you insist…” He parted her thighs, and she welcomed him with a soft murmur of delight.

* * *

“Good morning, you two.” Maisie’s quick eyes darted between Josh and Olivia as they entered the kitchen. “I hear there’ll be three of you for dinner tonight.” Setting two coffee mugs on the table she poured the steaming liquid before bustling back to the stove.

“That’s right. I’m flying to Helena to pick up Dirk and we’ll be back late this afternoon.” He looked at Olivia. “Would you like to come?”

“No thanks. I think I’ll stay right here. I might take a ride if that’s all right, or maybe even work on my notes.”

“Feel free. The ranch is yours.” He paused, coffee cup part way to his mouth. “I’m glad you’re here, Olivia.” His gaze strayed to the windows, and the rolling country beyond. “I wanted you to see how I live.” His voice was hoarse with emotion. “This land means everything to me. I’d do anything to protect it.”

She laid a hand over his. “I believe you, Josh.” Spoken softly, her words seemed to bring him back from a long distance.

“I’m counting on that,” he said, and a faint shimmer of apprehension stirred the hair on the back of her neck. 

“Here you go,” Maisie announced proudly, setting an enormous stack of pancakes on the table between them. A platter of fried eggs, bacon and sausage followed, accompanied by a pitcher of warm maple syrup. “You two young people need to keep up your energy.” She glanced pointedly at Olivia’s red cheeks.

“I never eat this much,” said Olivia, accepting generous portions of the delicious food. She looked across the table at a grinning Josh, and for a moment she wondered if it were possible to be any happier than she was at this moment. “But then, I’ve never been to Montana.”

Josh grinned as she poured syrup on her pancakes. “That’s my girl,” he said proudly, following her example. Maisie hummed happily in the background, beaming her approval.

* * *

The morning sun was high in the sky as they walked hand in hand toward the barn. Josh lifted Olivia’s hand to his lips. “I hate to leave you.” He lowered his voice. “Especially now that I’ve found you.”

“And I’ll miss you. But you’ll be back.” A deep, sensual laugh bubbled up from her throat. “You know, I’ve been thinking. Even if Dirk is here, we can still be together. I’ll come to your room later.” Her pulse raced at the memory of their bodies entwined in the moonlight. “That is if you still want me.”

“I’ll always want you.” Squeezing her hand, he guided her toward the barn. “Remember that. But are you sure?” He smiled down at her and her heart skipped a beat. “After all, you didn’t get much sleep last night.”

“Look who’s talking,” she murmured as they walked into the comparative gloom of the stable.

Clint led them to a stall where the cow jealously guarded her calf. “I thought I’d let you check everything out before I let them outside. I’ll keep them nearby in that corral for a few days, but the vet stopped by this morning and says the calf’s good to go.”

“That’s great.” Josh observed the calf for a moment, his smile indulgent. “We saved him, Clint.” Their eyes met, and Olivia sensed a deep emotional connection between the two men. Clint looked away first. “I’ll give you a lift to the airstrip.”
 The foreman led the way to the Jeep. “I topped up the fuel this morning. Are you going alone?”

“’Fraid so.” His tone was gently teasing. “Olivia prefers to stay with you.”

“Well of course she does.” He gave Olivia a conspiratorial wink.

* * *

Josh did a thorough pre-flight check and then climbed into the cockpit. Sleek and powerful, the aircraft lifted off halfway down the runway. Watching it grow smaller, Olivia experienced a strange emptiness. It was remarkable how he had become such a big part of her life in a short time. If only Dirk had stayed away for a few more days. She gave herself a mental shake. She had no right to entertain such thoughts. Dirk had played a key part in the success of the mission, and it was churlish to resent his arrival. He had proven himself to be a good friend, and she would remember that.

Olivia turned back to the Jeep, where Clint waited patiently. “You know, I barely remember arriving here the other day.” Her gaze darted about, studying the windsock, and then drifting beyond it to the runway, searching for something familiar. Nothing rang a bell.

“I’m not surprised. You and Josh were mighty tired.” He lounged against the Jeep, one foot on the running board. “I have an idea. How would you like to drive back to the house? Give you a chance to get used to driving on the right side of the road.” He walked around to the passenger side, chuckling at his play on words.

Olivia hesitated. “Do you think I could do it?”

“Of course. The boys learned to drive this thing as soon as they could see through the windshield.”

“The boys?” She frowned.

Clint pulled down his hat, refusing to meet her questioning eyes. “Yup. All the young kids for miles learned to drive in this old Jeep.” He opened the driver’s side door. “Hop in.”

It was odd, driving on the right-hand side of the road, but by the time they reached the main house, Olivia was handling the vehicle easily.

