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Huntress Takes All

Huntress Chronicles Three

By

Ali Atwood


Chapter One

The Kalaris Star System, Ben Nevis II.

16 October 2301.

Dawn was breaking as the red and silver shuttle craft glided slowly downward to settle inside the docking bay’s circle of blue lights. Unbuckling her harness, Brig Monroe peered through the observation shield, scrutinizing the large glass-fronted terminal building and the rows of empty docking bays. Flicking her gaze over the tarmac apron, she saw lines of parked vehicles emblazoned with the Cameron Transport insignia. “Hmm, it’s an impressive looking station, but we appear to be the only ones here.”

Studying the control board, Chet Boyd glanced up distractedly. He was decorated ex-fighter pilot who knew his way around the galaxies. Brig used his services whenever he was available. His expression softened as he looked at her. “Traffic’s normally light at this spaceport. Nevis, as the natives call it, tends to discourage casual visitors.”

Brig bent to look up at the spaceport’s control center. “So nothing gets through the stratosphere without official permission.”

“Correct, but later today, once the trade talk delegates start to arrive, this place will be jumping.”

Brig could imagine the scene with agitated transmissions flying back and forth between the tower regulators and the impatient pilots circling their crafts while they waited for a free docking space. With visitors touching down from a multitude of planets, it would be easy for one or several hired assassins to slip past spaceport security and go after Duncan Cameron, Nevis’s sovereign ruler. Brig was here to ensure that didn’t happen.

“Someone’s coming,” Chet murmured.

Shrugging into the large backpack that held her weapons, Brig bent to follow his line of vision, seeing a red ground-to-air sports car speeding along the service road. Since the seasons on this planet were reversed from Earth’s, the driver had evidently lowered the top on the low-slung vehicle to enjoy the clear spring weather.

Chet gave a low whistle. “Fancy ride, I assumed they’d pick you up in a basic security vehicle.”

Brig nodded. “Yeah, that’s the norm.”

“Your client must be loaded if his security team drives transport like that.”

She shrugged. “Supposedly, he’s the richest man in the Kalaris star system.” She imagined he looked like most of her well-heeled clients, overweight and balding. Picking up her duffle bag, she flipped her single braid behind her shoulder and centered a black peaked cap on her head. “Okay, Chet, thanks for the ride. Maybe I’ll catch you on my return journey.”

“Look forward to it, Monroe. Take care of yourself.”

“You, too, flyboy.” She gave him a two-finger salute before she turned and bounded down the extended rampway. Since Nevis’s surface gravity was weaker than Earth’s it put an extra spring in her stride.

When she wasn’t working, Brig kept her hyper-senses on an even keel. Now, she pushed them to medium alert, her gaze sweeping right to left to scan the surrounding landscape. Nothing moved that shouldn’t move, and she couldn’t smell anything threatening in the spring air.

With the planet’s twin suns rising behind her, she had a clear view of the man leaning casually against the hood of the red car. Brig judged him to be in his mid-thirties. His hair was dark and longish, and he was dressed informally in black pants and a cream-colored sweater. It was difficult to tell if he was part of the palace security team or some sort of ripped royal gofer.

She noted she was also getting a marked once-over. Her build took most people aback. Not only was she was tall for a female, but her years of physical training, in a mix of martial arts, had given her a body as powerful as most men. That was fine with her. Appearances were everything in her line of work. 

Now, she heard the stranger’s communicator buzz. She watched him push away from the car and turn his back while he spoke to the caller. Brig noted he was unusually large, perhaps a head taller than her with a solid set of muscles stretching his cream sweater. Her gaze drifted downward, taking in his tight black pants, which outlined powerful thighs…and a very nice butt. She ignored the twist of reflex lust and listened carefully. Anyone she met from now on could be a would-be murderer. 

“No, it won’t be a problem. I’ll speak to him privately when I return.” 

His rumbling baritone carried an air of authority and a hint of an accent. Brig surmised it was a Scottish burr, since Ben Nevis’s colonizers had originated from Scotland. On a deeper level, her hyper-senses told her the stranger’s chi harbored warrior traits, no surprise there if he was a bodyguard. Since she didn’t pick up any dark energy, she relaxed a trifle.

“That’ll be fine,” she heard him tell the other party. “Set the others up for an early meet tomorrow.” He clicked off his link and turn to face Brig. Gold glinted on his wrist as he removed his sunglasses. He stared for a long strumming moment. “Good morning. I’m Duncan Cameron.”

Brig was astonished both by the fact that the man himself had come to meet her and by the electric blue eyes examining her as though she were an undetermined and unexpected species.

He was the exact opposite of what she’d expected, disturbingly attractive with a sculptured mouth and smooth tanned skin that showed he spent a lot of time outdoors. Since she didn’t care for the fact that looking at him made her feel as if she needed to take a deep steadying breath, she rolled her shoulders and gave him her I’m-here-to-save-your-ass face. “Good morning. You can call me Brig or Monroe.” She never used her full name, Brigitta. It sounded too feminine for her line of work.

Cameron gave her a long level look. “Very well, Monroe. Let’s get going. We can talk on the way.”

Still wondering why Mr. Big would trouble himself to drive out to meet her when fawning minions must surround him, it suddenly struck— “Wait! Has something happened? Did you receive another death threat?” Quickly, she scanned the countryside again.

Cameron cast her an irritated glance. “Nothing has happened. Everything is fine. Now, let’s go. I have a meeting to attend.”

Brig couldn’t tell if it was bruised ego or something else that was annoying him. Men could be absurdly touchy about their male pride. If he felt unmanned because a female would be standing guard over him that was his problem. “Fine,” she said, “but if you want my advice you’ll stop tooling around in that little number—” She tipped her head toward the sleek open-topped car. “You might as well put a bull’s-eye on your back.”

His blue eyes narrowed on her face. “I’ll assume you’re not deliberately trying to annoy me, Miz Monroe, and I’ll tell you just as bluntly that I will travel as I wish.”

She shrugged. “Your call, but since I come with a very high price tag, why pay it if you’re not planning to take my advice?”

“Because I didn’t engage you personally…my Minister of Trade, Hagen Warner, took it upon himself to initiate your contract.”

She nodded slowly as she absorbed that. “Understood, but if Intel surmises that you might be a target during the upcoming trade talks, why are you not taking the threat seriously?”

He shrugged. “I’m not disregarding it, but threats are part-and-parcel of my job, and it’s not the first time Warner has overreacted. But enough about that. What I primarily wish to discuss with you is your style of behavior while you’re here.”

His high-handed attitude was really starting to piss her off.

“I don’t know how you normally go about protecting your clients, but in this instance, since you’re here under sufferance, I don’t want you in my face while I’m conducting business.”

While it was tempting to trade a few sharp barbs with His Haughtiness and head back to the shuttle, her business sense prevailed. On top of her fee of fifty thousand universal credits to safeguard Cameron until the trade meetings were completed, her contract stipulated she’d receive double that amount, if she could identify and neutralize the hired gun. 

Brig had earmarked the bonus for the charity she’d set up two years ago. A shelter for battered women and their children named Haven House, in memory of Anya Brooke, a college friend of Brig’s who had died from a beating at the hands of her husband. Brig didn’t learn about the years of domestic abuse Anya had endured until it was too late, but in her friend’s name, Brig could help other women. “Right,” she said. “I’ll do my best to carry out my duties while following your directives.”

He held her gaze. Calculating her mindset, she thought.

“Good, so we understand each other.”

Before she could respond, his com-link buzzed again. This time he glanced down at the screen, frowned and rejected the call.

Watching his expression while she took her sunglasses out of her backpack, Brig picked up an emotion in Cameron that told her it was a woman trying to reach him. Doubtless, there was no shortage of beautiful women in his life, and why would there be? Wealth and power were heavy-duty aphrodisiacs, not to mention his spectacular looks. 

He surprised her with an unexpected show of courtesy, bending to haul up her duffle bag and place it on the rear seat next to her backpack. 

“Thanks.”

“No problem.”

As he turned toward her again, something dark and intense flashed in his blue eyes, causing her senses to spike sharply in response. For one totally absurd moment, she got an image of him moving in to lock lips with her in a hard bruising kiss. Completely flummoxed, she went rigid, her breathing suspended. When he merely reached behind her to open the car door, she sidestepped, calling herself a moron.

“Jump in,” he said. “The journey will take approximately twenty minutes. I’ll answer any questions you might have on the way.”

Feeling as if hot-to-trot was now flashing on her forehead, she covered her eyes with sunglasses, and sank into the beige leather seat that felt as soft as butter. She didn’t doubt that Cameron had picked up on her reaction, and was amused by it. She had to be the exact opposite of the women he normally took to bed.

If her glands were out of control, she could blame it on the job. Traveling from mission to mission through deep space meant she’d only had sex twice in the last four months. While there were plenty of handsome mercs and flyboys out there, she preferred not to waste time on social niceties. Her solution was a trip to the Pleasure Your Way resort on Galous V. There she paid a fee, scanned the vid-brochures for a well-built male—they were all certified as clear of disease and up to date with their contraceptive vaccines. With those guarantees, she was free to have her way with the candidate of choice until her hormones were balanced and back in their pen.

Now, trying to regain control of the situation, she remarked, “The word is you’re descended from Old World Scottish royalty. What do I call you, Prince Cameron? Your Royal Highness?”

Steering the car back to the service road, he cut her sharp look, as if he expected to see a smirk on her face. “Cameron will do.”

“Okey-dokey.” As she settled back in her seat, her primal instincts were still on alert, aware that no menace lurked in the background. Her keen gaze spotted an incongruous pack of wild horses, kicking up clouds of red dust as they headed toward a ridge of wooded mountains. From her research, Brig now knew that most of those mountains were, in fact, rich deposits of the Zexus ore that everyone was eager to buy and sell—a totally clean energy source that was mined without damage to the wilderness, and outperformed all the power supplies presently in use. That was a very good reason for someone to want Duncan Cameron dead.

* * * *

Slowing his vehicle down as he reached a curve in mountain road, Duncan glanced at Monroe from the corner of his eye. She obviously felt no pressure to make conversation. She’d reclined her seat, but he knew she wasn’t asleep behind those sporty sunglasses.

What he could sense was her unwilling curiosity about him as a man. She’d thought he was going to kiss her when he’d opened the car door. He’d seen it in her unusual silvery-gray eyes. Not that he hadn’t noticed her alluring unpainted mouth. Overall, she was totally not what he’d expected. Not that he had had a comparison in mind. Like most people, he’d assumed that women who signed on as bodyguards would be muscular with minimal curves. The reality was surprising. Monroe presented an interesting blend of strength and femininity with a solid body and delicate features. He’d already noted the good-sized breasts filling out her simple black top. At this moment, with the breeze whipping strands from her sable-colored braid to frame her face, she looked more like a model who put in a lot of time at the gym than a bodyguard. 

 Since he’d never been with a woman who had muscles—not ones to rival his own anyway—he couldn’t help but be fascinated, wondering how she’d look naked. 

Down boy, he told himself, no naughty thoughts about a woman who wouldn’t hesitate to kick your dick up to your throat. While he’d never thought of himself as narrow minded or sexist, it turned out that his masculine pride would prefer that it wasn’t widely known that a female, no matter how skilled, was acting as his guardian.

That brought him back to why he’d driven out here today. “We need to discuss a cover story.”

After a second’s hesitation, Monroe replied without looking at him, “I thought you might. I’m listening.” There was no mistaking the smirk in her voice this time.

Duncan ignored it, since he was the one who’d inserted the aggressive element into their exchanges. “I thought you could act as my chauffer. I have several larger vehicles.”

She spared him a quick glance through her tinted glasses. “What about the trade meetings? While you may not want me in your face, you might as well use my services, since I’m bought and paid for. I can’t protect you from a distance.”

Inhaling her alluring fragrance, he yielded more readily than he’d intended. “All right, what do you have in mind?” 

“I was thinking I could pose as a commerce liaison from an outlying planet. One that’s newly colonized, so the other delegates probably won’t have heard of it. The one I have in mind is Asterrel, in the Xerpas quadrant.” She paused. “By the way, are any of the delegates staying in the palace?”

Watching her mouth as she spoke, he glanced away. “Yes, about half will be staying in the palace. The rest will be accommodated in hotels.”

* * * *

With the threat to his life, Brig thought, it was foolish to have any of the envoys staying in the palace. She held her tongue. “Okay, so put me up in the palace and I can do my job while I join in the social activities and the trade talks.” 

Duncan frowned. “That would mean you’d have to act the part of a negotiator. Most of them have degrees in mineralogy.”

Little did he know that in addition to holding several degrees to include a doctorate in criminology, Brig had a keen interest in both geology and mineralogy, thanks to her rock-climbing hobby. Additionally, she could control her pulse-rate and other physical elements well enough to fool a lie detector. She was fluent in fifteen languages and could converse convincingly on countless subjects. In short, she was a major geek with muscles. She tipped down her sunglasses and peered over them, giving Cameron what some referred to as her rapacious grin. “I think I can handle it.”


Chapter Two

The observer stood on his balcony, looking out over the fertile countryside as he watched the prince’s car head back to the palace. Seeing a woman sitting beside Duncan brought a rush of familiar resentment. How many times had he watched in frustration while nubile females passed him by to flirt with Duncan? 

More provoking was the immense wealth Duncan had accumulated from the discovery of Zexus ore. Who knew that digging into those black mountains would unearth valuable crystalline rocks.

Duncan didn’t deserve any of it. He certainly didn’t deserve to rule. With his shifting traits and pleasure-seeking outlook, it was doubtful he had the temperament to govern Nevis permanently.

However, all that was about to change. With the rim planet’s energy leasing agreements due to be renewed during the trade talks, it was a perfect time to get rid of Duncan. In the insuring chaos, he would take over as regent and bring Nevis’s citizens under martial law. Once his dominance was established, he would push up the price of Zexus ore and live the life he deserved, with boundless wealth and his pick of beautiful women. While money and power were the ultimate goals, the true satisfaction would come from destroying the overconfident prince. 

A knock on his private entrance door, interrupted his dark thoughts. Quickly, he walked to his desk and sat behind it. Clearing his throat, he deepened his voice to convey the authority that would soon be his. “Yes, enter.”