“Park it over there, beside the drive-in shed,” Clint instructed. “That way, if I have to go anywhere early in the morning the noise of the motor won’t wake anyone.” He climbed out. “We usually just leave the keys in the ignition.”

“Aren’t you worried about it raining?”

He squinted and looked up into the intense blue of the sky. “Nope. No rain this week. I should take you into town and buy you a hat. The sun is strong out here, what with no pollution and all.”

Olivia was beginning to appreciate this gentle man. “That’s kind of you but I won’t be here long enough. I have to leave on Thursday.”

“That’s too bad.” He regarded her gravely. “If you don’t mind me saying, you’re good for Josh. He’s never brought anyone here before. It’s good to see him smile.” He watched for her reaction.

“Thank you.” She felt a blush creep up her neck but didn’t try to hide it. “He makes me smile, too.”

“All right, then.” He tipped his hat and headed for the stables. “I’ll see you later.”

* * *

“Steaks for dinner tonight.” Maisie greeted Olivia as she wandered into the kitchen. “And baked potatoes and green salad.
Strawberry shortcake for dessert. Would you like some lunch?”

Olivia laughed. “Maisie, I’ve never been fed so well. I think I’ll forego the lunch.” She spotted a map on the far wall. “Montana,” she said dreamily. “It’s every bit as beautiful as Josh said.” Her fingers traced the outline of the state, and zeroed in on an enlarged section. “This must be the ranch.”

Maisie looked up and nodded. “That’s us.”

Olivia studied the map for a moment. “You’re a fair distance from these big towns.”

“Suppose so.” Maisie continued slicing strawberries. “Out here we think nothing of driving a couple of hours to go shopping. We prefer it that way.”

“Are there neighbors close by? Clint mentioned teaching young boys to drive the Jeep.”

Maisie looked up sharply. “He did, did he?” She sprinkled a generous amount of sugar over the berries. “The nearest ranch is eight or ten miles down the road. Around here, that’s close.” Turning her back, she placed the bowl in the refrigerator.

Olivia wasn’t sure if Maisie was being intentionally vague, but she decided not to probe any further. “I’ll be in my room then, if you need me for anything.”

“Righto dearie.”

Was that relief she saw on the housekeeper’s face, or was her imagination working overtime? Lost in thought, she went to her room.

The eagle feather lay on the dresser and she picked it up, running her fingers over the delicate surface. One of the beautiful predators of the world, it hunted unobserved by most of the population.


She fingered the feather, her thoughts drifting. She had seen the hunter in Josh, when he raised the rocket launcher to his shoulder and fired at the ammunition storeroom. He hadn’t hesitated; the expression on his face had been one of cold, calculating vengeance. Wandering to the bay window, she sank down on the cushioned seat. There had been something else as well, but it escaped her. Closing her eyes, she searched her memory, sorting through hazy impressions of that early morning helicopter ride.

* * *

Sun flooded the interior of the helicopter. Josh was down on one knee, muscles tensing as he balanced the rocket launcher on his shoulder. His body recoiled slightly as he launched the rocket and his lips moved. What was he saying? She couldn’t make it out. In her memory, he turned to look at her, his face victorious. At the time, it had been all that mattered.

With a brief shake of her head she returned to the present. Last night, they had taken each other to new heights of pleasure. Just thinking about it made her body tingle, made her ache for a repeat performance. But did one night of lovemaking mean anything to Josh? Still clutching the eagle feather, she twirled it between her fingers, lost in thought. He made all the right moves, said all the right things. So why did her heart tell her that he was still free–like the eagle–while she stayed here on earth, bound by those impossible rules? 

* * *

She awoke to the sound of voices and for a moment she didn’t know where she was. Stretching, she grinned to herself. Was it any wonder she had fallen asleep, after last night? She checked her appearance in the mirror and her eyes fell on the diamond ring. Another confusing reminder of Josh. Making a snap decision, she slipped it on her right hand and went downstairs to greet Dirk.

“Olivia!” Dirk crossed the floor of the great room and gave her a friendly hug. “You’re looking much better than the last time I saw you.” Pale blue eyes studied her approvingly. “Life out here in the wide open spaces seems to agree with you.”

“It’s good to see you, Dirk.” It was true. His breezy good humor would be welcome as she tried to sort out her feelings about Josh. “How is everything on the Costa del Sol?”

“I spoke with IATO headquarters this morning, and our sources tell us that Blazek’s organization is in a shambles. The results are even better than we thought. The dealers are all blaming each other, and our little caper seems so have caught Interpol’s interest. Our intelligence reports that the smaller arms brokers in the area are scattering like seeds in the wind. It’s bloody marvelous!” He shot a quick look at Josh. “I also spoke with Colin about Olivia’s story idea. He didn’t turn it down, but he says he’d like to talk to her about it.” He turned to Olivia and shrugged good-naturedly. “Sorry, love, that’s the best I could do.”

“Thanks for trying. It’s as much as I could have hoped for.” She brightened. “I’ll see him next week then.”

Colin frowned. “You’re not staying here?” His eyes darted to the ring on her finger.

She didn’t dare look at Josh. What if she saw relief on his face? “No, a very dear friend is getting married on the weekend, and I’ve promised to be part of the wedding.”

“That’s too bad.” He turned to Josh. “Well, old chap, perhaps I should stay and keep you company. There must be something I can do around here to make myself useful.”

Josh clapped him on the back. “Don’t worry. We’ll find something. Now, how about a drink?”

During dinner, Olivia wondered why she’d been feeling uncertain about Josh. His eyes sought hers often, and in them she read a desire so intense that she forgot to breathe. Dirk made no comment but he must have been aware of the current that sizzled between his two dinner companions. At the end of the meal he folded his napkin and placed it neatly beside his plate. “I know we said we’d start working on our mission review tonight, but if you prefer we could put it off until tomorrow.” His expression was bland.

Josh grinned good-naturedly. “We have to get started sometime. Tonight is fine. You don’t mind, do you Olivia?”

“Not at all. I’ll review my notes while you two are working.”

“All right then. I’ll say goodnight.” Dirk kissed her on the cheek and nodded to Josh. “I’ll be outside, having a smoke.”

Josh slipped an arm around Olivia’s waist, guiding her up the stairs. They paused on the landing overlooking the great room. The fire in the fireplace crackled softly, the flames sending flickering shadows up the walls. “I’ll try to make it quick,” he murmured, nuzzling her neck. “Although I don’t know how I’ll be able to concentrate, knowing you’re up here.” His voice rumbled in his chest, and she breathed in his familiar scent, already dreading the day when she had to leave.

She brushed her fingertips against his lips. “I can wait if you can, although I must confess I’ve thought of little else all day.”

“God, Olivia. I want you so much.” He pulled her against his chest, and then backed away with a groan, holding her at arm’s length. “You’ll come to my room later?” He grinned boyishly.

   She nodded silently, knowing the hours would pass slowly. He headed down the stairs, calling to Dirk. “All right my friend, let’s get this show on the road.”

* * *

Olivia wrapped herself in a blanket and curled up in the window seat. A three-quarter moon hung in the sky, turning the countryside into a dramatic black and silver daguerreotype. The uneasiness returned, taking small annoying bites out of her confidence. She hated feeling this way. There was no room in her life for self-doubt. At least there hadn’t been, before she met Josh. She held up her hand. The diamond appeared cold in the light from the moon and she slipped it off, twisting it this way and that. Her thoughts went back to the day he had given it to her. On that day she had seen a different Josh. Smooth, urbane and fully in charge. Her brows drew together. Over the past two weeks, he had shown her many different sides to his character. Was that what was bothering her…the knowledge that he could adopt a new persona as readily as a Hollywood actor? The idea was chilling. Pulling the blanket closer, she fought off the troubling thoughts and rested her forehead against the cool pane of glass.

* * *

Josh pulled down the sheet, and the heat of his gaze aroused her as never before. With infinite tenderness, he slid his hands into her hair, claiming her mouth with a kiss that seemed to draw the air from her lungs. Her body rose to meet him, her hands playing over the sinewy muscles of his chest and arms. With a pounding heart, her hand moved lower and he stilled as her fingers closed around his enormous erection.

Gasping for breath, she awoke from the dream. It had been so realistic she could still feel his hands in her hair and her mouth ached for one more kiss.

The moon had moved higher in the sky and she glanced at the clock. She’d been sitting in this uncomfortable position for over an hour. Unfolding her cramped legs, she tested them by taking a few steps toward the door. Josh’s voice floated up the stairs. He sounded angry–or was that frustration? She inched her way down the hall, still clutching the blanket around her shoulders. From the landing, she could see the two men sitting before the fireplace. They had allowed the fire to burn down, and in the glowing embers she saw Josh gesture angrily. 

“Dammit, Dirk. I know it was necessary. All I’m saying is that using someone like that rubs me the wrong way.”

Olivia smiled to herself. He’d already apologized. She thought he’d understood that it was all right. Especially since she knew the reasons for the deception.

Dirk’s voice was weary. “How else were we to get to Blazek? Good God, man. You knew from the beginning that without Olivia’s connection to the Blazek family, the mission wouldn’t work. It was the only way to get to him.”

Olivia backed up into the shadows. What had Dirk just said? Something wasn’t right about this conversation. Her first instinct was to run back to her bedroom so she didn’t have to hear any more, but she remained glued to the spot. She strained to hear their words.