A slimly built man with small dark eyes and a carefully clipped flaxen goatee beard entered. His name was Cedral, and he planned to rise higher in his world. He inclined his head in a gesture of respect. “Sir, I’m pleased to tell you the shipment has arrived.” 

“There’s no need to speak in code when we’re alone. Are they all here?”

“Yes, sir, as arranged, they were smuggled in on your private craft and taken to the houses prepared for them. They’re ready to move on your command.”

“Excellent, I’ll let you know when and where.”

As he waved Cedral away, his eyes filled with zeal. Everything was going to plan except for the annoying fact that Hagen Warner had hired independent security. He sat back and steepled his fingers as he considered. Could the fact that Warner had stuck his nose into the mix mean he had his own agenda? Alternatively, could he be part of a group plot? With billions at stake, plenty would grab whatever they could. 

He shook his head slowly. It didn’t matter. They would all be dealt with.


Chapter Three

“If there is anything else that you require, Miz Monroe, please don’t hesitate to contact me. Just press the top button on the intercom.”

Brig smiled at the elderly manservant. “Thank you, Crawford. Is that your first or last name?”

“Crawford is my surname, ma’am. That’s how I’m always addressed.” He was well up in years, but light on his feet with golden eyes and a magnificent head of white hair. Brig had warmed to him immediately.

Once Cameron had driven her to the white-walled palace, he’d dismissed her with the statement that he was in no danger until the delegates arrived, which was nonsense, of course, but she didn’t argue when he’d handed her over to Crawford to see to her comfort. However, on the way to her quarters, she’d asked the kindly manservant if she could have a tour of the palace, which gave her an opportunity to scan the sentries on duty. She was pleased to find they were exactly what they appeared to be, well-paid bodyguards.

“Please call me Brig,” she said. “You’ve been with…er… Prince Cameron for quite a while, have you?” She told herself it was important to know as much about her charge as possible, to help her discover who had the most to gain from his death. She wouldn’t admit she was curious about him on a personal level, because she couldn’t stop thinking about the heat she’d felt and the exciting smell of him.

“Yes,” Crawford replied. “I’ve been with His Royal Highness since his birth, ma’am, and I can tell you that he was a good boy who has grown into a fine young man.”

“Do you always refer to him formally as His Royal Highness? He told me to call him Cameron.”

The elderly man puffed out his cheeks. “Yes, the prince does take a casual approach to such things, but I’m a traditionalist, preferring to uphold the old ways of doing things.”

She had to smile at his quaint outlook, which for reasons she couldn’t fathom, she found appealing. “Is the prince popular with Ben Nevis’s citizens?” It was possible the threat against him could be homegrown.

Crawford put his hands together, obviously warming to the subject. “Oh yes, ma’am, the prince is extremely popular with the people. Though the media likes to portray him as a dashing man about town, there’s a lot more to him than that. He works extremely hard to look after his people.”

“I understand he was the one that actually discovered Zexus ore.”

“Yes, indeed, geology was a boyhood hobby of his. As a delegate, you probably know that Nevis now supplies seventy percent of the Kalaris coalition’s energy.”

“Uh-huh, so the prince is good at commerce.”

Crawford’s amber eyes gleamed. “Oh, yes, he’s a very shrewd businessman, but also an honorable one, who is trusted by the coalition not to raise the price of Zexus ore to a level that would beggar some of the newer, evolving worlds…” He trailed off, as if he thought he’d said too much and executed a half-bow that Brig found charming. “Now, I’d better leave you in peace, to rest before the delegate’s banquet dinner. They’ll be serving cocktails in the annex banquet room at nineteen-hundred hours.”

When he closed the door behind him, Brig took another stroll through her suite of rooms, four to be exact, if you counted the bathroom. The living room’s light wood floor provided a backdrop for the blue patterned Oriental rug. The chests and display cabinet were made from limed-oak, and the salmon-hued soft furnishing looked deep and comfortable. At the far end of the room, a connecting door opened into a fully equipped office. Crossing to the bedroom, she saw the color scheme had been carried throughout. Her feet sinking into powder blue carpet as she studied the gigantic bed, covered with a blue and white patterned duvet and piles of matching pillows. Against the far wall, there was a long mirrored armoire, and a glass-topped table holding a clear vase of carefully arranged flowers.

Brig walked over to the bank of wide windows to gaze down at the formal gardens. The current situation wasn’t one she’d encountered before. Essentially, she was being well paid to twiddle her thumbs. The sensible thing would be to take a long hot shower and nap for a couple of hours, except that she was feeling too edgy to sleep, as if she’d overloaded on caffeine.

And you know why, Monroe. It’s him with his honed muscle animal appeal and those hypnotic blue eyes. She blew out a breath, making a popping sound. How was she supposed to do her job when merely looking at her client threatened to turn her into a week-kneed mess?


Chapter Four

Dressed in a black t-shirt and compression shorts, Duncan was in the palace gym, trying to work off the impact of Brig Monroe. He couldn’t remember the last time a woman had rattled him at first sight, to the extent that he’d lost track of a discussion at the meeting he’d just attended.

Finishing his routine, he set the twenty-pound weights down and crossed to program the holo-trainer for a grueling mountain run. Walking toward the portal, he picked up a red bandana from a bench, tying it around his head as the gym door opened behind him. Expecting to see one of his assistants, Duncan stared in disbelief when Brig Monroe stopped dead on the threshold.

“Uh, sorry, your aide said it was all right to use the gym…”

Duncan watched in fascination as color spread across her cheeks.

“…I’ll come back later.”

His first impulse was to agree. “No, wait! It’s not a problem. I was about to go for a holo-run. You’ll have the equipment all to yourself.”

She hesitated with one hand on the door handle. In her silvery eyes, he read both curiosity and wariness.

“Okay, thanks.”

His gaze followed her as she walked further into the room, studying the array of machines and free weights. Her pleasing scent wafted in his direction, stirring his juices and unsettling him in equal amounts.

“Excellent equipment.” She cast him a glance over her shoulder. “Does your invitation mean you’ve forgiven me for being here?”

At this point, he was more intrigued than annoyed, answering truthfully, “I’ll say I’m sorry I took my dislike of politics out on you, if that will suffice?”

“That’ll do.” Reaching behind, she removed a holster and blaster from the small of her back, putting it down on a bench.

“Do you always carry a weapon?”

“I do. Are you still willing to go with my cover story and introduce me as a delegate?”

He tore his gaze away from her mouth. Why did she have to be so damn sexy? “Yes,” he said. “No problem.”

She nodded, tearing open the side panel of her black outerwear to reveal a blue crop top and black shorts.

Duncan inhaled sharply, his pulse jolting as he upgraded her breasts from good to fabulous. Her legs went on forever, showing the type of definition that went beyond what you could achieve in a normal exercise room, and all that amazing female muscle was covered by pale apricot skin.

Realizing he was getting a hard-on, he moved quickly to pick up the weights again, starting bicep curls while his mind pictured her naked. His animal whispered she was the type of woman who’d enjoy a hard ride in bed.

“Do you want to do it tonight?”

He jerked his gaze to hers, nearly dropping the weighs. “What?”

“Introduce me as a delegate while we’re at the welcoming banquet. That way I can stay close.”

That was the last thing he needed. “Yes, fine.” His gaze followed her as she dropped down on the exercise mat, lifting her arms to stretch her muscles.

“You know, a fool-proof way for me to stay close to you would be for you to pretend an interest in me. With your rep as a princely playboy, no one will look twice if you’re seen to be hitting on a female envoy.”

He narrowed his gaze at the playboy tag, but it was no secret he enjoyed women. “Very well, I’ll ask you to dance to get the ball rolling.” He set the weights down and picked up a towel, his gaze resting on her thick braid as she moved forward into a quad stretch. When his wayward mind pictured himself unbraiding her mass of sable hair, the desire to sample her pushed the common-sense pendulum in the opposite direction. “What would you say if I were to hit on you for real?”

* * * *

Brig stilled as her pulse leaped. She turned her head slowly, looking into his searching gaze. “I’d say it’s a bad idea, and it’s my duty to think of you only as a client.”

His white teeth flashed. “I won’t tell if you don’t. I’m just saying that since you’re planning to stay close to me anyway, which I’m assuming means twenty-four seven, why not enjoy some healthy sex at the same time?”

He made it sound practical and reasonable, but probabilities told her his interest had less to do with her appeal than the fact that she was a novelty and he wanted to satisfy his curiosity.

Still, she couldn’t stop herself from darting a quick glance at the inspiring bulge stretching his black shorts. A few heated workouts with his deliciously ripped body, her hormones pointed out, and we can skip the Pleasure Your Way resort altogether.

Since she wasn’t a creature of impulse, she could hardly believe her recklessness when she came to her feet and accepted his proposition, “All right…why not. I’ll consider it a perk of the job.”

His vivid blue eyes lit with sensual amusement. “A perk of the job, eh?” He moved to stand in front of her, curving a hand around her arm and the other around her waist.

Brig’s breath lodged in her throat as he pulled her closer. He smelled hot and sweaty and delicious. She watched his mouth move closer. Whatever she’d imagined, the reality of his firm lips opening over hers, the taste of him as his mouth moved fiercely back and forth on hers, made her shake with uncontrollable need. She molded her body to the hard contours of his, plunging her hands into his thick hair to grab handfuls and give him back the full force of her mouth and tongue.

When his hands moved possessively up the sides of her body to cup her breasts and thumb her hardening crests, her breath started to come in gusts. She arched her hips into him while he slid his hands downward over the small of her back, his fingers closing over the curve of her bottom as he rubbed the jut of his cock provocatively between her legs. She imagined him pushing deep within her, causing her sex to clench and release a surge of liquid warmth.

“God, Brig, let me have you now. Lie on the mat.” He maneuvered them in that direction, his hands curving further under her bottom to slip between the crevice, edging inward toward her pulsing center. Brig could barely breathe. Her sex clamoring with need as his fingers gently traced the outline of her swollen labia lips—

When a sharp buzz sounded behind them, they sprung apart as if someone had entered the room. Breathing hard and fast, Cameron glanced with annoyance at the droning com-link on the countertop.

“It’s my hot line. I have to answer it.”

Struggling to think through the dizzying lust still surging through her body, Brig watched him cross to have an urgent-sounding conversation with someone at the other end of the link.


Chapter Five

A few hours later, Brig left her room wearing what she called her formal mission uniform, a long black sheath that hid her air-boots and the small blaster strapped to her left leg. She’d washed her hair and left it natural, so it fell to her shoulders in loose curls. Her only jewelry was her timepiece and a pair of diamond and black pearl drop earrings her sister Kat had given her on her twenty-first birthday.

As she made her way down the red-carpeted double staircase, Brig acknowledged that she was jittery at the thought of meeting up with Cameron again. It bothered her more than a little that she couldn’t stop thinking about him. He’d left the gym saying he’d see her at the banquet. Unfortunately, what she hadn’t considered while her glands held sway was that the prince’s regular guards were bound to know if she slept in his bed. Considering Cameron’s high profile, if the paparazzi got wind that an undercover bodyguard was having a sexual fling with the prince the story could spread over the galaxy media hubs in hours. That kind of fame she didn’t need. It was difficult enough for a woman to gain respect in her chosen field. She blew out a breath. She’d have to tell him that she’d changed her mind and that was that.

Now, as she came to the foot of the staircase, she clicked into work mode and headed along the carpeted corridor toward the banquet room. When she reached the open double doors, she heard snatches of conversation and laughter coming from the small army of staff moving about beneath glittering chandeliers as they placed gilt cutlery and fine china on the starched white linen covering an enormous U-shaped table.

Brig swept a glance around the banquet area and spotted Alistair Hay at the far end of the room. She’d been introduced to the tall ruddy-faced security chief earlier in the day when she’d taken her tour of the palace with Crawford. Currently, Hay was speaking to a group of guards while he gestured toward the upper floors and exits, evidently assigning the sentries their areas of responsibly. Brig had given Hay the cover story she used when dealing with unfamiliar security teams, presenting herself as a psychic hired to spot threats before they occurred. No one but her family knew that in addition to her exceptional psychic powers, her sight, hearing and smell could match a large predator’s, and once she shifted into huntress space, she could move in short bursts at blurring speeds.

Now, as Brig approached Hay, he turned away from his group to face her. She watched his features settle into a stern expression. “You’re early, Miz Monroe. The guests were told to arrive at nineteen hundred hours.”

He was as good as telling her to piss-off, but Brig didn’t take offence, she was used to being underestimated, plus she’d scanned Hay earlier and judged him to be loyal to Cameron. She played her role, offering him a bright smile. “Yes, I am a little early. I like to get a feel for the surrounds before the guests arrive. It helps me to focus my psychic perception.”

“Uh-huh.” The flat look in his hazel eyes told her what he thought of individuals who claimed to be psychics. Many people refused to believe in paranormal abilities, despite the fact that scientific communities throughout the universe were researching all areas of the supernatural through chronicles and conferences. Since Brig would rather have Hay on her side, she took a soft stance, widening her eyes. “Be assured, Mr. Hay, I’m not here to interfere with your duties in any way. I’m simply another pair of eyes and ears watching out for the prince.”

Hay pursed his lips and studied her for a long moment before he nodded. “Very well, I don’t suppose there’s any harm in having another person in the loop. If you do spot anything unusual, report directly to me.” He pulled a small package out of his pocket. “You can wear this communicator.”

“Well, thank you, Mr. Hay. That’s very accommodating of you.” She sensed that behind the gruff exterior he was a softy who genuinely liked Cameron. She attached the tiny mic inside the neckline of her dress, but didn’t switch it on, preferring not to be overheard while she went about her job.

Once the guests started to arrive they were shown into the smaller reception room, adjoining the banquet area where champagne and hors d’ oeuvres were served. Brig stayed on the sidelines, nursing a glass of champagne while she tuned in to several conversations going on around her, scanning the crowd and staff members for any sudden emotional shifts that might spell danger.

She knew the instant that Cameron entered the room, her senses spiking sharply in response. He looked staggeringly handsome in hand-tailored black eveningwear, set off by a snowy white wingtip shirt. Instantaneously, he dominated the room, his deep melodious voice carrying over to Brig as he greeted and shook hands with the various individuals who hurried forward to make themselves known. Despite herself, Brig admitted that she could stare at him all day long—

“Good evening, you’re Brig Monroe, correct?”

Jerking back, Brig spun on her heel to face a fair-complexioned man with red hair and pale blue eyes. He offered a quick open smile, and he seemed very sure of himself. “I thought I’d better introduce myself. I’m Reid Cameron.”

Berating herself for letting lust skew her concentration, she centered her attention on the newcomer. She knew who he was from the dossier she’d read, but she pretended not to, in case he revealed something she didn’t know. “Good evening, nice to meet you, Mr. Cameron.” She wondered how much he knew about her.

“I’m Duncan’s cousin,” he said. “Our fathers were brothers, now both deceased.”

Brig nodded with a sympathetic expression. He wanted her to think he was a blood relative, but she knew he’d been adopted as a baby, and since Duncan’s father was the hereditary ruler, the line of succession had passed to his son.

While some might consider Reid handsome, his fair coloring had the unfortunate effect of making him seem insipid compared to Duncan Cameron’s dark elemental looks. Added to that, the fact that Duncan was essentially a self-made man had to get up Reid’s nose. To keep him talking, she asked, “Are you taking part in the trade talks?”

He shook his head. “No, not my area of expertise, I organize the social side of things.” He lowered his voice, leaning in. “I understand that you’re a security person posing as a delegate.”

“I am, yes.” She would have preferred that the prince had stuck to their cover story, even with his relatives.

“I’ve never met a security psychic before, how novel.”

Ah, so Cameron didn’t tell him everything. The amusement in his gaze obviously meant he was writing her off as a clever con artist. For her part, she judged him to be a man of no substance. Doubtless, his life revolved around protecting his status quo. Applying her gift, she looked deeper to focus on his aura, which was muddy with very little color, indicating there was a dark side to his personality. However, she knew from experience that could simply mean he was extremely egocentric and self-serving. Not a good thing, but it didn’t necessarily make him a killer—

“Perhaps I can take you under my wing and assist you with your social skills this evening.” He smiled again. “It would help to make your undercover profile more convincing.”

Brig’s gaze flickered at his implication that she was an unsophisticated hayseed in need of his guidance. It was tempting to respond in kind. However, if he was involved in the plot against his cousin, it was wiser to keep him close and pump him. “Thanks, I’d appreciate that.”

At the same time, a male voice announced through the public address system, “Ladies and gentlemen, dinner is about to be served. Please make you way through to the main banquet room.”

“May I?” Reid offered his arm, and Brig smiled, placing a hand on his forearm as they trailed behind the chatting laughing crowd. “Can you actually read minds?”

Expecting the question, Brig gave him a form of the truth, “Literal mind reading is virtually impossible, due to the speed and variation of thought patterns. My gift allows me to get the gist of what people are thinking.” In actuality, when she pushed her mind into huntress mode she could often pick up verbatim thoughts. 

“Intriguing, how does it work exactly?”

“Basically, I tune into the electromagnetic energy that surrounds human bodies and read the vibrations.” That was true, but it could also sound as if she was an overpriced charlatan. “And all of that,” she added quickly, as if she were trying to validate her worth, “is enough for me to spot menace in a crowd and give warning.”

She could see his eyes were in the ready-to-roll position. “Fascinating, and I, for one, am extremely pleased to know you’re here to lend a hand. It’s a dreadful business when we receive these kinds of threats.”

“Indeed. Do you have any ideas who might want your cousin taken out?”

He responded with a small shake of his head. “I don’t. But I’m sure Duncan has his fair share of enemies, as most people in power do.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Good evening, sir and ma’am,” a black-clad staff member greeted as they arrived at the dining area, where the delicious scents of a lavish meal filtered from the service area.

An older man hurried forward, obviously a senior staff member. He bowed deferentially to Reid, “May I show you to your seat, Mr. Cameron?”

“Switch the name cards,” Reid snapped without looking at the man. “Miz Monroe will be sitting next to me.”

“Certainly, sir, this way.”

As they made their way forward, Brig caught sight of the prince standing on the opposite side of the table speaking to a group of guests. At his side, there was a twenty-some blonde who was listening to the conversation without joining in. The proprietary glint in the woman’s eye had Brig narrowing hers to take in the blonde’s blue organza gown, which was cut very low in front, showing plenty of cleavage. Brig judged her to be a standard femme fatale type. Was she a guest or an acquaintance? In the prince’s position, he was bound to have women in the background he could take to functions. She’d read somewhere that unmarried royals often drew on married women friends to act as escorts.

Reid had apparently followed Brig’s line of vision. “I see Pamela’s here. I’ll introduce you to her later.”

Brig glanced back at the glamorous blonde, trying to keep her voice casual. ”Is she a relative?”

Reid chuckled. “She hopes to be. In every practical sense, Duncan and Pamela and I were all raised together. Our families have always been close, and everyone expects that Pamela and Duncan will marry when he gets around to it.”

Brig hoped she didn’t look as staggered as she felt. The two-faced bastard, making a play for me when he has a wife in waiting. It was foolish to feel disillusionment when she’d only just met the man, and logically she knew he wasn’t for her. Still, she couldn’t let go of the memory of how it felt to be pressed close to him, and in a small corner of her mind vague, imprecise hopes were dashed.

Reid went on, “Of course Pamela spent a lot of time on Earth while she was growing up, attending finishing schools, etcetera, to prepare for her role as regent.”

Ordering herself to settle down, Brig looked in Pamela’s direction again, catching the other woman casting her an assessing glance, almost as if she’d read Brig’s thoughts. Regardless of Pamela’s privileged lifestyle, Brig could only feel sorry for the woman. “Pamela must be a very even-tempered, understanding person, if the prince continues to play the field.”

Reid gave a mirthless laugh. “She’ll wait, no matter how many women Duncan sees on the side. At this point, she’s invested too much time to cut bait.”

In Brig’s opinion, that made her a material-minded idiot.

“Shall we?” Reid indicated to chairs the waiters were holding for them as the other guests started to take their places at the long table.

Brig’s position, on the side of the U-shaped table, gave her a clear view of the prince as he took his seat at the head of the table. Brig noted that Pamela wasn’t placed beside him. He sat between two older men. One she recognized as the previously mentioned Hagen Warner. The other man was doubtless a senior coalition dignitary. 

Brig watched the prince conversing easily with both men. When they all laughed at something Warner said, the prince’s gaze swiveled sharply in Brig’s direction, almost as if she’d called to him. It wasn’t lost on her that His Highness hadn’t looked around to locate her whereabouts. He’d known exactly where she was sitting. When their eyes connected and she saw the promise of later intimacy in his gaze, a fresh stream of anger raced through her. Abruptly, she looked away and lifted her wine glass. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught the flash of conjecture that crossed Cameron’s face. She looked at back at Reid. “Why don’t you tell me a bit about Nevis’s history?”

Signaling to a waiter to refill his wine glass, Reid looked pleased at the request. “Well, as you have doubtless guessed,” he began, “we’re all descended from a group of Scottish highlanders who discovered the planet back in twenty-two-fifteen…”

Brig listened to him while she maintained her focus on the room and ate small portions of her seafood appetizer. Reid obviously liked the sound of his own voice, and with one arm spread across the back of his chair, he drank his fourth glass of wine and expounded in resonant tones on the colonization, customs and traditions of his home world.

All Brig had to do was nod and make occasional interested sounds. At the same time, she was peripherally aware that Duncan Cameron glanced in her direction several times. Since she didn’t need to look at him to sense danger around him, she’d be damned if she was going to let him tantalize her with those high-voltage eyes of his.

When Reid stopped talking to signal to a staff member to refill his wine glass yet again, Brig turned to speak to the male delegate on her right, a pleasant looking man called Kali Tofka with unusual bottle-green eyes and a drooping mustache. Brig judged to be in his late thirties, and playing her role, she discussed rock samples, the properties of minerals and chemical tests. All the while, she orchestrated the conversation so Tofka did most of the talking, saving her from having to fabricate too much.

As the seven-course meal drew to an end, Brig heard sounds that indicated a band was setting up in the ballroom. She drew a small sigh of relief. Once the dancing began, she could return to the sidelines.

The high-ceilinged ballroom was larger than the banquet area. The musicians had already picked up their instruments and the first dance was underway when Brig entered, trailing behind Cameron and his group.

Reid walked beside Brig, still acting as her escort. He seemed perfectly sober despite the large amount of alcohol he’d consumed. “Would you like to dance?” he asked.

“Maybe later,” she said. “I’d better stay on the sidelines for the moment, now that everyone is on the move.”

Reid’s expression gleamed with amusement once more. He lowered his voice, “I understand perfectly. Your assignment must come first.”

As he headed off toward a group of females, presumably to ask one of them to dance, Brig took up a secluded spot across from the long mirrored wall where she could watch the reflected action on the dance floor. At the same time, she kept an eye on the length of French doors that opened out onto a wide terrace. She knew there were two armed guards stationed outside, but she could move faster if necessary.

Duncan Cameron, the cur, as she now thought of him, appeared to be having a very good time in his role of host, displaying an easy manner as he moved from one group of emissaries to the next.

When a waiter approached Brig with a tray of champagne, she figured what the hell and lifted a flute. Admittedly, it was her third glass, but she’d spread them over several hours—

“Hello, there. I’m Pamela McFarlane.”

At the sound of the high-pitched reedy voice directly behind her, Brig almost choked on her mouthful of champagne. She spun to face the other woman. “Hi, I’m Brig Monroe.”

Pamela’s pale hair was caught up at the sides with diamond clips, displaying her perfectly molded face. She looked Brig up and down in a superior manner, as if she were questioning a servant. “I don’t believe I know you. What planet are you representing?”

Brig figured the other woman must have noticed Cameron’s byplay during dinner and she’d come to mark her territory. Curious to see how an aristocrat did battle with a perceived rival, Brig put on her game face. “No, we’ve never met. This is my first trip to Nevis, and I’m here on behalf of Asterrel, in the Xerpas System.”

Pamela widened her pale blue eyes. “The Xerpas system…isn’t that comprised mainly of backwater worlds where the opposing factions are constantly fighting?”

Brig didn’t rise to the bait, responding as though she were dealing with a temperamental child. “Well, since most of the planets in the Xerpas system are newly colonized, it might appear that way.”

Pamela’s red-glossed mouth stretched in a brittle smile. “It certainly does to the forward-thinking worlds.” Her eyes glinted as she leaned in, as if to impart a secret. “Tell me, are all the females on your planet as large and bulky as you are?”

Since Brig was comfortable in her own skin, she wasn’t fazed by the petty insult. “Indeed,” she said smoothly. “We Asterrelians are known throughout the universe as a strapping race. In fact, our national sport is arm-wrestling.”

Apparently not comprehending that Brig was mocking her, Pamela’s face went comically blank for long seconds. “Well,” she said, “you have my sympathy. You can’t help being bred by uncouth outlanders, can you?” With that, she pivoted in a flurry of blue organza and marched away.

Brig had to restrain herself from sticking her tongue out the woman’s back. Ill-mannered twit. It serves Cameron right if he ends up with her.

As she lifted her glass of champagne once more, a new male voice hailed her from behind, “Good evening. I’m a little late introducing myself. I’m Alec Walker.” He was tall and thin with brown eyes and a dark beard. “I’m related to the prince through marriage.”

“Right, nice to meet you.” She recalled from the dossier that Cameron had two sisters, and both of them had shares in his company. “You’re married to Elspeth, the prince’s elder sister, correct?”

Walker glanced away for a moment, lowering his voice, “I’m afraid Elspeth was tragically killed in a skiing accident several months ago.”

“Oh, I’m very sorry for your loss.” It seemed the dossier wasn’t as complete as she’d thought.

“It’s all right. You couldn’t know.” He cleared his throat. “I understand that you’re here as an advisor of sorts.”

“I am, yes.” Seemingly, Cameron had given the same cover story to all his relatives or they’d spoken among themselves. She wondered if Walker had inherited Elspeth’s portion, and if he could have had something to do with her demise. A skiing accident would be a very convenient way to get rid of an unwanted spouse.

To see his reaction, she lowered her voice, “I don’t know if Reid told you, but I’m a mind-reader of sorts.” She watched the subtle flaring of his eyes. Yep, he had something to hide, but most people did. Sometimes Brig got an immediate zing from a person, indicating their guilt, but most times it took a while to detect an individual’s true motives. She asked the same question she’d asked Reid, “Are you taking part in the trade talks?”

He nodded. “In a way, I sometimes act as Duncan’s deputy.” He looked over her shoulder as he spoke. “And now, if you’ll excuse me, I see someone that I must speak to.”

As he turned and walked away, Brig watched him. He didn’t head toward anyone, but went straight to the bar. Yeah, he bore watching all right.

In the next instant, Brig’s senses zinged big time. She turned to see the prince approaching. His walk was slow and fluid, adding to the seductive power he exuded. He smiled with a twinkle in his eye. “Good evening, Miz Brig. You look amazing in that gown, and I like your hair loose like that.” 

“Good evening.” It took willpower to hold on to her temper while his gaze ran over the curves beneath her black sheath, making it obvious he was thinking of stripping it off her.

“I expected you to come to me,” he said softly, “so I could introduce you around, as you requested. So now I’ve come to ask you to dance.”

As much as she wanted to bare her teeth at his testosterone-dripping form, she used passive aggression instead. “It’s all right, sir, you don’t have to pretend an interest for the onlookers. I can guard you perfectly well from here.”

His eyes narrowed. “Did I miss something? I thought I made it very clear how much I desire you.”

As satisfying as it would be to tell him to go straight to hell, he’d singled her out, and they were attracting attention. If she refused to dance with him, it would look odd. She flashed a humorless smile. “But of course, Your Royalness. When you put it like that, how can I refuse?”

* * * *

Duncan’s lips quirked at the title, even as he registered her prickly mood, he figured she was fending him off because she was having second thoughts. No problem, he was quite prepared to seduce her again. Her nearness was as exciting as hell, and being in her presence made him feel strangely light-hearted. “I assure you my ego isn’t so great that I expect every woman I meet to make herself available to me, but you, Brig Monroe, have made quite an impression.”

Her response was, “Start dancing. People are watching.”