“I know.” Josh’s voice was thoughtful. “Imagine Colin being able to dig up that tidbit of information.” He massaged the back of his neck. “Finding out that Olivia had gone to school with Blazek’s daughter was a stroke of genius. Colin was right. Without her we’d never have been able to get inside the villa.”

“So you did what you had to do.” Dirk sipped his drink slowly. Olivia could imagine those clear blue eyes waiting for Josh’s response.

Josh nodded. “Yes, I did.”

“And was it worth it?”

Josh downed his drink with a gulp. “You know it was.” He stood up and lifted a poker from a set beside the fireplace, poking idly at the coals. His voice cracked. “When I saw those two warehouses go up, the pain that’s been gnawing at my gut these past few years disappeared like magic.” He turned to Dirk. “So yes, it was definitely worth it.”






  









Chapter Twelve
 

Olivia clamped her hand over her mouth, stifling a gasp. Snatches of conversation and flashes of memory haunted her as she ran back to her room, but she could make no sense of them. She collapsed on the edge of the bed, both hands on her stomach as though she’d been punched, and rocked back and forth. The pain was almost unbearable. Josh had used her, and not as she had originally thought. He had known about Eliska’s father from the beginning and she had been nothing more than a link in their plot to ruin him. Jagged pain exploded behind her eyes, and she knew she was getting a serious headache.

She looked about wildly. She had to escape from this nightmare–except the pain in her heart told her it was no nightmare. Her first thought was to get as far away from Josh as possible, and that meant getting out of the house. Without any thought as to where she was going, she threw on her clothes and jammed her few remaining items into her bag. For the first time in her life she knew what it meant to be heartsick. A crushing weight had settled on her chest, competing with the pounding in her head. She took a slow, calming breath and willed herself to find the strength to get through this night. If she took this in small steps, she would survive. Instinct took over and her eyes raked over the room. She didn’t want to leave anything of herself behind. On the window seat, the diamond ring glinted in the moonlight. It must have fallen from her hands while she slept. She saw it now for what it was…part of the charade in which she had been an unwilling pawn.

She picked up the ring and tossed it onto the dresser; he couldn’t help but see it there. With one hand on the doorknob, she paused, and then dug through her bag. There was a sheet of letterhead from the Dorchester in here somewhere! She scribbled a note and placed it under the ring with a toss of her head. Then she slipped out into the hall.

No more than ten minutes had passed since she’d gone back to the bedroom, although it seemed like a lifetime. The men were still sitting in front of the fireplace.

She wasn’t sure where she was going, but she knew she had to get out of the house tonight. Could she make it down the stairs and out the back door without being observed? She didn’t think so.

“I need a smoke.” Dirk stood up, fumbling for his packet of cigarettes.

“And I need a breath of fresh air.” Josh sounded dejected, but Olivia was not inclined to feel sympathy for him. This was her chance to escape undetected. As soon as the men walked out to the front verandah, she calmly walked down the stairs and out the back door. Josh and Dirk obviously weren’t finished yet. It could be hours before they realized she was gone.

The yard was surprisingly bright in the moonlight, every blade of grass and pebble clearly defined in the moonlight. In the distance, an owl hooted and her eyes moved in the direction of the sound. Beside the drive-in shed, the Jeep gleamed dully, and the next part of her plan began to take shape. Thank goodness she’d studied that map. She stealthily opened the door and tossed in her bags, then slid into the driver’s seat. She rolled down the window and sat quietly, listening for sounds from the house. After a few minutes, the screen door hinges squealed and male voices floated across the yard. Then the door slapped closed and all was silent again.

She turned the key in the ignition and, heart pounding, looked around to see if she’d been detected. No lights came on. Easing the Jeep away from the drive-in shed she gave silent thanks for the brilliance of the moon. She didn’t turn on the headlights until she’d navigated the road leading from the ranch house to the secondary highway. According to the map, there was a large town only two hundred miles away. She laughed out loud at the thought of two hundred miles being a short distance. Had she fallen under the spell of this beautiful land so easily?

* * *

Exhausted from rehashing the mission, Josh stood in the shower, letting hot water pound against his tired muscles. He had been right to dread this debriefing, even though he knew it was necessary. IATO was a sophisticated organization, and of necessity they had to learn from each sortie, searching for ways to make the next one more effective. Lifting up his head, he allowed the water to beat against his face. The next session with Dirk would be easier. Making recommendations was a positive step, and he looked forward to speaking his mind.

Using the cut and dried terminology of an intelligence report to describe Olivia’s capture and the night she spent in the warehouse had been surprisingly difficult. He prided himself on keeping his emotions in check, but reliving those twelve hours had been emotionally draining. He turned off the taps and dried off briskly.