He laughed, pulling her into his arms. As if on cue, the band went into a slow dreamy number. To make conversation, he asked, “Have you seen any suspicious individuals in the crowd?”

“No.”

“Hmm, then it would seem it might be just another false alarm.”

“It’s early days yet.”

From his perspective, the threat was fortuitous since it had brought her here. He edged her closer as they moved among the other couples, stroking his fingers along her bare back. Then at the first opportunity that they wouldn’t be overheard, he murmured against her hair, “I don’t know what you’re doing to me, but I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since you arrived.”

His words didn’t have the desired effect. Instead of pressing closer to murmur similar sentiments in his ear, she stiffened, speaking out of the corner of her mouth in a low harsh tone, “You can stop this sexual bullshit right now. I don’t do attached men, and you should be ashamed of yourself.”

Jerking his head back, he frowned down into her dangerously glittering silver eyes. “What makes you think I’m attached?”

“Are you denying that Pamela, whatever-her-name-is, is planning to marry you?”

He stifled the expletive that sprang to his lips, wondering who’d spoken to her. “Look, Brig, the situation is complicated. I don’t want to discuss Pamela behind her back, just as I wouldn’t discuss you with Pamela.”

“Well bully for you, Princeling, except that there is no you and me, and never will be. I hired out to protect you and I’ll complete my assignment to the full extent of my abilities. But as soon as the conference is over, I’m on the first shuttle out of here, and it can’t come soon enough for me. Now, if you want to fire me, fine. Otherwise, go back to what you were doing and let me get on with my job.”

* * * *

There was a charged silence for long seconds while his hot blue gaze bored into hers, then he inclined his head and strode away. Within seconds, a group of people had encircled him, and Brig was left to get a grip on her emotions. In spite of everything, she couldn’t drive out her all-consuming hunger for the man, as if she’d been starving for years and hadn’t known it until a feast was set in front of her.

When she looked at him again, he was deep in conversation with another group of delegates. A few moments later, Brig saw Pamela saunter toward the prince and take up a position behind him again, tapping her fingers impatiently against her upper arms while she waited. As soon as Cameron moved away from the present group, presumably to head to another, Pamela hurriedly stepped in front of him, placing a palm on his chest as she pushed her lips into a moue of appeal.

Annoyingly, even Brig’s sharp ears couldn’t pick up their words above the stream of conversation and music, but a few moments later, the prince led a beaming Pamela onto the dance floor. Brig kept them in sight as they moved among the other dancers, Pamela’s blonde hair capturing the light as they swirled through a waltz. They seemed to have a lot to talk about, well, Pamela did while Cameron showed interest, bending his head to listen to her murmured confidences.

Without thinking, Brig grabbed a fresh glass of champagne from a passing tray, and glugged it. If that superficial son of a bitch knows what’s good for him, he’d better not come near me again with hard-ons.

Ten minutes later, Brig watched Cameron and Pamela move off the dance floor and head for the French doors, leading out to the garden. Shit. If she followed them and he kissed her, it would be sickening to watch. Should she stay and leave it up to the outside guards? Even as she asked the question, she knew it was too risky. If she were in the same situation with any another client, she wouldn’t hesitate to follow.

As it turned out, it was just as well she did. The sentries, who’d taken up positions at each end of the terrace, barely reacted to Cameron’s presence. Doubtless, they believed the prince would want them to turn a blind eye since he was with a woman. That was the problem with regular security personnel. They often endangered their charges with faulty initiative.

Automatically, Brig scanned the surrounding shrubbery, and sensing nothing, stepped into the shadows a few meters behind Cameron and Pamela, where she unashamedly listened in on their conversation.

Seemingly, Pamela was trying to talk the prince into an off-planet trip, hanging onto his arm as she gazed up into his face. ”…daddy specifically asked if I would invite you up for a few days once the trade talks are finished. He’s keen to get your feedback on the site he’s chosen for his new hotel. The trip would be a wonderful break for both of us. Everyone says the Baylis II resort is fabulous…”

While Brig curled her lip at Pamela’s high-pitched little-girl voice, she felt a telltale flutter of sensation whisper across her skin. Turning her head, she listened intently. Someone was out there, in the shrubbery. In short seconds, she was next to Cameron, who spun around in surprise.

“What’s up?” He caught hold of her arms protectively, glancing about them.

“Get back inside. Someone’s hiding in the garden.” She pulled free of his grasp and tried to push him toward the French doors.

Pamela practically flew back into the ballroom, but Cameron stayed, scanning the area. “How many are there? Can you pinpoint them?”

“No,” she lied. She couldn’t tell him how she knew. She looked toward the guards, who apparently hadn’t heard her warning to Cameron. “Move it!” she shouted. “Protect the prince.” At the same time, she switched on her mini mic. “Hay, I need back up on the terrace ASAP.” She tried again to push Cameron toward the French windows. “Will you please go back inside?”

With relief, she saw Hay and his guards rushing toward them from the far end of the terrace. With that, she pulled a tag on the right side of her gown, which tightened the weave to her waist, revealing black panty shorts beneath. Bending to snap her blaster off her leg-holster, she sprinted away, her galvanized huntress leading her in a straight line to where the intruders were hiding. Even if they ran, she was faster. If they fired weapons, she would see the blast as though it were traveling in slow motion, enabling her to dodge it.

As she ran, she was aware that the prince was still outside, shouting to his guards to help her, but she was already out of sight racing to the far side of the lawn toward her target. As she hurtled through the undergrowth, she sensed there were two life forms ahead of her. Since a large tree blocked her view, she ran to the right of it, gathering herself for attack, only to stop dead with a swallowed curse.

Several feet ahead of her, a man was standing with his back against a tree looking down at a woman on her knees in front of him. His fly was unzipped and his pants were halfway down his hips. He was holding the woman’s head while she moved her lips up and down his exposed cock. Lost in the moment the couple were completely unaware of Brig, whose keen hearing picked up the suckling sounds the female was making while the male gave soft grunts of pleasure.

For a moment Brig’s gaze riveted on the couple while her mind conjured a vision of herself performing the same act on Cameron. When she heard running footsteps behind her, she moved quickly to intercept the security team.

“False alarm,” she called out to Hay who was leading the charge. “It’s just a couple enjoying some alone time.”

The security chief looked past Brig to the shrubbery, but the couple couldn’t be seen. Brig figured they were probably still unaware of the commotion they’d triggered.

“Well, you did the right thing,” Hay said, out of breath. “It was better to take action than risk the prince’s life.” As he spoke, he looked down at the blaster in her hand. Evidently, he recognized that she was more than she’d owned up to. She knew he wouldn’t question her on it. Instead, he shouted to the two guards from the terrace who’d bungled their assignment. “You two with me.”

Brig didn’t need Hay to tell her that the men would be looking for new positions in the morning.

Ten minutes later, Brig was back inside, meandering around the ballroom. It was easier to stay on the move while she watched the prince who was doing the rounds once more. She hadn’t spoken to him since she’d returned from the garden, and she figured very few of the guests were aware of the happening. Pamela had reappeared a moment ago wearing a fresh coat of glossy red lipstick, and of course, she’d made a beeline for Cameron.

Brig was pleased to see the crowd was beginning to thin out. She knew tomorrow was a free day for the delegates and the official talks would begin the day after. While it would be premature and irresponsible to dismiss the threat against the prince, she wondered for the first time if it might turn out to be nothing special. Regardless, she would do what she normally did when she guarded male clients, make up a bed on the floor outside of Cameron’s suite. It wouldn’t be a hardship, since she didn’t need much sleep to keep her functional and, of course, her huntress never slept. What would be difficult was trying not to picture the prince getting ready for bed. However, before that, once the guests had departed, and her charge was back in his apartments with guards stationed outside, it couldn’t hurt to make a quick foray outside the palace grounds. She would reconnoiter the terrain in a fifteen-mile radius, and see if she could pick up anything that smelled like trouble.


Chapter Six

Two hours later, Duncan was back in his quarters, wearing a white sleeveless t-shirt and loose black pants. He was at his desk reading the new mineral rights agreement his lawyer had recently drawn up. Picking up a stylus, he signed the contract, but left the rest of the opened datacubes for later attention.

Pushing away from the desk, he rose and walked to the bar to pour two fingers of Scotch into a crystal glass. Crossing to lounge in his favorite easy chair, he let the first sip of Scotch rest on his tongue for a moment before he swallowed.

Shifting back in the chair, he stared up at the ceiling and released a heavy sigh as his mind return to the subject that kept demanding his attention, Brigitta Monroe…Brig. He smiled as he pictured her. By turns, she aroused, fascinated and annoyed him. It seemed impossible that he could want her so badly when she could resist him so easily. Perhaps he should have told her about Pamela.

The thought made him frown. He really had to do something about that situation before it got out of hand. An inner voice told him it was already out of hand, but he’d chosen to ignore it. He sighed and took another mouthful of Scotch. The problem was they’d known each since childhood, and Pamela had gotten into the habit of accompanying him to official functions because she knew the ropes, and, truthfully, it was convenient for him. He hadn’t intended to bed her, but she’d made advances and he’d succumbed. Then again, he had never made her any promises, and he had never stopped seeing other women. While Pamela was beautiful and amusing, her clingy ways had put him off some time ago, but he’d left well enough alone hoping she would get tired of waiting and set her sights on someone else. Now, it seemed he’d be forced to set things straight between them, and he did not relish that prospect at all. The problem was every woman he met seemed to be full of female wiles, trying to lure him to a commitment…except for Brig.

He paused to picture her again, how she’d looked in that tight black dress, when he’d wanted nothing more than to push her to floor and push himself inside her creamy warmth.

When his dick reacted to the thought, he grimaced, shifted and adjusted himself. Whatever Monroe did to him physically, it wasn’t solely her body that intrigued him or even her intelligence—though there was nothing he admired more than acumen—no, Brig Monroe had that indefinable quality called presence. Tonight while he’d been making the political rounds, talking the talk, he’d found pleasure simply knowing that she was in the same room.

* * * *

An hour later, dressed in a black bodysuit, Brig grasped a low hanging branch to climb back up a tall tree adjacent to her bedroom window. Since her highly developed senses hadn’t pick up any warning signals on her countryside explorations, it seemed more and more likely that Cameron’s advisors had simply overreacted to one of the standard threats that plagued the rich and famous. Balancing on a branch, she waited for the two guards patrolling the grounds below her to pass before she sprung forward, landing lightly on the black-tiled roof, then walking a few feet before she bent to grip the guttering and swing her body down through an open window.

She smelled him before her feet touched the soft carpet.

She didn’t switch on the lights. She didn’t need them. She could see him clearly, sitting in a high-backed chair with a crystal glass in his hand and glittering intent in his eyes.

He saluted her with the glass. “Without a doubt, Monroe, you’re the most fascinating woman I’ve encountered.”

She pushed stray stands of hair from her face. “Why, because I use a window instead of a door?”

He chuckled, a low rich sound. “Where have you been?”

“Why are you here?” She countered.

A beat passed. She knew he could see her face in the moonlight. “You know why. To deal with what’s between us.”

She stared into his steady gaze and shook her head. “I made it very clear. There is nothing between us. If you need a woman tonight, find someone else. I’m sure there are countless females who would love to be with you…like Pamela.”

His gaze intensified. “Whatever you might have been told, I am not engaged to Pamela. If that’s the problem, you don’t need to feel guilty.”

Uh-huh. And what horny man can be trusted to tell the truth. “That changes nothing. I’m not sleeping with you. So please leave.”

She watched him set his glass down on the side table and stand before he moved with unexpected swiftness to grip her upper arms and push her back against the wall, trapping her with his hard frame. She didn’t struggle. She could take him down if she had to.

“Whether you admit it or not,” he whispered against her hair. “You loved what we did in the gym.”

“All right, so I’m human. I made a mistake. It won’t happen again. Let go.”

“Are you sure?”

His thighs pressed against hers, his erection prodding her belly. He moved slowly in a tantalizing rhythm, causing a violent pulse between her legs. She controlled her voice, trying to instill some logic into the situation. “How much have you had to drink tonight?”

“I’m not drunk, damn it. I’ve never felt this way about a woman before.”

“Fine, why don’t you go back to your quarters and we’ll talk about it in the morning.”

His hands cupped her face, and he stared intently into eyes. “Please Brig, I need you. I feel like I’m losing my mind.”

She saw the shock in his eyes that she’d driven him to beg. She wavered strung out with nerves, because she wanted him desperately. When he bent to kiss the soft skin behind her ear, sucking gently on her earlobe, she stifled her groan of arousal and gave him her no-bullshit tone, “Enough, Cameron! Get off me, right now.”

He moved back, but placed his palms on the wall on either side of her head. Frustration snapped in his blue eyes. “How do I get through to you?”

“You don’t, because I’m not interested in what you’re offering.” She pushed against his chest until he stood upright and she could move away. “Now, I’m going into the bathroom to wash up. When I come out don’t be here.”


Chapter Seven

The next morning, Brig came out of her suite to go down to breakfast, feeling at odds with herself. For most of the night, she’d tossed and turned on her floor bed outside of the prince’s quarters, thinking of blue eyes, sensual lips and a hard male torso.

An hour ago when she’d returned to her quarters to shower and change, her twin sister, Lexine, had called with the thrilling news that she was going to marry Blane Sebastian. Lex and Blane had known each other for years, and they were perfect together. While Brig couldn’t be happier for them, for reasons she couldn’t understand, the news had unsettled her.

Now, as she moved along the landing, she caught a sound to her right, turning quickly to see Pamela McFarlane step out of the shadows. It was obvious the other woman had been lying in wait. In contrast to Brig’s plain black top and pants, Pamela was wearing an ultra-feminine flouncy pink dress and matching high heels. As she approached, there was rigid anger in her eyes and challenge in every step.

Shit, this I don’t need before I’ve had my morning coffee.

Pamela halted with a huffing sound, folding her arms over her chest. “I’m not here to exchange courtesies. I came to correct any ridiculous notions you might have regarding you and the prince.”

Amused by the courtesies remark, Brig decided the other woman didn’t deserve to know that she wasn’t a rival. “I’m listening.”

“Firstly, everyone at the banquet must have noticed that you never took your eyes off the prince, and you hovered close by until he was forced to dance with you to be polite.”