He wasn’t sure how much sleep he would get tonight. Much as he would like a replay of last night, there were other items that had to be dealt with. He was going to tell Olivia about Zach. He hadn’t been able to talk to anyone about his brother since that television interview, but he knew now that if Olivia was to play a part in his future, she had to know the whole story. It may have been a small counterstrike in the war against terror, but when he’d fired that RPG at Blazek’s stockpile of arms, the healing had begun. Perhaps at some time in the future he’d tell her about needing her connection to Eliska. Maybe it was the coward’s way out to put that off, but he couldn’t bring himself to hurt her right now. What he could share was the most important information of all…his reason for wanting to catch Blazek. By the time they finished talking about Zach, he probably wouldn’t be much good for her tonight. But there was always tomorrow morning. Pleased with his decision, he eased his tired body between the cool sheets.

* * *

Dappled sunshine danced across the walls of Josh’s bedroom and he stretched out his arm. The bed beside him was empty. He sat up groggily. Had Olivia come to him last night while he was sleeping? Surely he hadn’t been that unconscious! He pulled on his shorts and jeans and padded down the hall in his bare feet, selfishly hoping that she was still asleep. He wanted to watch her as she awoke, to see desire surface in those beautiful eyes.

The bed hadn’t been slept in. He took a few steps inside the room. What was going on here? The closet doors were open, revealing empty hangars and nothing else. The bathroom was bare. As he turned to leave, he spotted the diamond ring on the dresser. Only last night, he’d felt a glow of satisfaction when he noticed it on her hand.

He stared at it as though it were a rattler, coiled to strike. He had a premonition that a rattler’s bite might be preferable.

Her penmanship was unsteady, lacking her usual flair, but the message was clear. ‘Shame On Me’. The words seared themselves into his brain like a hot branding iron, and he gripped the edge of the dresser as the bottom fell out of his stomach. What was that saying again? ‘Fool Me Once, Shame on You. Fool Me Twice, Shame on Me.” He read the words again and a band of dread closed around his heart. She had discovered the true deception.

* * *

The trip back to London was long and arduous, and yet Olivia scarcely remembered it. She’d boarded a plane in the first city she came to and flew to Chicago, then on to New York, arriving within hours of a British Airways flight to London. She’d called the ranch from Chicago, telling Maisie where they could find the Jeep. With a soft ‘good-bye’, she’d hung up before the housekeeper could call Josh to the phone.

The weather was dreary when she arrived at Heathrow and she boarded the express train to Paddington Station. Finally, on the last leg of the trip, she sank back in the cab, praying that she could hold herself together until she was safely inside her flat.

“Are you all right, Miss?” The cabbie took the proffered note and passed her change through the window.

“I’m fine, thanks.” Olivia smiled weakly. She didn’t think she’d ever be fine again, but she’d made it this far, and that was all that counted.

Somehow she made it into her flat and put on the kettle for a cup of tea. Tired to the bone, she kicked off her boots, propped up her feet on the coffee table and turned on the television, clicking idly through the channels. Why wasn’t her brain working properly? She turned off the television then crossed the room to the window and looked across at the small fenced park, wondering if she’d lost the ability to feel.

Once the initial shock of Josh’s betrayal wore off, she’d expected to experience anger, or at least the desire to strike back; to hurt him as he’d hurt her. But there was only an empty space where her heart used to be. She picked up her cup and saucer, the cup rattling unsteadily. The sound pulled her back from the edge. Somehow she’d managed to make it through today. Tomorrow she would start looking for answers.

* * *

“Good morning, Miss MacMillan. I was expecting to hear from you.” Colin Chisholm sounded nothing like Olivia expected. With his polished accent, he might have been employed in her father’s investment bank. Was everyone at IATO a chameleon? She made a mental note not to be diverted when she finally got to meet him.

“I’d like to come and see you if that’s convenient. I understand Dirk mentioned to you that I’d like to write an article on his latest mission.” Her tone was crisp and businesslike. She wasn’t ready to tell him that she’d changed her mind. The story would remain unwritten. They’d had all the help they would get from her. But she still wanted to meet the man who had pulled the strings.

“Yes, he did mention it. Could you possibly stop by around eleven this morning? The rest of my day is rather full, I’m afraid.”

“Of course.”

He provided the address and she hung up. She had no idea what she expected to accomplish, but at this point she was operating on instinct. She dressed carefully. If she were to go down in flames, at least she’d look good doing it.

* * *

Colin’s office, while not luxurious, was tastefully appointed. Offering his hand, he smiled graciously, and asked her if she’d like a cup of tea.

“No thank you,” she replied, feeling slightly uneasy under the scrutiny of the piercing green eyes across the desk. Colin Chisholm didn’t miss much.

“I’ve given your proposal a great deal of thought.” He steepled his fingers. “Although I’m sure you’d do justice to the story, I’m afraid I have to ask you not to write it.”

She regarded him coolly. “You sound like my editor.”

He blinked twice. “I hope that’s a compliment.”

“I suppose it is. You see, he can be ruthless as well.” She watched his reaction for any flicker of discomfort. There was none. “As you can tell, I don’t mind about the story. I had already decided that the article would be so severely edited that there wouldn’t be much of a story left.”

“You’re right about that I’m afraid. It would have been heavily censored.” He spread his palms. “In that case, why are you here?”

She couldn’t meet his eyes. “Oh, I don’t know.” This wasn’t going quite the way she’d imagined. But then she hadn’t imagined that she’d be tongue-tied, either. She’d never get answers to her questions this way.

“That’s not quite true,” she blurted out. “I do know why I’m here.” She squared her shoulders. “Tell me one thing. What criteria do you use in choosing the men for each mission? For example, how did you choose Josh Morgan?” She mentally applauded herself for saying his name without choking. “Why did you put him on this particular job? Was it because you needed a sexy, good-looking man with attitude to sweep me off my feet?” She was gathering steam. “You intentionally sent him to find me and romance me. And all because my roommate in Switzerland was Eliska Blazek. You used me, Mr. Chisholm, and Josh Morgan used me.”

He regarded her calmly. “You’re right, of course.” Taking a deep breath, he hunched forward on his desk and his bearing changed. He radiated intensity. “You’re a journalist Miss MacMillan and a rather good one, so I’m going to be perfectly blunt. Unlike most of your readers, you’ve seen first-hand how innocent people suffer because of men like Jiri Blazek. You try to describe the horror of it, but not even someone as talented as you can portray the shameful waste of life you saw in Afghanistan. Every conflict in the area is the same.” He paused. “Perhaps I should say they have the same results.”

“Neither our allies nor ourselves can win this war on terror by walking around on our tiptoes. Hurting your feelings is regrettable, but it’s nothing compared with what’s at stake. I’d do it again if it would have the same result. It’s that simple.”

She nodded her understanding but she wasn’t giving up that easily. “I can accept that. But why couldn’t you tell me about Blazek? What you did was unconscionable. To have Josh pretend that he cared for me, to use me in such a demeaning fashion. How could he do it? That’s what I really want to know.”

He lifted an eyebrow and Olivia was sure she detected a hint of amusement. “He was under no obligation to pretend that he cared for you. He told you about his mission, and you agreed to carry on. The deception was in not telling you about Blazek. We did that for your own safety and it turns out we were right. Things could have been much worse if you’d known more.” He sobered. “We had no idea you’d be put in harm’s way. I personally regret that very much.”

“I don’t know if I was ever in any real danger, but thank you for saying that.” She sank back in her chair with a disappointed sigh. “I don’t know why I came here or what I expected to learn. I suppose I just wanted to know why he did it in the first place.”

Colin looked at her curiously. “You really don’t know, do you?”

“Know what?”

He checked his watch. “Do you have time for lunch? I’d like to tell you a story.”

* * *

Colin spoke eloquently about Josh’s dedication to his younger brother, writing an entirely new chapter in the story of this remarkable man. 

“…and for the past several years, since his brother was killed, he’s been closed off. He hasn’t talked about Zach to anyone, not even the couple on the ranch who have been with his family for years.”

“Maisie and Clint have been with the family for over thirty years,” Olivia murmured, half to herself. “They care about him a lot.”

Colin nodded. “But I haven’t answered your question yet. You asked how Morgan was chosen.” He examined his beer glass without really seeing it, his gaze turned inward. “When he was with the American Special Forces, he was the best at what he did. Of course all the Yanks are superbly trained, but Morgan really stood out.” He smiled guiltily. “And he had quite a reputation with the ladies, I hear.”

Olivia rolled her eyes, but managed to hold her tongue.

He continued. “We’re always looking for the outstanding ones. Men who can think on their feet; men who are fearless.”

“He certainly qualifies in that department.”

Colin ignored the sarcasm. “He agreed to a television interview when his brother was killed. To the best of my knowledge, it’s the last time he spoke to anyone about Zach. I saw that interview, read up on his background, and knew he was the man for this job.” He pinned her with his gaze. “You see, it’s very simple. This mission was his way of avenging his brother’s death.”

Awareness dawned slowly in Olivia’s eyes. “Now I remember. We were in the helicopter.” Her voice took on a faraway tone. “Josh pulled the trigger, or whatever it is you do to those rocket launcher things, and his lips moved. I’ve been trying to recall what he said but it was always right out there.” She wiggled her fingers in the air. “Just beyond my grasp. But now I remember. He said ‘That’s for you, Zach’.”