Brig didn’t waste breath pointing out that the prince had approached her to dance.

“Then you had the nerve to follow us out to the terrace, and intrude on our privacy by pretending there was a stalker in the garden.”

Brig realized Pamela still believed she was a delegate. Apparently, Cameron hadn’t seen fit to fill her in on security details.

“In the remote possibility that you make it to his bed,” Pamela went on. “He’ll discard you the minute it’s over. He always comes back to me.”

Brig raised an eyebrow. “So you don’t mind sharing him with other women. That’s very magnanimous of you.”

Pamela sucked in air, her face flushing. “I’m not going to explain myself to you, some go-between from nowhere. You couldn’t begin to understand how the upper classes lead their lives.” She moved a step closer, narrowing her pale eyes threateningly. “Just so we’re clear on this, if you continue to make a nuisance of yourself, I have the power to ruin your pathetic little career.”

At tempting as it was to give the unpleasant woman a few reality checks, Brig’s need for coffee forced her to cut things short. “Sorry to disappoint, Pammy, but whatever clout you believe you have, won’t have the slightest impact on my life.” She flashed her killer smile, and strode away.

“Don’t you dare walk away from me. You’ll see what I can do, you common oversized bitch.”

Despite herself, Brig’s heart was racing as she made her way down the wide staircase. She could feel Pamela’s gaze drilling into her back. Though the female cattiness shouldn’t upset her, it did. Regardless that she’d thrown Cameron out of her room last night, her subconscious kept tossing up wild ideas about making him hers, which was ludicrous. In a few days, she’d be back on Earth getting on with her life. In a few months, she’d have forgotten about him. Well not quite, her memory was too good for that, but in time, she’d file him away with the rest of her clients. She drew a long head-clearing breath and moved toward the large dining room.

“Good morning, Miz Monroe.”

She turned to see Reid Cameron approaching. He smelled of the outdoors, and she wondered where he’d been this early in the day. “Good morning, Mr. Cameron.”

“I trust you slept well.” He stood aside to let her pass through ahead of him. His gaze reflected amusement again, but her senses told her he’d connected the dots and knew her real purpose here, or Duncan had mentioned it.

“Yes, I slept very well, thank you,” she lied.

“That’s good. So I imagine you’ll be part of the entourage accompanying Duncan out to the new mine being drilled today.”

It was the first she’d heard of it, but she made a sound of agreement, wondering if Reid would ask her to join him for breakfast. She was relieved when he merely said, “I’ll leave you to it then. Enjoy your day.”

She looked around for a vacant spot at a table. There weren’t many. Most of the delegates seemed to be in here, tucking in to a variety of delicious smelling breakfast foods. Since this was a free day for everyone, Brig imagined the visitors would spend the time sightseeing or whatever delegates did when they attended trade talks.

She spotted the prince sitting at the head of one of the long tables, speaking to a gesturing male envoy. Cameron looked as gorgeous as ever wearing a loose-fitting white shirt that was rolled up to his elbows. His black hair was tied back at the nape of his neck, and his bronzed face looked freshly shaved. Brig’s highly tuned senses told her he was watching her from the corner of his eye, but he didn’t indicate in any way that he wanted her to approach. After last night, she had no idea what today might bring, it was quite likely Cameron would tell her to leave. Perhaps she should grab a cup of coffee and a roll, and go back to her room and wait to see if Cameron contacted her.

Before she could decide, she saw Kali Tofka, the envoy she’d sat beside at dinner. He was waving at her and indicating to the vacant chair next to his. As Brig walked toward him, he beamed.

“Good morning, Brig. I’m so pleased we ran in to each other. Have you made any plans for today?”

Because she had no idea what she’d be doing, she lied, “Yes, they’re work related, and I’ll be tied up for most of the day.”

His expression fell. “What a shame. I was thinking of joining the tour to the capital city, which includes a boat ride.” He paused. “Perhaps I’ll see you this evening at the bar.”

Not wanting to fuel any hopes he might have, she gave him a bland smile. “Perhaps, it will depend on what I hear from my principals at head office.”

With that said, she ended up eating a full breakfast while she did the small talk thing with Tofka. All the while, her senses took in what was happening over at Cameron’s table. Pamela had arrived a few minutes ago and was now speaking in a low voice to the prince.

Brig jerked her attention back to Tofka when he asked a question about mineralogy, discovering in the process that he was a rock-climbing hobbyist, like her. Though she tried to lose herself in the conversation, her peripheral vision caught Pamela’s abrupt departure. It appeared, she’d gone off in a huff, which was intriguing. Brig tried to increase her sensory awareness to see what the prince might be thinking. While she could discern frustration coursing through him, she butted against a mental firewall when she tried to read his thoughts. With all her psychic power, it seemed his deeper feelings would remain closed to her.

* * * *

Duncan was feeling like a heel. The last thing he’d wanted was to hurt Pamela, or settle things between them in a public setting, but she’d annoyed him when she’d started telling ridiculous lies about Brig, almost as if she knew he had an interest in Monroe.

Finally, Pamela had demanded in a low angry voice, “I want to know right now, if you have any intention at all of marrying me?”

He’d wanted to be kind, but there was no easy way to say it. “Pamela, if you’re asking me to be candid, then no, we do not have a future together.”

“You bastard.” She’d punched him hard on the arm and stormed away.

While Duncan would have preferred not to have the scene play out in front of onlookers, he was relieved that the worst of it was over. Still, he berated himself for letting things slide for so long. He’d talk to her, once she’d cooled off, he thought. Try to make amends. 

“More coffee, Your Highness?”

Duncan glanced up in surprise because Crawford was holding the coffee pot. “Why are you doing a waiter’s job?”

Crawford smiled serenely. “I like to keep my hand in. It never hurts to multitask.”

Bemused, Duncan studied the dignified retainer. Crawford had always been like a second father to him. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

“Should there be?”

When Crawford started answering questions with questions, he was up to something. “Don’t make me work for it. What do you want?”

“Hmm, well, since you’re going to the new mine today, I thought you might like to take a picnic lunch with you.”

Duncan studied the older man speculatively. “That’s it. You’re here to suggest a picnic when you know I always eat in the location-catering tent.”

“Exactly, I thought you might enjoy a change.”

“Why?”

“Because I assume Miz Monroe will be accompanying you, and you might like to share the picnic with her.”

Reflexively, Duncan glanced in Brig’s direction, then back into Crawford’s shrewd amber gaze. “Matchmaking, eh? That’s a first for you. You’ve never approved of the women I’ve…” He started to say dated and stopped. He wasn’t sure what category Monroe was in, but she wasn’t leaving Nevis until he’d figured it out.

“Very well,” Crawford continued, as if Duncan had agreed. “The picnic will be ready when you are ready to leave.”

Duncan knew better than to argue.

Moving away, Crawford murmured loud enough for his prince to hear, “Try not to muck up.”

Smiling at the last, Duncan glanced back at Monroe, watching her rise from the table and walk toward the windows while she continued talking to the man she’d been sitting with—who, Duncan suddenly realized, was the same person she’d sat next to last night. He narrowed his gaze on the other man’s face. It was clear he was interested in Brig. With a startling surge of jealously, Duncan turned and signaled to a staff member.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“Please inform Miz Monroe—” he pointed toward her— “that I wish her to accompany me this morning.”

As the attendant hurried off to deliver the message, Reid appeared in the center of Duncan’s field of vision. “I think we should talk, Duncan. It’s important.” He tipped his head toward the door. “Out of earshot.”

Duncan mentally sighed as he stood and followed his cousin out to the corridor. He imagined he was going to get another earful of Reid’s perceived slights against him. It usually involved a servant who had looked at him in the wrong way, or someone had failed to obey his orders in a timely fashion. As tiresome as it was to listen to Reid’s complaints, Duncan made allowances because he believed Reid was compensating for his lack of self-assurance over the fact that he was adopted. “Yes, Reid, how can I help?”

“You mentioned that you were going out to the new mine today. If you plan to take that Monroe woman with you, I think you should watch your back.”

Duncan was surprised. “What reason do you have for the warning?”

“Instinct, she’s acting strangely, and she’s throwing her weight around. For instance, what was she doing giving orders to the palace guards last night, as if she had the right to command them?”

“She thought she saw an intruder and gave warning.”

“From what I heard, she ended up embarrassing everyone when she stumbled into a romantic tryst.”

Duncan glanced at his watch. He wanted to be at the site when they tried out the new drilling unit he’d designed. “Okay, but how does any of that add up to a threat against me?”

“I’m just saying something doesn’t ring true, and I don’t trust her. I said the same thing to Alex this morning and he absolutely agrees with me.”

“Very well, thanks for the warning. Now I have to go.”


Chapter Eight

A short time later, Brig and Duncan were in the stable yard waiting for the grooms to lead the horses out. Brig was wearing shiny new riding boots and the helmet she’d been given. “Have you ridden much?” Cameron asked. His blue eyes were bright and smiling. Evidently, he was looking forward to this break from duty, and since he had made no reference to last night, it appeared he wasn’t angry with her.

All she could think about was how mouth-wateringly virile he looked in the bright sunlight. Maybe the fact that she knew she couldn’t have him made the attraction that much stronger. “No, I only recently learnt to ride,” she told him, “mainly because my sister, Kat, is now involved with an equestrian center. But don’t worry, I’ll keep up.”

He grinned at that. “I don’t doubt it, after seeing you fly through windows.”

Preferring not to discuss last night, she moved toward the chestnut gelding a groom was holding for her. “Hello there, sweetie,” she crooned, stroking its satiny neck. “Are you ready for a nice long run?” She knew enough about horses to appreciate the quality of this one. The chestnut blew through his flaring nostrils, turning his head into Brig’s chest, asking for more affection. Brig laughed, stroking him again. She’d always been a natural with animals, figuring their acute senses perceived and responded to her paranormal side.

“His name’s Roscoe,” Duncan told her. “He’s very well behaved and easy to ride.”

“Easier than him, I imagine,” Brig remarked, catching sight of the gorgeous black stallion, dancing friskily as a groom led him forward.

“Ah, this is Aberdeen,” Duncan said proudly, reaching out to catch hold of the reins.

“He’s magnificent,” she said. “Aberdeen’s a city in Scotland, right?”

“Yes, on the east coast. It’s spaceport is one of the busiest in the universe.”

Brig watched him stroke the stallion’s shiny coat, trying not to think of those long tanned fingers caressing her skin.

“Can I help you to mount, ma’am?” The groom cupped his hands in front of her. Though she didn’t need the boost, she went through the motions, gripping the horn of the saddle as she swung nimbly onto the seat. At the same time, she caught sight of Duncan’s fine backside as he mounted up. She averted her gaze, looking down to adjust the length of her stirrups. Moments later, she followed Cameron out of the palace grounds through a side gate. Ahead of them was a tract of undulating grassland, punctuated by patches of pine forest. In the distance, the May sky framed a long range of black mountains. Ever mindful of her job, Brig glanced over her shoulder to check that the ten guards Alistair Hay had assigned were following. She hadn’t argued when Duncan had instructed them to maintain a discreet distance. She would pick up danger signals soon enough to alert the sentries.

They rode in silence for a while, listening to the horses’ blowing breath and the creak of saddles as they moved along a wide path bordered by colorful spring flowers. “The countryside is beautiful,” she said to break the silence. “Does it bear a resemblance to Scotland?”

He surveyed the soft sweep of spring landscape though narrowed eyes. “No, the flora and fauna are different, because Nevis has a milder climate than Scotland.”

“Hmm, I suppose that means I won’t see any purple heather. I was hoping to pick a sprig. They say it brings luck.”

He glanced at her. “I wouldn’t have suspected you of whimsy, Monroe.”

She smiled. “I have my moments.” To keep the conversation going, she added, “Will I be able to watch the ore drilling process at the new mine?”

He glanced at her again. “Certainly, if it interests you.”

It did, geek that she was. “Do you still manage the mines yourself?”

He nodded. “Effectively, yes, though, I’ve hand-picked my team, I like to put in an appearance when commitments permit, particularly when we’re digging a new shaft.”

While he spoke, Brig’s keen ears picked up the distant sound of voices and the thump of machinery.

“To reach the camp from here, we’ll have to ride through some rougher terrain. Are you all right with that?”

She gave him a look that said, “Are you serious?”

He grinned. “Forgot who I’m talking to.” Urging his horse into a canter, he headed toward an incline.

Brig followed close behind, enjoying the faster pace, thinking she might buy her own horse when she got back to Earth. Long minutes later, they reached the top of a slope and Brig saw the drilling site below.

Duncan dismounted. “We’ll leave our mounts here, away from the clamor.”

Brig slid off her horse, and removed her helmet, stowing it in her saddlebag. “Will the horses stay?”

“My black will, and I’ll hobble the gelding.”

While he tended to that, Brig turned to study the worksite below. There were people everywhere, milling around the mountain area, or sitting at long wooden tables near a mobile catering unit.

Brig was startled when she felt the warm pressure of Cameron’s hand on hers, as if to guide her down the hill. “We agreed no touching.” She pulled her hand free, annoyed to find she was breathless from the quick contact.

Duncan smiled into her eyes. “No, I don’t believe I did agree to that, but in this case, I was merely trying to be courteous. There are a lot of naturally occurring potholes in this area. I don’t want you to trip and hurt yourself.”

She gave him a droll look, and they walked the rest of the way in silence.

As they entered the worksite, a tall auburn-haired man approached. Brig noted that he walked with a slight limp. “Good morning, boss. Everything’s set to go.”

Duncan patted the man on the shoulder. “Malcolm, let me introduce you to Brig Monroe. Brig, this is Malcolm Finlay, my team leader.”

“Nice to meet you, Mr. Finlay.”

“And you, ma’am.” He doffed his cap.

“Why don’t you grab yourself a drink, Brig,” Duncan suggested. “And I’ll call you when we start to drill.”

She wanted to insist that she should go with him because he was vulnerable out here in the open. His warning look stopped her. She blew out a breath and nodded. Sitting down at the first table she came to. Once Cameron and Finlay moved away, she stepped up her psychic feelers to scan the surrounds. At the same time, she noted the palace guards walking toward a table off to her right.

With nothing else to do, she reached for the thermos of coffee in the center of the table to pour herself a cup. Sitting opposite her was an auburn-haired boy, who looked to be about ten years old. Though it was still early for lunch, the lad was hungrily consuming a mountainous sandwich, stopping only to wash it down with deep glugs of milk.

He paused to nod politely at Brig. “Good morning, ma’am. I’m Jamie Finlay.”

Charmed by his freckled face and his milk mustache, Brig smiled broadly. “Good morning to you, Jamie Finlay, I’m Brig Monroe.” As she looked him over, she asked teasingly, “Are you one of the workers here?”

He grinned hugely, obviously tickled at the idea. “I hope to be one day, ma’am. It’s really somethin’ out here, ain’t it?”

“Yes, it is.” She looked back toward the drill site where Duncan and Finlay and another operative were crouched down, examining a piece of equipment.

“I want to work as a geologist like my dad,” Jamie continued.

“Good choice,” she said. “It’s a fascinating profession.”

“Yeah, but I have to go to college and everything first, and that’s like light-years away.” He shrugged his small shoulders, and took another bite of his sandwich.

Enjoying him, Brig made sympathetic sounds. “Yeah, being a kid can be tough, when everything seems to take forever to happen.”

“Why is that?”

Brig widened her eyes. “That, my friend, is one of life’s mysteries. All I can say is things will speed up considerably as you grow older.”

He nodded. “That’s what Mom says. I have to be patient.”

Brig was curious. “Why are you here and not in school? Is it a holiday?”

“Yeah, spring break.”

“Right.” Similar to Earth, she thought.

“So I came to work with my dad because my Aunty Lil just had a baby, and mom had to go and see it and stuff.” He paused to drink more milk. “That’s my dad over there, talking to Prince Cameron.” He pointed toward the drill-hole area. “Dad’s the foreman on this job.”

Brig glanced toward Cameron and Finlay as she spoke, “It’s clear, the prince thinks highly of your father.”

“Yeah, the prince is great. He let me ride his horse last time I was here.”

“I bet that was exciting.”

He gave her another toothy grin. “It was the best. The prince walked beside Aberdeen, but I held his reins and steered and stuff. Afterward I was thinking that if I don’t become a geologist, I might try to be a jockey.” He paused, looking behind him toward the catering area. “They have cherry pie for dessert. Would you like a slice? There’s ice cream to go on top.”

She smiled. “No, I’m good, thanks.”

While he hurried toward the catering tent, Brig smiled after him, wondering if she’d ever have any cute kids of her own.

Her attention snapped to the drill site when Cameron shouted her name. Rising quickly, she hurried to the work area, pleased he’d remembered to let her watch. She could see that the drilling rig was in fact a train with three cars attached, but they were empty.

Cameron stepped away from the other men to speak to her. His eyes were sparkling. “Looks like this will be a very profitable excavation for us. Test probes have highlighted some sizeable veins of ore.”

“Congratulations.” She saw the train had air jets beneath to keep it hovering a few centimeters from the tunnel floor, so it could adjust easily to the ground’s inclinations.

“Is the unit unmanned most of the time?” she wanted to know.

“Yes, but miners are needed to chip out the smaller veins of ore. For maximum efficiency, the ore has to be removed in selected sizes. If it’s crushed the energy will be is lost.”

“Have any of your miners been trapped during a fall in?”

“Luckily, no, but if that should happen, the driller train is reinforced, plus it has a three day auxiliary air supply and a fully equipped medi-car to treat injuries.”

It was interesting to see this side of him. She liked it.

“Help!” someone shouted. “The boy’s gone down.”

Spinning around, Brig saw a man pointing to a spot about ten meters away. “Jamie, oh God,” Finlay cried. His face was white as he rushed forward, making his limp more pronounced. Brig and Cameron got there ahead of the father. Others had gathered, peering down into a large rocky hole. Even with her excellent eyesight, Brig couldn’t see the bottom. She knew she was better cut out to try and rescue the boy than anyone else, but she waited as men rushed forward with ropes, and someone shouted, “Get the medics.” 

The frantic father moaned, “Oh, God, Kate will kill me.” He knelt and peered down into the darkness. “Jamie, can you hear me…Jamie…”

When Finlay started to tie a rope around his waist, Brig was about to take it away from him, but Cameron moved in and spoke to the distraught father in a low voice, “Let me do it, Malcolm. Your bum leg will hinder you.” He patted the man’s arm as he took the rope away from him.

With raw fear in his eyes, Malcolm opened his mouth, then nodded, his gaze flickering back to the crevice.

In short moments, Cameron had the rope tied around his waist, and was being lowered into the cavern with several men holding the other end of the line. Despite the tense circumstances, Brig’s gaze admired the shape of Cameron’s long back beneath his white shirt, and his wide strong shoulders.

“Hold on, Jamie,” Finlay shouted. “We’re going to get you out of there.”

As Cameron went deeper into the pit, his body started to swing back and forth, forcing him to use his feet to stop his body from hitting the sides of the rocky crevice.

Seeing through the darkness, Brig watched the prince closely, in case she had to intercede. Several minutes passed before Cameron called out. “I see him. He’s lying on a ledge. He’s alive.”

The father made a joyful sound of relief amid muted cheers from the onlookers.

Brig’s keen ears picked up Cameron’s words as he spoke reassuringly to the youngster. “It’s all right, Jamie. Don’t move. I’ll lift you.”

The onlookers fell silent, their gazes riveted on the opening while Finlay leaned further over the cavity, as if he could reach down to his young son. Moments later, when Cameron appeared out of the dimness, holding the boy tightly against him while Jamie clung to his neck, loud cheers went up. They were both covered in dirt. Cameron’s forearms and knuckles grazed and bleeding in places, where he’d obviously protected Jamie from hitting the rock.

Finlay was almost sobbing as he rushed to hug his son. Jamie’s face was grazed on one side from the fall.

“Easy,” Cameron said as he handed the boy over. “I think his right leg might be broken.”

“It only hurts a bit,” Jamie said. Perhaps believing that downplaying his injuries might offset any parental discipline coming his way. “I’m sorry I worried you, Dad. I saw a ferret with kits, and I wanted to see where they were going.”

“Oh, Jamie.” Finlay kissed the boy noisily on his unhurt cheek.

Then the medics went to work, tending Jamie and immobilizing his broken leg. Half an hour later, Finlay and his son were on their way to hospital in a high-speed vehicle. Brig stood near Cameron while he spoke to a youngish blond-haired man. “We’ll shut the mine down for the rest of the day, Hamish, but tell the men they’ll still receive full pay.”

Hamish nodded respectfully. “Thank you, sir. What arrangements should I make for tomorrow?”

“Since I ordered Malcolm to stay home with his son for a few days, and he’ll be disappointed if we drill this one without him, we’ll leave it in abeyance and move the crew over to mine seventeen.”

“Yes, sir, you can rely on me.”

Cameron patted him on the shoulder. “I’ll be tied up in meetings all day tomorrow, but if you need to tell me anything don’t hesitate to call.”


Chapter Nine

Ten minutes later, Brig watched Cameron approach, noting that he’d washed his hands and face, but his clothes were still streaked with dirt from the cavern. She looked at him with new respect, both for his work ethic and the concern he showed for his people. Yes, he was still the flashy prince surrounded by fawning minions, but there was depth of character that negated the playboy facade.

“So what do you think, Miz Brig? Are you up for a picnic?”

The bodyguard in her was keen to get him back indoors. “You have a lot of cuts and bruises, maybe you should return to the palace.”

He shook his head. “The medics looked at me. I’m fine.” He swept his gaze over the clear blue sky. “It’s still a beautiful day, and I’m inclined to take some time for myself. What do you say?”

She shrugged. “It’s your call.”

His smile broadened into a grin. “I know the perfect spot.”

Ten minutes later, with the palace guards instructed once more to stay at a discreet distance, Cameron left the horses to graze near a small lake, and walked back toward Brig who knelt on the soft grass, spreading a tartan blanket that Crawford had supplied. She’d picked a spot close to some trees so they wouldn’t be out in the open.

“I think I’ll take a quick dip in the lake before we eat and wash off the dirt from the pit.”

Brig’s head came up sharply, her pulse jumping at the thought of him stripping off.

Sitting down to pull off his boots, he cast her an amused glance. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep my clothes on and wash them at the same time.”

Moments later, he dove in, cutting speedily through the water to the far side of the lake. Brig busied herself unpacking their lunch from the hamper. It was traditional picnic fare, cold chicken, potato salad, green salad and crispy rolls. There was fruit for dessert and a bottle of red wine. Unfortunately, Brig had no appetite at all, probably because she was all too aware that in bringing her here, Cameron was probably planning to try to seduce her again.

By the time he reappeared ten minutes later, dropping down on the grass beside the blanket, Brig could only be grateful the water had temporarily washed away the virile scent of him that had teased her sensitive nostrils all day. Then she realized that with his clothes plastered to his body, she could clearly see the outline of his arms, bulging with muscle, and the dark pattern of chest hair beneath his white shirt. Quickly, she looked away from the temptation of him, and poured them some wine. “Are you ready to eat?”

“In a while.” Taking the wine glass she handed him, he sat with his broad back resting against a tree trunk with one knee drawn up.

Brig settled herself across for him and waited it out, wondering if he would finally mention last night.

 He drank wine while his eyes studied each feature of her face. “Tell me about yourself, Monroe. You know quite a bit about me while I know almost nothing about you except that you’re good at what you do.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know as much about you as you might think, just the basic dossier stuff.”

“Okay, what did it say?”

She forced herself not to look into his eyes. “Well, it mentioned your discovery of Zexus ore, of course, and it said that you’re well respected among your peers. That you speak several languages…and you’re reputed to be an excellent polo player.”

He laughed at that. She imagined he rarely had time for the sport these days, if he played at all.

“So it didn’t touch on my personal life?”

She shook her head. “No, it didn’t mention the hordes of women who regularly throw themselves at your feet.” She hoped that didn’t sound as if she was flirting.

He shrugged. “Nature of the beast, I’m rich and titled, so women hunt me.” He paused and smiled. “You’re evading the question, Monroe. I want to know about you.”

She could feel the heat of his large body radiating toward her, inviting her. When his gaze drifted to her mouth, she looked away. “Okay, firstly, I work in partnership with my two sisters at Monroe Investigations. My elder sister, Kat, used to be with the Boston PD. Now, she heads up the company while my twin sister, Lexine, specializes in bounty hunting.”

“You have a twin?”

She looked back into his surprised gaze. “Yes, we’re identical, but people who know us say they can tell us apart.”

He nodded. “Personality shines through. So you’re a twin, and you’re well respected in your field. That’s surface stuff, it doesn’t tell me what makes you tick?”

“In what way?”

“In ways relating to the opposite sex, do you have someone special waiting at home for you?”

Evidently, he must have wondered if that was the reason she’d held him at bay. If she said yes, would he stop pursuing her? She wavered… “No, there’s no one special.”

His gaze flickered. “Recently or never?”

“Privileged information.” She told herself to change the subject.

He leaned forward and refilled their glasses, looking up into her eyes. “Did some man hurt you, and you’re running scared?”

She snorted at the idea. “Just because a woman is independent, and doesn’t do slushy stuff at the drop of a hat, doesn’t mean she’s hard-hearted or suffering from a broken one.”

His eyes were interested. “So there aren’t any ghosts from the past influencing your feelings?”

“No.” As she spoke she realized that somewhere in her disarray of emotions she’d unconsciously made her decision. Even if it proved to be the worst mistake of her life, she would take as much of him as he and time allowed. She glugged the rest of her wine and put the glass down. “Okay, since you keep asking, I’m stepping over the line. Let’s do it.”

She watched his eyes fill with surprise. They lunged at each other, mouths fusing as he rolled them away from the picnic food. She caught handfuls of his now damp hair, her mouth as hot and hungry as his. She couldn’t get enough of him. The taste of him surging through her system as his tongue thrust deep into her mouth. She writhed beneath him, positioning herself into the spread of his long legs, moaning with wanton pleasure when his erection bucked against her pussy. At the same time, her greedy hands pushed at the soft fabric of his shirt, she couldn’t make her fingers move fast enough, fumbling with buttons before she shoved the fabric aside, making low humming sounds of pleasure as she moved her hands over his warm muscled chest.

Duncan broke the kiss and lifted her top. “I want to feel you against me.” She helped him to strip off her clothing. Both of them breathing raggedly by the time he’d unsnapped her bra and pulled down her panties. His hot gaze swept over her breasts, along her torso and down to the triangle of her sex. “Jesus, you’re beautiful.”

The look in his eyes gave her a heady feeling of power. No man had made her feel so alive, so female.

“Your skin’s so soft.” Gently his strong fingers brushed her breasts, circling the curve before he thumbed her nipples into hard tingling peaks. When he bent to close strong white teeth over a distended ruby bud, she shut her eyes in pure pleasure, each tug of his mouth sending hot charges to her melting core. All the while, she could feel the exciting press of his rigid cock.

Suddenly, he rolled with her again so she was straddling him. “Do what you want,” he rasped.

She looked down into his narrowed eyes and then at his chest, which gleamed in the sunlight. She ran her fingers lightly across his skin, enjoying the smoothness and hardness as his amazing muscles flexed beneath her fingertips. He watched her as she traced a finger along the sexy line of hair leading down to his belt buckle. When she unzipped his fly, he sucked in a breath, his belly contracting as his penis sprang free. She made an approving sound as she circled him with her fingers. He was big and hard and throbbing with incredible heat. Quickly, she slid downward and took him into her mouth, hearing the hitch in his breathing as she swirled her tongue around his large cockhead. She savored the feel of his warm satiny flesh, and the hardness beneath, making an appreciative sound at the pleasant taste of his arousal. When she sucked, he groaned deeply. She glanced up from under her lashes. His handsome features had frozen into an arrested expression, his breathing shallow and fast. She lapped at his ridges and caressed his balls to find that sensitive spot that drove men crazy. When she circled it with her finger, his hips bucked uncontrollably. For some reason, her mind pictured the couple she’d seen in the garden, prompting her to take him deeper. Listening to him hiss through his teeth as she sucked his large girth in as far as she could. When she felt him pulse in her throat, she knew he was close to coming. She sucked rapidly.