She stared into the cup of coffee that sat before her, untouched. Fascinated by Colin’s story, she’d ignored her lunch. Colin watched her face as the pieces of the puzzle finally slid into place. Frowning, she pressed her fingers into her temples.

“My Lord, I’ve been selfish! I’ve been carrying on as though this whole thing was about me.” She dropped her hands onto the table and toyed with the coffee cup. “How could I? I overheard a conversation between Dirk and Josh and walked out without a word.” She snapped her fingers. “Just like that.
And in the middle of the night, too.”

“I know.”

“You do?” She pulled back.

“They have phones in Montana. Josh called me last night.”

“What did he say?”

He looked at her steadily. “Private conversation.”

“You’re a wretched man, Colin Chisholm.” She smiled.

“So I’ve been told,” he said smoothly, taking her arm. “I have to get back to work, but there’s one more thing I should tell you. It’s about Rosalina.”

“Rosalina? How is she?” Olivia fingered her favorite necklace.

“We’ve taken care of our little heroine in the best way we can. It turns out she was living with her grandmother, who is very ill. It seems that Rosalina has a desire to get an education and to learn to speak English. Through our Spanish contacts we’ve arranged medical care for her grandmother, and for little Rosalina to live with a local family. She’ll be starting her lessons almost immediately.”

Tears welled up in Olivia’s eyes. “Colin, that’s wonderful. Thank you very much.”

“It was Josh’s idea.” He proffered his hand and she took it reluctantly. He was her connection to Josh and she didn’t want to let him go. “Good-bye Olivia.” Those piercing green eyes looked into her soul. “Good luck.”

* * *

Olivia waved down a cab, gave the WorldView address and climbed in the back, her head spinning with Colin’s revelations. What she’d learned about Josh’s brother caused her to look at the past week in an entirely different way. She looked out at the traffic swirling by and wondered idly why she didn’t feel happier. All she felt was a dull ache, and a growing realization that Josh couldn’t possibly love her, as she’d come to hope. How could she have deceived herself so easily? Much as she hated to admit it, she could come to only one conclusion. If he loved her, he would have spoken about his brother. He would have shared the agony he’d been carrying around since Zach’s death. After all, wasn’t love about sharing the sorrow as well as the joy?

She understood now why he’d been so passionate about the mission. It would have meant everything to share that with him, but he’d kept her at arm’s length. The taxi turned the corner by her office and she gave an audible sigh. Perhaps Josh was one of those men who, once scarred, closed themselves off from further emotional involvement. If that was true, perhaps she’d been right to run away from him. But if she was right, why did she feel so miserable?

The familiarity of the office was surprisingly comforting.

“Hi Mac.” The political correspondent to her left greeted her brightly. “How was the holiday?”

Olivia put on her game face. “I had a great time.” She nodded toward the glass enclosure. “Is No Jive around?”

“No, thank God.” He reached for his telephone. “He won’t be back until Monday. Sorry, love.”

Olivia nodded and leafed dejectedly through her mail. A shiny postcard slid out of the stack and landed on the desk. She turned it over, and a puzzled frown drew her brows together. Her name and address were in a vaguely familiar script. The left side of the card, reserved for a message, was blank. She turned it over, and it took a moment for the image to register. A smiling child sat with a spoon poised above a bowl of ice cream drenched with chocolate syrup. The message was unmistakable. “Oh, Eliska,” she murmured. “You made it.” She looked at the postmark and a smile of satisfaction lit her face. Auckland, New Zealand. Eliska had found a new home and she was happy. Now Olivia hoped that a visit to her parents’ home in the Cotswolds would work its usual magic on her battered spirits.

* * *

Her mother was out when she arrived. She picked up the telephone to tell Justine she was back, but changed her mind. A slow, rambling walk next door was just what she needed.

* * *

“Olivia. We didn’t expect you until tomorrow.” Alex’s mother looked up and waved her into the kitchen.

“Hello Mrs. Melrose. I stopped by to see if there is anything I can do, but you look organized to me. Haversham Hall looks even more beautiful than usual.”

“Why thank you, my dear. Wine?” Daphne poured for Olivia and topped up her own glass. “Justine and Alex have gone into town for a drink. They’re remarkably relaxed, considering they’re getting married in two days.” She eyed Olivia critically. “You look thin, Olivia. Are you well?”

“Never better” she replied, almost too quickly. She fought back the tears that hovered right behind her eyes. Happiness permeated Haversham Hall. She could sense it in the lingering smells of baking, and in the rich sheen of polished wood. Antique silver gleamed, and everywhere she looked, flower arrangements overflowed from sparkling crystal vases. It was a home ready to celebrate.

“It’s good to see you again, but I should be getting back. Tell Justine I’m sorry I missed her, and that I’ll see her at the rehearsal dinner tomorrow evening.” She gulped her wine and set down the glass. She had to escape.