“Ahh…stop. I’m gonna come before I get to you.” He caught her arms to stay her motion, breathing in pants as he pulled out of her mouth. Then he held her still as he slid down beneath her, his hands stroking over her bare bottom while his mouth moved over her neck and shoulders and the tips of her breasts.

Brig clutched the blanket, her heart beating in an increasing rhythm as she waited in sweet agony for what was coming next. When his hot breath puffed over her navel and then her inner thighs, she spread her legs wider, rising up slightly on her knees so she wasn’t lying completely on top of his face. She felt his fingers delve between her thighs and stroke over her swollen mound. He parted her springy hair and circled her clitoris with the pad of his thumb before he flicked her nub rapidly with his nail. Her pussy clenched sharply, desperate for satisfaction. By the time he pushed a finger through her damp folds into her slick crevice, she was painfully aroused, her blood pumping like a boiling river.

He shifted, so his mouth replaced his hands. Her breathless moans grew louder as his tongue and teeth worked her bud of swelled flesh faster and firmer until she was thrashing wildly in delirious ecstasy. “Oh God, Duncan…it’s…I’ve never—”

Her words were lost when he rolled with her again, lifting himself off her briefly to shuck off his pants, then moving over her to settle himself between her thighs. His mesmerising eyes were hotter than she’d ever seen them. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” she breathed. This was what she’d been waiting for. As much as she enjoyed oral sex, there was nothing to compare with a big cock surging inside you. When the hard mushroom-shaped head probed her sleek opening, she could hardly catch her breath. He pushed and she arched, her mouth opening on a soundless cry.

“Are you all right?” 

“Yes, yes, keep going.”

He eased out of her slowly and plunged again, groaning in erotic pleasure. “God, you’re so tight. You feel incredible.”

“So do you.”

 He began a steady, careful rhythm, as if to give her time to adjust to his engorged size.

Desperate for him to move faster and give her the wild hard ride she was longing for, she pressed on his muscled buttocks, sinking her teeth into his shoulder.

He groaned, upping his pace to a driving rhythm, thrusting harder and deeper. Their bodies making sucking sounds while the cadence of Brig’s breathing turned frenzied. She clung to his slick skin, aware her nails were digging into his skin as she used her strong legs to arch and meet each powerful pump of his cock.

His expression was strained as he stared down at her, his eyes like blue fire. “Almost there,” he panted. “Come for me again, baby.”

Brig bucked harder against him as the pleasure peaked, the shock of renewed ecstasy causing a scream to rise in her throat. She stifled it and held on to Duncan, squeezing her inner muscles to increase his pleasure as he thrust forcibly to completion with a harsh shout.

Brig lay still gulping air. Her vision was blurry, and she felt as if she’d melted from the inside out. Somehow, this man had tapped into a place deep inside her where she’d never looked before, where she’d never wanted to look. It frightened her because this fleeting moment was all she would have of him. She’d leave in a few days and never see him again.

Seeking to break the spell, she patted him on the shoulder. “We’d better get going before your guards start worrying and come looking for us.”

* * * *

“They won’t come barging in.” Releasing a deep sigh, he nuzzled her neck. “Let’s stay like this for a little longer.” He wanted more time with her, time to lick and taste every inch of her fantastic body, ignoring the small voice in his head telling him the lovemaking had released a dynamism that would be impossible to control.

When she shifted upwards, he tightened his arms around her.

“Come on,” she murmured. “We have to go.” She pushed his arms away and stood upright.

Duncan lay still for a moment, enjoying the sight of her naked body before she gathered up her clothes and quickly dressed. With her scent still in his nostrils and her taste on his lips, he tried to gauge her thoughts. Was she regretting the episode already, or was it something else?


Chapter Ten

As Brig and Duncan mounted their horses, ready to ride back to the palace, she sensed he was thinking about them, maybe wondering how to distance himself now that he’d had her. She reminded him again, “You’d better alert your guards that we’re on the move.”

Cameron met her gaze for a moment, then pulled out his com-link, frowning as he looked down at the screen. “That’s odd. There’s no signal.”

Simultaneously, Brig’s parasenses lit up like a beacon. Instantly, she comprehended that Duncan’s guards were lying dead in a clearing about seventy meters ahead. Although her mind couldn’t bring the picture fully into focus, she could sense shapes moving away from the scene. Adrenaline surged. “Your guards are dead,” she hissed.

His gaze snapped to her face. “What?”

“Don’t ask me how I know. Choose another route and ride like hell. I’ll be right behind you.”

“No.” Before she could argue, he grabbed her mount’s reins, pulling her horse into a gallop beside his. “They must be jamming my link.”

“Yeah, we’re on our own.” She looked behind, saw nothing. “How long will it take going this way?”

“Roughly forty minutes, but there’s cover if we need it.”

For several tense minutes, they raced over rough ground toward a forest area with a rock face on the right side. Brig was wondering why her senses hadn’t picked up on the danger while the guards were being killed. All she could think was the sex had temporarily dulled her receptors. Let that be a lesson to you, Monroe.

“Rocky ground ahead,” Cameron said as they neared the bluff. “We’ll have to slow our pace for a few minutes.”

Simultaneously, Brig felt a rush of malevolent energy hurtling toward her. “Get down! Take cover!” In a blur of motion, she was off her horse with twin blasters firing streams toward the bluff. A split second later, a quiver of arrows hissed through the air.

Cameron was already off his stallion, using zigzagging motions as he moved to hit the horses’ rumps and send them out of harm’s way.

Brig had no fear for herself, she could move fast enough to dodge the arrows, but Cameron couldn’t. Keeping her gaze on the ridge, she kept firing as she moved backward toward him, surprised when he passed her, as if to shield her again. “Get behind me, damn it, I here to protect you, not the other way around.”

“I don’t see it that way.” He pulled her toward a large tree, and they crouched down behind it, breathing harshly with their gazes trained on the top of the bluff. “They’re using air-jet powered arrows instead of lasers.”

She nodded. “So they won’t attract attention from the mining camp, or anyone else who might be around, and whoever’s up there didn’t kill your bodyguards.”

He glanced at her. “I was thinking the same thing. They couldn’t have gotten here and climbed the bluff so quickly.”

“Which means the person or persons behind this knew the routes you would take and had assassins waiting on both courses.” She looked up at the rock face again. “I reckon there are at least six of them up there, maybe more.”

Cameron gave her a penetrating look. “How do you—”

He broke off as another hail of arrows whooshed through the air, hitting their tree. Cameron pushed her behind him. 

“Will you stop treating me like a girl?”

“Never.”

“Okay, then we need better cover while we figure out a plan. You know the countryside, any ideas?”

“Caves.” He pointed to an area in front of them, about two thirds along the rock formation.

Brig narrowed her gaze and saw a small opening beneath a rocky outcropping. “Take my weapons,” she said. “I have a spare strapped to my leg.”

“Hang on to them and cover us when we start moving.” He stood upright.

“Get down! Don’t be—” She broke off, staring with gathering astonishment as the outlines of his body appeared to warp. It looked like he was increasing in size. “What the hell—”

He lifted his hands. There was a sound like a swarm of angry bees, then a streak of light speared outward, A few seconds later, sections of the bluff fell away as if they’d been blasted. “That should give them something to think about.”

“Holy shit, Cameron, what are you, an alien?”

“Come on.” He caught her arm, and pulled her with him into the undergrowth. Still trying to wrap her head around what she’d just seen, she continued to fire up at the ridge, to keep the attackers pinned down, but an arrow finally found its mark, striking Duncan on the upper arm.

“Damn it,” she hissed. “We’re almost there.”

“It didn’t go deep.”

Moments later, they flung themselves into the dark cave and sat for a several moments leveling their breathing. Brig glanced over at Cameron. His vivid blue eyes glittered in the dimness. She saw that he’d pulled the barb free, and blood was flowing from his left arm, turning his white shirt red. “After your trick out there,” she said, her voice echoing in the cavernous space. “I don’t think the attackers saw us come in here, but we can’t stay long. Let me look at your wound.”

“I’m all right.”

“You’re not all right. You’re losing blood.” She knelt beside him, bunching up the sleeve of his shirt to put pressure on the wound.

“Give me a few more minutes.”

“To do what?”

“I’ll tell you in a few minutes. In the meantime, why don’t you tell me how you knew the guards were dead and you sensed the attackers before they fired the arrows?”

“You first,” she said. “What did you do out there, that thing with your hands?”

“An energy source I can raise when necessary, but the power is sustained solely by my strength of will, and only for short periods of time.”

“Huh.” If she’d been fascinated by him before she was riveted now.

“And you?”

She gave a dismissive gesture. “Mine will take longer to explain. Suffice to say, I’m different, and right now, I’m kicking myself for not carrying my healing stick with me.”

“I don’t need it.”

“Stop saying that.” She was thinking she could dash to the mining camp in short minutes and get help. In fact, it wouldn’t take her much longer to travel to the palace if she went at full velocity, but she didn’t want to leave Cameron as he was. Though she was strong enough in huntress mode to carry him, she wouldn’t be able to run flat out, not for very long, anyway. He probably weighed close to two-sixty. If she could find a safe place for him to hide, then she could go for help. At the same time, she was wishing there was a way to get through to her sisters, and they could time travel to help her. She and her twin, Lexine, had often communicated telepathically over long distances. While it was highly unlikely it would work while they were on different planets, she sent out a mental SOS anyway. Then she looked deeper into the hollow, noting the area was quite large with several openings in the rock wall. “I wonder if any of those cavities lead outside.”

“One does.”

Her gaze snapped to his face. “Yeah?”

“I visited this cave as a boy.”

“Well, chalk one up for the home team. Do you think that beautiful horse of yours will have stayed in the area after what happened?”

“Yes, he’s well trained and, more importantly, he’s strong enough to carry both of us.”

“Do you think he can outrun the attackers’ mounts carrying both of us?”

“Yes, Aberdeen’s fast. Then again, the enemy might be using airbikes.”

“No, I’d have heard them if they were.” She pressed more firmly on his wound in anticipation of him walking. “Come on, let’s get you some medical help.”

“I told you I don’t need it. Lift your hand away.”

Gingerly, she raised her hand a little, and saw the wound had stopped bleeding. “My God, it’s starting to close at each end.” She jerked her gaze up to his face. “You must be an alien.”

A slight smile curved his sensual lips. “No, I’m human with few specialties I inherited from my male ancestors, like speeding up the healing process, but having said that, if the arrow had hit an internal organ, all bets would be off. I’m only a tad invincible.”

She had more questions, but they would have to wait. “Which opening leads out?”

He led her into a dark crevice, leading to a tunnel that was wide and lofty enough that they could walk upright and move quickly. When Brig saw dots of sunlight in the distance, her heartbeat speeded up as she prepared herself for action.

Moments later, they were out, and Brig was looking over the countryside. “It’s clear. Call your horse, and let’s get out of here.”

Duncan gave three low whistles that most humans wouldn’t hear, and a few minutes later, the beautiful black stallion galloped toward them. “The gelding will have high-tailed it home,” he said.

“Sensible boy.”

Cameron swung into the saddle, holding out a hand to help her mount. She settled herself in front of him, and moments later, they were galloping along a narrow path, through a pine forest. When they came out into a clearing and headed up a slope, they heard ground-shaking hoof beats moving toward them from the right.

“Sounds like a lot of horses,” she whispered. “I wonder if it’s help or danger.”

“I’m not staying still to find out.” He kept the stallion moving away from the oncoming group, keeping them out of laser range.

Brig’s keen eyes spotted the leader. “It’s Reid with about…fifty soldiers.”

Duncan stared at the troops, his gaze turning hard and flat. “They’re not wearing Nevisian uniforms. Reid’s behind the whole thing. He’s hired mercenaries to kill me. So he can take over.”

Shit. While she was all but unbeatable in a fight, even against several opponents at once, and Duncan had proved he could hold his own, he’d also said his gift was only viable for a short span of time. She interpreted that to mean there was a limit to how many of those energy blasts he could summon in a row, which meant it was doubtful they could win against that number of well-trained mercs. Better to use her gift and go at the troops now, try to take down as many as she could.

She turned and caught Duncan’s face between her hands, staring into his beautiful blue eyes. “Listen to me now. Part of what I didn’t have time to tell you back in the cave is my ability to move at great speed. I’m going straight for Reid. I figure he’ll call off his mercs rather than die. In the meantime, I want you to ride like hell. Without me on board, your horse will easily outrun any of theirs.”

“No!” He held her arms, to stop her getting off the horse. “You’re talking about suicide.”

“Yes, I might die, but I do have a chance.”

His expression turned furious. “You think I could run, leaving you to face a small army.”

She laid a palm on his cheek. “I know you’re a brave and noble man, but in this instance, leaving is the right thing to do.”

His eyes blazed. “I not running, and that’s the end of it. You can do what you planned, but I’ll be right behind you.”

They stared intensely into each other eyes while the air between them crackled with frustration, respect and regret.

“Brig Monroe,” Reid shouted. “You don’t have to die today. I could use you to head up my security team. Name your price.”

“It’s a trick to separate us,” Duncan whispered, turning his mount. “We’re riding back to the caves before they get close enough to fire weapons.”

“Yes, go.” She wasn’t thinking of herself at this point, only of Duncan. If he wouldn’t leave her, the best she could do was get him to a sheltered spot and then use her speed to go for Reid.

“There’s another cavern not far from here,” Duncan said, sending the stallion into a full gallop. “It’s large enough to accommodate Aberdeen while we decide what to do.”

As she ducked her head to avoid a branch, she felt a familiar tingle brush the nape of her neck. “Oh, my, God!”

 “Jesus, Brig! What?”

She turned her head to look at him. “I sent Lex a message and she got it. They’re coming…time traveling, hurry.”

“What?”

“I’ll explain later. Go back, hurry.”

To his credit all he said was, “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

As they raced back toward the troops, Brig’s sharp eyes caught the startled look on Reid’s face. She grinned. Now, you’re in for it, you evil bastard.

Simultaneously, there was a loud boom and a rush of swirling air, which rose to form a column. In the center of the churning space, five people materialized, wearing black combat suits and wide metallic belts.

“My sisters and their men,” Brig whispered as Duncan halted the stallion. She was glad to see her extended family were fully armed. If they had been jumping back through time, to another era, they wouldn’t be allowed to carry modern weapons.

As the newcomers moved toward troops at a dead run, Brig watched Reid’s face turn pale, as if he realized his soldiers of fortune were no match for what was coming at them.

Grinning widely, Brig slapped Duncan’s leg. “Now, we’ll see what’s what.”

“Leave Reid to me,” he said.

In the next instant, the area exploded with violence. Duncan and the time traveling men fought superbly, but it was the Monroe sisters who’d stunned and terrified the enemy. In full flow, they resembled a synchronized martial arts team—leaping, scissor-kicking, spinning and summersaulting—they downed their opponents with minimum effort while dodging salvos of laser blasts. It was over in less than ten minutes. Twelve mercs were still alive because they’d wisely surrendered, plus Reid, who’d fallen to his knees in capitulation almost as soon as the battle had begun, begging for his life like the sniveling coward he was.

* * * *

Half an hour later, Alistair Hay arrived with a platoon of Nevis militia, and Reid and the remaining mercs were transported to a detention center. Reid, of course, was facing the death penalty.

Still high on adrenaline, Duncan was drinking from a water flask while he spoke to his three male saviors. They were all imposing individuals. Max and Brett Jericho had black hair and amber colored eyes, and Blane Sebastian wore his blond hair in a ponytail, his dark eyes smiling into Duncan’s as he patted the prince on the shoulder. “No thanks necessary, Duncan. The Epochal Monitoring Agency who regulates time jumps would have ordered the mission, even if Brig hadn’t sent out an SOS. We came to intercede after the fact, because it was all about you.”

Duncan stilled as he finally comprehended Blane’s meaning. “After the fact…. My God…you’re saying I died in the fight…and Brig…”

Blane nodded. 

Duncan stared, realizing Reid and the mercs must have tracked them to the cave they’d been heading for. It was more than a little dazing to learn that you’d died and been resurrected, as it were. “I didn’t think time-travel agencies were permitted to change the past.”

“Yes and no,” Max put in. “It depends on the timeframe and circumstances. In this case, it was only a matter of hours, and our superiors knew your demise could cause havoc in this part of the universe. Too many other worlds have looked with envy at Ben Nevis and her ore mines.”

Duncan could only shake his head. “I don’t know how I’m ever going to thank you. I’d ask you all to stay, so I could offer some hospitality, but I imagine the mission precludes a long layover.”

Max nodded. “We have to return within a specified time, but we’ll take a rain check. I think we’d all like to see more of Ben Nevis.”

Brett and Blane made sounds of agreement. Brett adding, “I read somewhere that your ancestors brought Scottish salmon spawn with them.”

Duncan grinned. “They did. Our mountain lakes are full of salmon. Are you anglers?”

“Yes,” they said as one, laughing.

“Well great, let me know when you want to come back and I’ll clear my calendar. I have a cabin on our largest lake.”

“Sounds perfect,” Max said.

Thinking what great company the men would be when they returned, Duncan shook hands warmly with all of them. “If any of you need a favor, if you need me to do anything at all, you only have to ask.”

When he turned and walked toward the three women, he could see Brig was speaking animatedly to her sisters. His heart tightened to think she’d died defending him. It was strange to see her twin. Outwardly, the women were identical, but Duncan would never confuse them. To his eyes, Brig looked entirely different from Lexine.

Brig turned to face him as he approached. “Duncan, may I introduce Kat and Lex.”

“Your Highness,” Kat said, “it’s a pleasure to meet you formally.” She was slightly taller than the twins, but they all shared the same coloring and those incredible silvery eyes.

Cameron  waved away his title. “Please call me Duncan. To say I’m appreciative of your efforts on my behalf doesn’t quite make it. I just learned that you gave me back my life.” He looked at Lexine. “It’s astounding that you were able to pick up Brig’s mental message on Earth?”

Lexine smiled and nodded. “Yes, and fortunate that we could time-jump.” She had a huskier voice than Brig, and Duncan felt her intelligent eyes examine him carefully, as if she knew that he’d been intimate with her sister and was gauging his worthiness.

“Sorry to interrupt,” Max shouted from behind them, “but we’d better get going.”

Duncan quickly glanced at Brig, suddenly afraid he might not get a chance to speak to her seriously. “You’re not leaving with them, are you?”

She shook her head. “No, they’re mission active.”

His shoulders relaxed as she turned back to her sisters, moving into a three-way hug. When they separated, Kat gave Brig an affection pat on the cheek. “Call us later, and let us know what’s happening.”

“It was a great pleasure to meet you, Duncan.”

He tore his gaze from Brig. “Likewise, Kat.” He shook the hand she’d extended. “I hope you’ll come back when the men do, so I can repay you in some way.”

The elder Monroe’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, I believe you already have, and yes, we’ll meet again soon.”

As she walked toward the waiting men, Lexine darted forward and gave Duncan a quick peck on the cheek. “You’ll have your hands full, but I’m sure you know that by now.” She laughed, punching him playfully on the arm. “Later, bro.”

As she dashed to join the others, Brig walked forward to watch her family leave. Duncan was smiling to himself. If he’d read Kat and Lex’s cryptic remarks correctly, they were letting him know that they approved of him and Brig as a couple.

With great interest, he watched the group prepare to travel back through time and space. They all moved closer together, the men flanking the women. They glanced down and made adjustment to gadgets on their utility belts, which started to give off low humming sounds.

Duncan walked forward to put an arm around Brig’s waist, watching with wonder as the air around the group shifted and swirled, forming a nearly visible tunnel. Slowly, the quintet of travelers dematerialized with Lexine waving cheerily at Duncan and Brig.

It seemed Alistair Hay had also been watching the scene with great interest. He walked toward Duncan shaking his head. “If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe it.”

Time-travel was still petty hush-hush, and normal citizens knew very little about it.

Brig imagined the security chief had had his mind opened in several areas over these last few days. Now, she noticed he was carrying a neatly folder white shirt, which he held it out to Duncan. “Crawford asked me to bring you this, Your Highness. He thought you might need it.”

Duncan laughed. “Leave it to Crawford to worry about my sartorial image.” But he quickly stripped off his torn bloodstained shirt, replacing it with the clean one. “You can head back to the palace with your men whenever you’re ready, Alistair.”

Hay blinked. “Do you think that’s wise, sir? There may be some stray mercenaries out there who don’t know it’s over,” As he spoke, he glanced at Brig, clearly expecting her to agree with him.

Before Brig could say she didn’t sense anything threatening, Duncan said, “Fine, you can accompany us, but maintain a wide perimeter.”

Hay opened his mouth as if to argue, then evidently realized that Duncan wanted to be alone with Brig. He cleared his throat as the tips of his ears turned red. “Of course, sir, but I’d like to leave a new com-unit with you. So you can reach me if necessary.”


Chapter Eleven

With Brig sitting in front of him once more, Duncan kept his stallion to a gentle pace while Hay and his men peeled off to the right and left.

What now, Brig wondered. She figured he was going to ask her to stay, but for how long? Don’t think about that now. “I don’t suppose I have to explain about my special powers any longer,” she said. “You’ve see them all.”

He kissed the top of her head. “Astounding doesn’t come close to what you are.”

“But you still don’t know that I’m time traveler.”

“Are you from the past or future?” He didn’t sound the least bit surprised.

“My sisters and I were born in past, but as our great grandmother was from the future, we were given the opportunity to move forward in time.”

“Sounds like a fascinating story, but right now I’m more interested in the fact that your sisters seem to think we’re heading for a permanent relationship.”

She was surprised he’d picked up the threads of that conversation, but figured he was feeling her out to see if she would try to prolong things when he was ready to end it. She let him know he didn’t have to worry. “Pay them no mind. Obviously, they sensed heat between us and jumped to the wrong conclusion. Now that they’re both hitched, they think everyone else should be, but I’ve always been the lone wolf in the family, able to go and come as I please—”

She gasped when he lifted her and turned her so she sat facing him. “Okay, I know you’re expecting me to say stay with me for a while, but I’m going out on a big emotional limb here to say that I want you in my life permanently.”

The resulting silence was filled with their breathing. Her heart began to race, but she figured he was still high on adrenaline and not thinking straight. “What we’re feeling at the moment,” she began, “is heavy duty lust, and that rarely lasts. Plus you’re a royal celebrity. Having me around long term could be encumbrance.”

His white teeth flashed. “Yeah, you’re a pain in the ass all right, but I’m stuck because I need you.” Before she could reply, he put a finger on her mouth. “Yes, this is happening fast, but I’m deadly serious, and when you’re ready, we’ll talk about marriage.

“Marriage! Oh, I don’t think so.” She shook her head rapidly.

He took her hand in his and gently kissed her fingers. “If you say yes, I’ll never try to change you. I want you to keep doing what makes you happy.”

She recovered her breath. “Carry on with my career you mean.”

“Absolutely, the restrictions on me won’t apply to you. I just want you to be part of my life.”

She felt her eyes misting—she never cried.

He kissed the tip of her nose. “Let go of the barriers, Brig, and say yes. There are no guarantees, but I think we have a good chance.”

She blinked rapidly. “I’ll say it again because I want you to know what you’re getting yourself into. I’ll make a terrible wife for a prince, even without the restrictions.”

He smiled. “I’ve been well warned. Now, say yes, damn it.”

She lifted a hand and fanned herself. “Give me a minute here. It isn’t every day a girl lands up in a real-life fairy story, with a proposal from the prince. Will I have to wear one of those jeweled circlet things on my head?”

He grinned. “A tiara, I think it would lovely on you.”

She grimaced. “More like a practical joke.”

He stroked a finger over her cheek. “How can you be so unaware of your beauty?”

She screwed up her face. “Don’t start with the mushy stuff. I’ll give your offer a go because you’re damn good at sex.”

Now, his smile was pure male. “Should I be insulted that you only want me for my body?”

“You do have a few other things going for you, but the sex is a biggy.”

He laughed, his fabulous eyes intensifying to electric blue.

“Pucker up, Monroe.”

Still hardly believing this was happening, she realized her hands were unsteady as she put her palms against his chest, sliding them upward to link around his neck. She kissed him slow and deep with aching sounds fluttering in her throat that spoke of emotions too long delayed.

Duncan’s hands gripped fistfuls of hair at the back of her head, his groans rising to match hers as he slanted his mouth, thrusting and withdrawing his tongue with a rough, tender rhythm.

Now that commitment was part of the deal, she wanted to touch him everywhere, skimming her hands over the large bands of muscles in his shoulders before she slid her hands beneath the wide neckline of his shirt, to stroke his warm skin. His breath thickened as he lifted her top to cup her breasts, his fingers plucking and rolling her straining nipples.

Brig moaned throatily, arching into his hand while she moved her hands downward to touch his hard abdomen and rearing erection. “Wow, this can’t wait.” She glanced around to check for onlookers, even though her senses told her Hay and the guards weren’t close enough to see them. “Have you ever done it on horseback?”

He raised his eyebrows and grinned. “Brace yourself on my shoulders, and put your feet on top of mine in the stirrups.”

Sizzling with anticipation, she completed the maneuver, as if she’d been doing it all her life. He helped her to unzip her pants and slid them down to her knees along with her panties. All the while, the well-trained horse continued in his slow pace.

Brig managed to unzip his pants and free his shaft before he brushed her hand away and slid his fingers into her dark pubic curls. “I love the look of you down there.” He leaned closed as he separated her pouty labia lips, as if to inhale the musky scent of her sex. Then he ran a finger along her slippery cleft, causing her breath hitch.

She fought against the growing sensation, because the moist red crown of his jutting cock was moving tantalizing close and away again with the horse’s gait.

When he pushed two fingers into her opening and thrust deep. She made a whimpering sound, knowing she was going to climax soon. “Put it in me.”

“Hold on tight.” He shifted as she positioned herself, ready for his entry, watching him arch upward. The fiery shock of his thrust brought a sharp explosive sound to her lips. Duncan gripped her hips and pushed her body upward. “Go! Take all of it.” To which, the stallion, apparently believing the Go! was directed at him, increased his pace to a canter, inadvertently enhancing Brig’s movements as she met each thrust of Duncan’s body with her own. Her bare bottom bounced on iron-hard thighs as she clenched her inner muscles on the solid thrusts and relaxed on the sleek downstrokes, working that luscious length for the deeper pleasure just ahead.

* * * *

Duncan watched her through heavy lids, enraptured by the look of her impaled on his throbbing flesh—her eyes were blurred to a deep opaque silver, her lips opening with little gasps of ecstasy. She was the most exciting woman he’d ever known, soft and sweet as well as strong. He would never get enough of her. Always crave more.

He inhaled as he felt his testicles draw up, tightening his grip on her hips to take control of the rhythm, but she wouldn’t take the passive role. Clinging to his shoulders with her pussy clenched around his dick she rode him like a wild woman. Up and down, in and out, stronger and faster, the ripe smell of sexual heat, both his and hers, heavy in his nostrils as the exquisite friction built and built.

* * * *

When the first wave of climax shuddered through Brig’s body, Duncan was still pumping away, his breath hitting her cheeks in harsh wheezing gusts. Though her vision wavered, she kept it fixed on his fabulous face, watching him hit the edge, seeing the ravening madness in his eyes turn to stunned blue as his body convulsed upward and jerked repeatedly. Brig’s head fell back on one last vaulting surge of rapture, her deep throaty cry spiraling up through the treetops.

“God almighty!” He reined the horse in as Brig collapsed against him.

Though she was too dazed to form cohesive words, she silently exalted because this was just the beginning. More than what he did to her physically, she wanted the man she’d come to know and respect. Love was in there, too, fighting its way to the surface.

“Pull up your pants, Monroe.”

They both laughed as he zipped his fly, then helped her to right herself, turning her in the saddle to face forward again. When he click-clicked the bewildered horse onward again, Brig rested her head against his shoulder with a deep sigh, smiling to think her clever sisters had seen this outcome as soon as they’d met Duncan.

“You know what I’m thinking?” he murmured, pressing a kiss against her temple.

“You’re having second thoughts?”

He chuckled. “Not in this lifetime, but once we’ve settled matters at home and the delegates have left, what do you say we lay in a stock of food up at my fishing cabin and lock ourselves in there for at least…”
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