* * *

The rehearsal dinner went off without a hitch, although Olivia merely went through the motions. Her body might have been in England, but her thoughts and her heart were in Montana. Colin’s revelations had hurt, but over the past couple of days she’d come to the realization that she could forgive Josh anything. But could he bring himself to open up? Without that, there was no hope for them.

* * *

The wedding passed in a blur. Olivia was quite sure she’d said all the right things, smiled at all the right times. The couple posed for pictures one last time, happiness shimmering about them and their smiles as bright and genuine as when they exchanged their vows. Olivia eased her way through the crowd of guests, eager to be out of the spotlight.

“Wait!” Someone clutched at her arm. “She’s going to throw her bouquet.”

Olivia turned, and Justine looked directly at her. With a small shake of her head, she tried to warn her friend, but the bride’s eyes sparkled with mischief. The bouquet sailed toward her and the crowd seemed to part. Olivia threw up her hands in protest, and the bouquet landed in them, ribbons fluttering gaily around her head. A murmur of approval rippled through the crowd, and then the guests surged around the bride and groom, eager to wish them well and see them on their way.

The smell of freesia perfumed the air. The bouquet, like the rest of the wedding was simple and elegant. The entire day had been a resounding success.

* * *

Escaping at last, Olivia rounded the corner of the house and slipped off her shoes. A row of spreading beeches offered welcome shade, and she stopped for a moment, enjoying the heavenly sensation of cool grass on her feet. From the opposite side of the house, music mingled with the faint sound of voices. Confident that she would not be missed, she continued at a slower pace.

The greenhouse loomed ahead. Like everything else these days, it reminded her of Josh. With a twitch of irritation, she stood in the doorway. Would he haunt her for the rest of her life? She sighed. When she was stronger–perhaps in a week or two–she’d deal with her feelings for him. In the meantime, her memories were so vivid it was as if he were right beside her.

She placed her shoes and Justine’s bouquet on the potting bench, and then wandered toward the orchids. Here in the greenhouse, Josh’s presence was so strong her knees quaked, and she clung to the bench for support. How could she have been so foolish? She had walked away from the one man who embodied everything she valued. The delicate orchids on the end of their long graceful stems blurred, and her shoulders shook with grief as she cried silently for everything she had lost.

* * *

“My brother was the one who knew about flowers.”

Olivia stilled. She was dreaming, and was afraid to break the spell.

“When he was young, he helped my mother in the garden, and even after he grew older, he never lost interest.”

She lifted her head. Was her imagination playing tricks on her? “Josh?”

Sunlight filtered through the jungle of plants, picking out the golden sparks in his eyes. “What are you doing here?” 

Moving toward her, he pulled a cotton handkerchief from his pocket. Cupping her chin, he tilted her face, staring into her eyes with an intensity that took her breath away. Tenderly, he dabbed at her eyes and then stepped back, still searching her face.

“I came to tell you I’ve been a fool.”

“Is that all?” She smiled up at him through the tears.

“Feeling better are we?” He was struggling to keep a straight face, but the light in his eyes gave him away. “No, that’s not all. I came to tell you I love you. But then, I think you already know that.”

“How could I know that?” she whispered, her pulse pounding erratically. “You never told me. And anyway, what about The Rules?”

“Ah yes. The Rules.” He reached out for her hand, and pulled her closer. “Rule number one. I love you.”

“And rule number two?”

“There is no rule number two. Rule number one is the only one that matters.”

“Oh Josh!” She buried her face in his chest. “You can’t imagine how sorry I am that I ran off like that. It’s just…”

“Shhh.” Holding her gently, he raked his fingers through her hair, soothing her wounded spirit. “It was a terrible way to learn that we’d used you.”

“I was hurt, Josh, and confused. Because I love you.” She touched his face. “I went to see Colin and he told me about Zach. I understand now what this mission meant to you.”

“I want to tell you about Zach. He was a wonderful kid, and he didn’t deserve to die the way he did.” The pain in his eyes lingered for a heartbeat and then he smiled. “But we’ll have lots of time for that later.”

“How much time?” Her eyes were clear and direct.

“The rest of our lives, I hope.” He reached into his pocket and drew out the diamond. It threw off splinters of brilliant light. “I love you, Olivia MacMillan. Will you marry me?”

The ring slid onto her finger and she regarded it gravely. It sparkled with the promise of a new life. “Yes, Josh Morgan.
With the greatest of pleasure.”

“I’ll make sure of that,” he murmured, sweeping her into his arms.

“Cowboy,” she murmured, raising her lips, “take me home to Montana.”

 

The End

 







  













 

Note to reader:

Have you read Justine’s story?

If not, you might enjoy it as well

It’s entitled

Deception

Thanks for reading
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